E/RACED: ABORIGINAL YOUTH IDENTITIES AND SCHOOLING

by

Leisa A. Desmoulins

A dissertation
submitted in conformity with the requirements
for the degree of

Doctor of Philosophy in Educational Studies

Faculty of Education
Lakehead University

Thunder Bay, Ontario

© 2009 Leisa Desmoulins



Acknowledgements

There are so many people without whom this dissertation could not have been
completed. As with any work of this magnitude, I had many different supports from many
people. First, thank you Mary Clare Courtland for your patience and guidance throughout
this dissertation process. It really was a journey. As well, my committee members, Dolores
Wawia, Merle Richard, and Seth Agbo gave me insightful feedback. Your reading and
suggestions for improvement were invaluable to this work.

There are many others, who were also essential to my dissertation journey: I honour
three of them. Judy Iseke-Barnes’ course on decolonization and my graduate assistantship
with her guided me. From her I learned scholarship essential to my work. Judy helped me to
think, write about, and conceptualize racism, when I was stuck, often. My colleague, Robert
Jerome, provided humour when I had none left. Through humour he offered valuable
insights. Anne LeSage, a community leader, mentor, and teacher, helped me to engage with
the community and provided invaluable direction. She guided me to honour the participants’
stories. She reminded me that this work would not have been possible without these
participants’ stories. Thanks to each of you, most anonymously. If I have not yet learned the
lessons from your suggestions and stories, the limitation is all mine.

Finally, I thank my husband, Desi, and my three children, Max, Mose, and Lily. They
offered inspirational support and did a lot of housework while I read and wrote and re-wrote.

They believed in me even when I didn’t, and it is to all of them that I dedicate this work.

il



Table of Contents

Acknowledgments
List of Tables and Figures
Abstract

CHAPTER 1: OVERVIEW
Introduction
Discourses
Aboriginal Peoples in Urban Centres
Identity
Aboriginal Students and Schooling
Limitations and Promising Approaches in the Literature
Contextualizing the Study
Situating Myself
Methodology
Methodological Assumptions
Sample
Methods
Data Analysis
Significance and Limitations

CHAPTER 2: CITY AND SCHOOL DISCOURSES
Introduction
Identities, Culture, Race, and Cities
Definitional Approaches to Identity
Contextual Approaches to Identity
Relational and Performative Approaches to ldentity
Representations and Essentialism
Identities, Culture, Race, and Schooling
Cultural Difference
Racism
Intersections of Identity, Culture, and Race

CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK
Decolonizing Research Framework

Locating Myself in Community and Research
Method

Data Sources

Sample
Research Process

Gaining Entry

iii

il
Vi
vii

21
21
28
31
32
34
37
40
43
48
52

57
57
60
65
66
67
68
68



Data Collection
Data Analysis
Ethical Considerations

CHAPTER 4: IDENTITY AND IDENTIFYING
Introduction
Participant Profiles

Students

Teachers and Administrators
Identity Negotiation and Identifying

Self

Family

School

Community

Agency

CHAPTER 5: RACIALIZATION IN THE CITY AND THE SCHOOL

Introduction
Interpersonal Racism

In the School

In the City
Institutionalized Racism

In the School

In the City
Cultural Racism

In the School

In the City
Cognitive Imperialism

In the School

CHAPTER 6: DISCURSIVE INTERSECTIONS
Introduction
Summary of the Study
Conclusions
Implications and Recommendations
Youth
School/Board
University
City
Recommendations for Further Research

v

72
79
82

85
85
86
86
90
91
91
104
111
143
152

173
173
175
176
181
185
187
201
206
207
216
217
218

229
229
229
233
236
237
238
241
241
242



References

Appendices

Appendix A: Letter and Consent Form: Teachers

Appendix B: Verbal Explanation to Students

Appendix C: Letter to Parents for Students Under 18 Years and Consent Form
Appendix D: Letter to Students 18 Years and Over and Consent Form
Appendix E: Letter to Administrators and Consent Form

Appendix F: Aboriginal Voluntary Self-identification Brochure

245

261
263
265
266
268
270
272



List of Tables and Figures

Tables
Table 1: Teacher/Administrator Profiles 91
Figures
Figure 1: Self-in-Relation identity and identification model 85
Figure 2: Racialization and its relationship to racism and cognitive imperialism 174

Figure 3: Discursive intersections of identity, culture, and race in the school and the city 233

Vi



Abstract

This qualitative study investigates Aboriginal high school students’ negotiation of
identity and identifying with school and community in relation to other representations.
Within the literature, cultural and racial discourses provide contrasting, essentialized theories
for Aboriginal students’ lack of schooling success. Each of these discourses has conceptual
limitations. Alternative conceptualizations illuminate diverse representations, engage
complex articulations of identity, culture, class, and race with racialized students’ agency and
negotiation of/engagement with/ and alienation from schooling as performative identity.

The conceptual framework incorporates Aboriginal theory and methods: community
engagement; ethical principles of respect, reciprocity, relevance, and responsibility;
decolonized public education through deconstruction and reconstruction; and, border theory,
which places borders as central sites of inquiry. Borders, as contact zones, examine social
relations as they are marked by power and structured through racialization.

The research process involved four months of data collection with eight Aboriginal
youths and five teacher/administrators within a public high school. Methods included
multiple data sources: student photographing, interviewing, group discussions, letter writing;
and, teacher/administrator interviewing and discussions.

This study celebrates students’ successes with schooling and describes setbacks that
most had faced. The findings challenged the two prevailing discourses (cultural and racial) of
Aboriginal students. These theories failed to conceptualize and explain the complexity of
students’ and teacher/administrators’ discourses. Conclusions demonstrate the need to gain
greater understanding and appreciation of the complexity of performative identity, as well as

the multiple ways that the institution shapes schooling and is failing racialized youth.
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CHAPTER 1: AN OVERVIEW

Introduction

“The classroom is where our future well-being, both economic and social, is

being forged. It is where we will discover whether our model of diversity passes

or fails.” (E. Greenspon, (Ed.), Globe and Mail, p. A2, 14-04-07)

The editorial comment above puts a strong onus on schools for well-being and
economic success within communities and amongst groups of peoples. This concept of
diversity, in cities such as Thunder Bay, is played out as Aboriginal peoples negotiate social
and institutional borders and often face discrimination and racism in their participation in city
life (Haluza-Delay, 2002; McCaskill, Fitzmaurice, & Desmoulins, 2007). At the same time
Census Canada reports a growing and youthful Aboriginal population (McCaskill et al.,
2007). Two recent local studies looked at many aspects of Aboriginal peoples’ relationships
with the city but did not fully engage youth within public institutions such as high schools.
Before the study began, as I talked with groups and individuals from urban Aboriginal
communities within Thunder Bay, the topics that generated the most discussion and
controversy were discussions of culture and identity, schools as sites of racism, and the need
for gleaning urban Aboriginal youths’ views. In 2006 local youth workers reported education
to be the largest challenge facing Aboriginal youth in Thunder Bay (McCaskill et al.). This
challenge is historical: scholars’ and political discourses of Aboriginal education have moved
from the failed assimilation efforts of residential schooling to the current context where the
majority of Aboriginal students attend public schooling. This challenge is also current:

schools as institutions and their classroom practices impact upon knowledge and culture and

negotiation of identities, and they are sites of racialization for Aboriginal students



(Battiste, 1998; Dei, 1996; James, 2003; Restoule, 2004; St. Denis, 2002). Because of the
historical and ongoing challenges identified by education scholars, they advocate alternative
theorizing on the relationships between identity, culture, and race.

Both cultural and racial discourses in education use the concept of race. Because race
as a biological concept has been discredited, scholars use racism and racialization “to show
the cultural or political processes or situations where race is involved as an explanation”
(Murji & Solomos, 2005, p. 3). I use racialization to talk about processes that use race as an
explanation, whether through culture as naturalized differences or through racism.
Racialization is a concept used to refer to “those instances where social relations between
people have been structured by the signification of human biological characteristics in such a
way as to define and construct differentiated social collectivities” (Miles, 1989, p. 75). The
contexts of racialization-- how it operates and is constructed in this study-- are the city and
the school, and the social relations that occur between urban Aboriginal peoples and others
(typically White) within the city and the school. Racialization is a concept which precedes
racism, while maintaining a focus on difference as a superior/inferior binary. Privileging race
through racialization opens up multiple subjectivities within the discourses on urban
Aboriginal peoples and public schooling. In this sense I am using subjectivities to mean the
personal views and beliefs of individuals about identity as well as the views and beliefs on
identity that have emerged through the literature and research and within schools.

These discourses and discussions led to my research which examined how cultural
and racial theories and practices of education (i.e. discourses) shape thinking about
Aboriginal youth and schools. My two research questions were: 1) how do Aboriginal youths

negotiate their identities within the school, within the discourses, and within the complexities



of categories such as race, class, and gender; and, 2) how do they identify with, engage
and/or disengage with schooling? Through the research I sought to illuminate how youth
seek and form their own identifications as they are embedded within representations and
discourses at the same time that these youth create identifications contradicting or outside of
the existing discourses. Youths’ identities are expressed, repressed, negated, adopted,
contested, and voiced through self and their relationships with family and community as well
as schooling and school personnel. For individuals, these constructions of identity are
“shaped by society as it is constructed in relationship with others based on differences of
race, class, and gender” (Ward & Bouvier, 2001, p. 6). Culture is also germane to identities,
as illustrated in the predominant discourses on Aboriginal students and schooling.
Discourses

This section highlights literature from three relevant areas of literature on Aboriginal
peoples in urban centres; the concept of identity through definitional versus contextual
lenses; and, public schooling and race discourses from cultural and racial lenses, as well as
the emerging lens of identity, culture, and race as interactive.

Aboriginal Peoples in Urban Centres

This study uses a post-contact perspective. Although this perspective belies the reality
that Aboriginal peoples lived across the land pre-contact, this study examines the contact
spaces of cities and institutions. Aboriginal peoples in Canada began moving to cities at the
end of World War II (Newhouse & Peters, 2003). Scholars framed Aboriginal peoples who
moved to cities through assumptions of assimilation into the urban centre. Views of loss of
identity and assimilation of Aboriginal peoples are prevalent in the theorizing and the

literature (Newhouse & Peters). Loss or lack of culture is a persistent motif of Aboriginal



peoples in cities. Newhouse and Peters note, “for decades, public discourses have defined
Aboriginal and urban Aboriginal discourses as incompatible. Migration to the city was
interpreted as a decision to leave rural communities and cultures and to assimilate into
mainstream society” (p. 7). This theme is developed further in Chapter 2.

The discourses on Aboriginal peoples and cities have social, cultural, and political
implications for individuals, families, and for relationships in urban centres. The most
comprehensive recent research into the contexts of Aboriginal peoples’ lives, the five-volume
Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples (RCAP) report published in 1996, devoted a
chapter of one volume to researching Aboriginal peoples in cities. This seminal study
precipitated Aboriginal scholars’ renewed interest in identity in urban settings in Canada.
Similar interest in identity studies in urban centres also appears in the American literature.
Alternative theoretical approaches from Indigenous scholars’ perspective have offered
scholars new lenses to look at identity with Aboriginal peoples in cities.

Identity

The literature on Aboriginal culture and identity is viewed through two distinct
lenses, one which defines Aboriginal peoples through pre-determined criteria and the other
which uses a contextual approach—self-defined and related to the city and its institutions.

Studies by Berry (1999) and Liebler (2004 ) typify a definitional approach to identity
research. Berry used Absolon and Winchester’s (1994) data findings (discussed later in this
section) to explore pre-defined identity characteristics and then rank the Aboriginality of the
respondents. Leibler’s two year study examined mixed-race Aboriginal respondents’ identity
and identification. She used statistical Census data. Neither scholar researched with

Aboriginal peoples in their determinations of identity. These scholars’ approaches to identity



research use pre-existing research with pre-defined criteria to determine one’s identity, and
do not consider how one identifies oneself. Definitional approaches typically evolve from
pre-existing, legislative definitions. In Canada legislative definitions for Aboriginal peoples
stem from the Indian Act and its iterations (Lawrence, 2003). These legislative and other pre-
determined criteria tend to use racial and legal representations of Aboriginal peoples to
determine membership and status to apply representations of identity.

Voyageur and Calliou (2000/2001) critique homogenous, legal definitions of
Aboriginal peoples noting that it “...do(es) little to bring greater understanding of the
heterogeneity of the Indigenous peoples of Canada” (p. 113; see also Henderson, 2000).
Other scholars use a self-defined, situational, and contextualized approach; identity as the
intersection of race, identity, identifying, representation, or as constructs that interact with
each other (Absolon & Winchester, 1994; Lawrence, 2003; Restoule, 2000; Weaver, 2001).
Rather than conceptualizing identity as externally defined, pre-determined, and fixed in time,
these scholars see the constructs of identity and identifying through diverse contextual ways
that are self-defined by respondents.

The most pertinent of the Royal Commission of Aboriginal Peoples reports to this
study is Abosolon and Winchester’s (1994) research circles on Aboriginal peoples’ identities
in urban centres across Canada. Absolon and Winchester challenged the notion of identity as
pre-determined, disturbed more simple definitional approaches to identity by adding
complexity, and grounded the relational aspect of identity in historical relations of
assimilation:

In general, modern Aboriginal identity—whether rural or urban—has at its core the

profound impact of colonial assimilation strategies. In addition, it is evident from the
research of the urban perspectives team that cultural identity is very personal and



extremely complex. In our discussions with urban people, the themes they identified
when speaking about their cultural identity included family, spirituality, community,
land, government, residential school, youth, language, women, elders, politics, self-
determination, organizations, education, healing, colonization, and racism. All of
these themes are interrelated to varying degrees, depending on the individual whose
life they refer to: none can be examined in isolation, all are interdependent and
integral to the make-up of urban cultural identity. (CD-ROM, no page)
Absolon and Winchester’s (1994) urban Aboriginal participants identified 17 interdependent
cultural identity themes.

Legal and contextual approaches to identity and its relationship to culture provide
disparate approaches to researching identity and identifying. The first approach holds more in
common with more essentialized constructs of the multicultural and anti-racism discourses
that will be discussed in the next section as they relate to schooling; the second approach,
self-defined, is a contextualized approach that does not rely on pre-determined
representations.

Aboriginal Students and Schooling

Discourse, as a concept, attempts to combine language and practice, what people do
and what they say (Hall, 1997). Discourses establish “the parameters for thought and action;
the conceptual and classificatory models for understanding the world; and for the questions
that may be posed and the possible answers that may be produced” (Yon, 1995, pp. 12-13).
Discourses, then, provide lenses for interpreting and making sense of phenomena.

Scholars from two distinct academic discourses, the cultural difference and racism
discourses, have focused their research efforts on Aboriginal youth in high schools and have
influenced educational theory and policy—making. Much of the academic literature and

school policy-making interprets achievement (often read as secondary school graduation)

through a lens of racialized students’ culture and identity (St. Denis, 2002; Ward & Bouvier,



2001). Scholars typically use conceptual models of race or culture when theorizing
Aboriginal students’ achievement (i.e. high school graduation). The discourses can promote
particular conceptual models as taken-for-granted ways of knowing while promoting the
interests of the status quo. For example, cultural difference asserts that naturalized cultural
differences are the cause of academic failure. The cultural difference discourse factors and its
findings about academic failure do not address existing systemic level inequities or the
vesting of power in classrooms, schools, or educational systems. Racism discourses limit
understandings of how racism impacts individuals differently as well as how it works in
specific social locations in interaction with other forms of oppression (Graveline, 1998). It
often looks at either direct forms of racism or more systemic forms, and rarely within the
historical frame of racialization. The racism discourse requires an understanding of how
racism works within specific power relations and sites of racialization to better understand its
contextualization and interaction with other interlocking forms of oppression.

These concepts of identity, culture, and equity collide and elide with one another as
“the terrain of learning becomes inextricably linked to the shifting parameters of place,
identity, history, and power” (Giroux, 2005, p. 22), particularly for racialized students.

Limitations and Promising Approaches in the Literature

There are limitations within the literature on Aboriginal peoples in urban centres,
identity, and education. In the following section, I shall discuss the limitations relevant to my
study.

Earlier studies tended to perpetuate a strong sense that one cannot be Aboriginal
within an urban environment or within urban institutions. It links identity, culture, and race

(though un-named) from a naturalized cultural difference perspective, where difference is



subjectively constructed through the power to define and judge. This perspective also failed
to address identity within contemporary settings (e.g. non-land based), and identity within
varied contexts (e.g. Ablon, 1964; Dosman, 1972; Nagler, 1970).

Aboriginal identity viewed as pre-determined and essentialized (e.g. Berry, 1999;
Leibler, 2004) constrains complex understandings in several areas, such as: how identity and
culture are evolving yet contextualized historically; how identity is considered individually
and collectively outside of prescribed legal or definitional terms; and, how an individual’s
race, culture, class, and gender interact with identity and identifying.

Promising perspectives that offer self-definitional ways of looking at culture, identity,
and identifying require connections to ancestral, historical, and tribal perspectives but not
from the unchanging and homogenous notion of culture (Henderson, 2000). Culture defined
as an either/or binary -- historical or contemporary, on or off-reserve, traditional or non-
traditional, tribal language speaker or English speaker--limits who can be considered
‘Aboriginal,” rather than who identifies as Aboriginal and how s/he makes that identification.

In the educational literature, distinct cultural difference and racism theorizing and the
resulting research findings dominates the discourse on Aboriginal youth and education.
Theorizing non-binary approaches that consider a more holistic approach include the
following elements: 1) identity as a relational construct (Absolon & Winchester, 1994;
Graveline, 1988; James, 2003); 2) the interaction of culture and identity as self-defined
(Absolon & Winchester, 1994; Restoule, 2004; Voyageur & Calliou, 2000/2001); and, 3)
race and its relationship to racialization and other forms of oppression (Dei & Asgharzadeh,
2001; Graveline, 1998; Henry & Tator, 2006). This holistic approach provides promise,

while still maintaining a racial focus.



Some promising designs are described in the education literature through studies that
examine youths’ identities in public schooling from structural perspectives (e.g.
representations, history of schooling for Aboriginal peoples, school culture, issues of race
and schooling, etc.), contextualized subjectivities, and, the role of agency to address the
interplay of representation, race, and identity (Grantham Campbell, 2005; St. Denis, 2002).
Educational researchers, namely St. Denis (2002) and James (2003), consider culture,
identity, and schooling for racialized youth and use dual lenses of the personal
(subjectivities) and institutional (structural constraints). Dei (2000) and Giroux (2005) see
this approach as fundamental to understanding youths’ engagement with and alienation from
schooling.

Finally, Indigenous scholars have re-defined the constructs of identity and culture and
how these constructs intersect with race (Battiste, n/d; Grantham Campbell, 2005; Restoule,
2004; St. Denis, 2002). These scholars extend existing theories and thus offer an alternative
discursive frame for identity, culture, and race. These theoretical considerations are discussed
further in Chapter 2. These Indigenous scholars’ discourses extend the parameters for how
scholars and practitioners think about and act upon the questions of the intersections of
identity, culture, and race for Aboriginal students within public schooling.

In Thunder Bay, McCaskill et al. (2007) used Statistics Canada data to show that
Aboriginal students attend high school at rates comparable to their non-Aboriginal peers. The
authors found that Aboriginal students in public schooling are not completing high school at
the same rates as their cohorts (p. 29). In this study, exploring youths’ discourses of relational
identities with families, communities, and schools may provide insights into their

engagement with and alienation from schooling. Because identity and identification are
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relational, I also engaged teachers and administrators within the school. I discuss these study
participants’ perspectives in Chapter four. Given the school boards’ heightened interest in
Aboriginal students and their success in public schools, this research study provides a timely
study of how youths negotiate their identities within schooling and identify with schooling.
Contextualizing the Study

This study is contextualized within Thunder Bay, a community in Northwestern
Ontario built upon the traditional territory of the Fort William First Nation. In a special run
of Census data commissioned for the Urban Aboriginal Task Force: Thunder Bay Report,
Statistics Canada (2006) confirmed that Aboriginal peoples continue to move into and live in
Thunder Bay (McCaskill et al., 2007). The Aboriginal population within Thunder Bay is
distinct in three socio-economic and demographic aspects: 1) it is the largest per capita for all
Ontario cities; 2) it is younger (with one in three persons under the age of 15) compared to an
older non-Aboriginal population; and, 3) it is expected to grow (p. 26). The demographic
distinctions above converge with income disparities between Aboriginal peoples and non-
Aboriginal peoples in Thunder Bay. Census data from 2001 report median employment
income for Aboriginal peoples as 67% of non-Aboriginal peoples’ employment income (p.
32). Employment income disparities may relate to education outcomes. The 2006 Census
data on education showed that 64% of Aboriginal youth are attending high school (similar to
their non-Aboriginal peers), conversely, slightly over 1/3 (36.5%) of the Aboriginal
respondents over age 25 reported high school graduation (p. 76). Thus, Aboriginal students
attend high school at similar rates as their non-Aboriginal peers; Aboriginal students,
however, do not graduate high school at similar rates. The Census data complemented two

recent community-based studies (Haluza-Delay, 2002; McCaskill et al., 2007). These two
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studies contextualized and informed the relationships between Aboriginal and non-
Aboriginal peoples in Thunder Bay. Importantly, respondents in both studies ranked public
schools amongst the top three social locations where they experienced racism in Thunder
Bay (Haluza-Delay, 2002; McCaskill et al., 2007). McCaskill et al. held sessions with youth
about their relationships with schooling. The authors noted that “having less than a high
school education was a topic of much discussion during the youth focus group” (p. 74).
Participants spoke to an ongoing duality between engagement and alienation towards formal
schooling (p. 75). This was confirmed by youth workers who “cited education and
employment as the largest challenge facing their clients” (p. 78). These Census data and
research findings have implications for the city with respect to racialization processes,
racism, equity, class, and schooling.

In terms of schooling for Aboriginal youth, local school boards presently have no
segregated or specialized schools for Aboriginal learners and few specialized programs
within schools. The reasons are partly based in a Ministry-level ideology and school-level
implementation of integration. One school board employs Native counsellors in two local
high schools with high Aboriginal student populations. There is also one high school for
Aboriginal students. Originally created for students from specific First Nations communities,
the student body has become more diverse, including First Nations students from other
communities. This school is funded through a tuition agreement between Indian and
Northern Affairs Canada (INAC) and a group of First Nations within Nishinawbe Aski
Nation’s (NAN) Political Territorial Organization (PTO).

This study is contextualized within one of the local public high schools. During the

study, the school introduced a pilot course in Ojibwe Language and Culture. A local
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Aboriginal organization also ran a weekly drop-in, after-school based program for Aboriginal
students at the school.
Situating Myself

For the first half of my life I lived as a White middle-class child, youth, and then
woman. My father’s grandparents came from the Ukraine to western Canada through an offer
of land for farming. My mother’s grandparents came from Alsace Lorraine in Europe, settled
in America as Pennsylvania Dutch, and later immigrated to Canada. Both of my parents have
genealogical books tracing their family roots back to the Old Country, their routes and roots
to their current home in Ontario. I read these books growing up.

I have lived the second half of my life as the same White, ethnically-mixed,
culturally-dominant, middle class woman. Then, in 1984, I gained Indian status through
marriage. In the same year, under the same federal legislation, my sister-in-law had her
Indian status revoked, also through marriage. These events marked the first time I had ever
considered race and its relationship to culture and identity. The contradiction of
representations accorded by Indian Act legislation—that seemingly crosses racial identity
boundaries without consideration for identity, culture, or ethnicity—has, for over twenty
years, provoked me to consider the historical, social and political contexts that made these
situations possible. I maintain a peripheral belonging to the urban Aboriginal community
through choice or border work (Haig Brown, 1992) —through my social location, as well as
professionally through community-based research work, and through academic work.
Professional and academic contexts that directly influenced my research study are outlined in

Chapter 3.
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Methodology
Methodological Assumptions

I borrow the term, methodology, from Saukko (2003) to mean the “wider package of
both tools and philosophical and political commitments that come with a particular research
approach” (p. 8). Her definition of methodology is congruent with Maori scholar Linda
Tuhiwai Smith’s (1999) decolonizing methodology as both the theory and analysis of how
research proceeds as well as the tools used to gather data. Kovach (2005) concurs, stating
that “theory is inextricable from methodology” (p. 28). These scholars’ conceptualization of
methodologies involve questioning traditional research approaches using critical frameworks
to address social issues and relationships.

Methodology in my study combined theories and methods, as well as the research
assumptions that make up the approach. Previous research approaches to Aboriginal
education in the mainstream literature has produced two dominant discourses of cultural
difference and, to a lesser degree racism, to talk about culture, identity, and race as it relates
to Aboriginal students success and/or failure within public schooling. These discourses have
constrained understandings of identity and culture based on assumptions within the
discourses. The cultural difference discourse frame is constrained through sociological and
anthropological comparative or cultural difference perspectives which fix differences based
in cultures as naturalized. The racism discourse is constrained by a lack of contextualization,
how it works within these contexts and with other forms of oppression, and, with identity and
culture. More recently, Aboriginal scholars have introduced models of identity as relational
and introduced identifying as it relates to negotiating identity within existing socio-cultural

public institutions such as schools. As well, Indigenous scholars have provided alternative
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conceptualizations of culture, and extended the discourse on race, racialization, and racism.

This study used Castellano’s (2004) broad definition of Aboriginal research as any
research that “touches the life and well-being of Aboriginal peoples” (p. 99). This project
benefits from an understanding of respect, Indigenous research methodologies, and methods.
Also included are the ethical intercultural research protocols to be addressed in an Aboriginal
research study, as defined by Castellano (2004) and Smith (1999). My methodological
assumptions included the following:

® incorporating Aboriginal research principles of respect, reciprocity, relevance,
and responsibility into the research;

* bringing together seemingly disparate cultural and racial discourses (and their
intersection with class, gender, and identity) and contextualizing them within the
city and a school and relevant local research studies;

¢ using Indigenous scholars’ conceptualizations of identity, race, and culture and
how these concepts relate to identifying within socio-cultural institutions.

Indigenous scholars’ conceptualizations of identity also incorporate outsiders’

mediated notions of culture as fixed (unchanging) ethnic identities. What spaces are available
for negotiating identity within specific social locations such as schooling? This view of
culture also opens up space to look at the implications of how curriculum and race operate in
day-to-day schooling. Re-thinking race as socially-constructed through the process of
racialization, it then becomes socially-politically constructed as conterminous with class,
gender, and culture. Identities and ongoing identifications within specific social locations and
within the discourses that inform these locations then can be examined as bordered sites

(Giroux, 2005).



15

The theoretical challenge for this study was to critique the dominant theorizing and
resulting discourses of cultural difference and racism in the literature while considering the
student and teacher/administrator participants’ discourses of culture, race, and schooling.
Saukko (2003) suggests that research approaches “focus on culture and identity without
subverting the material and structural forces of inequality and discrimination” (p. 156).

To bring together identity while maintaining its connections to cultural and equity
issues, I looked to Indigenous theorizing on identity, culture, and racism. Because the study
was institutionally-based in a school, I employed conceptual frames of border pedagogy and
racialization. Borders operated as Aboriginal students moved to the city and attended public
schooling. I considered borders through several lenses (i.e. as an inter-cultural researcher; by
Aboriginal youth participants within the city and school; and through the bordered identities
of students by others within the contact zones of city and school). These borders were
maintained in multiple ways in these contact zones, as students and teachers illustrated
throughout the study.

Rosaldo (1993) uses border theory to describe the limitations of cultural theorizing.
He notes that “from the classic perspective, cultural borderlands appear to be annoying
exceptions rather than central areas of inquiry” (p. 28). Giroux (2005) conceptualizes border
pedagogy to encompass the bordered site of the school as an institution and its policies,
practices, and hidden and overt curricula. My study is also contextualized within Thunder
Bay, and my own social location.

I used a variety of methods with Aboriginal high school student participants
(interviews, photographs, letters, and group discussions) and interviews and discussions with

teachers and administrators to investigate teachers and students’ discourses and the
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intersections of race, culture, and identity with schooling. The following sections describe

the sample, methods, and data analysis that I employed.

Sample

The participants for this study included a self-selected sample of youth who self-

identified as Aboriginal students as well as a self-selected sample of teacher/administrators at

a local high school.

Methods

Data collection methods involved inviting students, teachers, and administrators to

participate in a qualitative study which ran for four months, from early November 2006 until

February 2007. Data collection methods included six data sets:

1.

5.

6.

PhotoVoice which used student participants’ photographs of themselves within
the school to self-generate interview talk and “represent the everyday conditions
which shape their [participants’] lives from their perspective...to provide clues to
their concerns and identities” (Lutrell with Bautz, 2005, p. 2);

formal and informal interviews with students, teachers, and administrative staff;
students’ letters to an Aboriginal student coming to the school (real or fictitious)
to document their early experiences in the high school;

group discussion sessions with student participants;

participant observation outside of classrooms; and,

my own and students descriptions of the school.

The range of data provided different perspectives on how students engaged and/or

disengaged from schooling and how the students constructed identities and identified through

curricular and non-curricular aspects of schooling. These methods provided polyvocality
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(Saukko, 2003) of students’ engagement and alienation (Dei, 2003; Giroux, 2005) within the
social location of the school.
Data Analysis

Tuse Alfred’s (1995) central ideas of nested identities and belonging with
Gravelines’s (1998) Self-in-Relation model to describe the inter-related nature of identity and
identifying (this is discussed more fully in Chapter 4). By adapting Graveline’s model, four
identity themes emerged from the participant data —identity/representation of self, family,
school, and communities. A fifth theme, racism, also emerged through the data. I adapt
Graveline’s iterative model to discuss racialization. Racialization included the dimensions of
racism (this is discussed more fully in Chapter 5). Three dimensions of racism emerged—
interpersonal, institutional, and cultural racism. To these I added a fourth dimension,
cognitive (sometimes referred to as cultural) imperialism, to represent the participants’ data.

The way in which youths identify and negotiate their racialized/cultural/gendered
identities is significant in light of recent initiatives by school boards in Ontario to have
Aboriginal youths in schools voluntarily “self-identify.” It raises questions such as: What
does it mean to these youths to ‘self-identify’? What does Aboriginal youths’ racial
constituency mean to educators and their educational institutions? Can Aboriginal youths be
grouped together racially and culturally, untethered from their tribal affiliations and academic
considerations, based in a racial ancestry and/or identity? How do discourses of difference
and sameness and their relationship affect the discourse on self-identity? In sum, how does
the interplay of lived experience, prevailing discourses, and the social relations negotiated

through schooling impact youths’ engagement with schooling?
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Significance and Limitations

This study provided an opportunity to explore and discuss how youth construct and
negotiate identities within the discursive site of schooling from existing discourses and
scholars’ conceptualizations of identity and racism, through the conceptual frame of border
theory/border pedagogy. The student participants’ voices provide some insights for educators
about the students’ engagement and/or alienation on which educators may base their
strategies of Aboriginal students’ engagement and to inform institutional change projects to
be undertaken within the school or the board. I shall share the research with interested urban
Aboriginal community members and groups through a variety of existing fora, where and
when I am invited. My responsibility is to share the participants’ stories for others to learn.

The 2001 Census showed that Thunder Bay had the highest per capita population of
Aboriginal peoples in Ontario. This study of Aboriginal youth in public schools may provide
insights for schools as institutions.

There are three limitations of this study, the generalizability of the study, the non-
representative nature of the study sample, and my own position in the research study as an
outsider/insider:

1) The research is not generalizable because of the qualitative nature of the study and
how identity and identifying are always negotiated within historical and current contexts,
spaces, and time.

2) The sample participants self-selected to give their time and stories to me. My
school contact, Emily, assisted and directed me in talking with students, teachers and
administrators. I invited any self-identified Aboriginal youth in the high school to participate

in the study. Many students came out to hear about the research; over half of these students
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returned permission forms, and approximately 1/3 of the original interested students were
sitting around the table as participants in the final group discussion nearly four months later. I
also invited all teachers and administrators to participate.

3) My own positions, as a non-Indigenous person, within the research. These
positions are not fixed, as student participants’ identities and identifying were/are fluid and
responsive to contexts. Mine were/are similarly fluid, changing, contradictory, and
contextually influenced. As with the student participants, teacher/administrators at times
represented and fixed my identities and identifying through their own lenses. This
complexity of my own positions influenced the data collection, data analysis, and
interpretation. It shaped the writing of this dissertation.

In this chapter I have contextualized the study within the discourses on urban
Aboriginal peoples, culture, race, and identity, and two salient discourses of schooling --
cultural difference and racism. I described an interactive discourse that intersects culture and
race and its relationship to identity. This discourse is more fully developed in Chapter 2.
Chapter 3 outlines the research framework. Chapters 4 and 5 integrate the presentation of
findings and interpretation. Chapter 4 describes and discusses the findings on self, family,
school, community, and agency. Chapter 5 describes and discusses the findings on
racialization through racism and cognitive imperialism in the city and in the school. Chapter
6 integrates the findings of chapters 4 and 5 to interpret how identity, culture, and
racialization interact/intersect in this study. It also considers implications and provides

recommendations based on the study.






CHAPTER 2: CITY AND SCHOOL DISCOURSES

Introduction

This study was done within the socio-cultural and political contact zone of
intercultural research, public spaces, and institutions. Haig Brown (1992) asserts that “people
who work with First Nations education, Native and non-Native, work in a border world” (p.
245). She views the border as one between First Nations and Canada. Border zone studies are
rarely named as such, so there are few models to study. Three noteworthy examples include:
Cruikshank in collaboration with Sidney, Smith, and Ned (2004), Haig Brown and Archibald
(1996), and Sommerville and Perkins (2003). Haig Brown (1992) names the overarching
border as racial. Sommerville and Perkins view this border as contact zone; for them, this
contact zone lies within research methodologies, particularly their model of collaborative
community-based research. Recent thinking and research aligns border zones as discourses
that challenge existing theory(ies)/methodology/political positions to examine social relations
“...marked by relations of power and domination structured along the lines of race and other
forms of difference (gender, sexuality, religion, language, and class)” (Dei & Asgharzadeh,
2001, p. 308). These are insightful models “for those who would undertake respectful
research [with First Nations peoples] that articulates its own values and takes a political
position” (Haig Brown & Archibald, 1996, p. 263). Three examples which investigate
institutional contact zones include Graveline (1998), James and Haig Brown (2001), and
Dion (2005). T'used Giroux’s (2005) border pedagogy to frame how these contact zones
affect students’ identities and identifying with school.

Scholars who do not acknowledge the contact zones have typically established and

21
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maintained borders for Aboriginal peoples in cities and schools within the literature through
their discourses of identity, culture, and race. In the following sections I describe Indigenous
scholars’ and other allies’ conceptualizations of identity, culture, and race because I adopt
their conceptualizations as a political position to frame this study. These conceptualizations
illuminate different usages of terms, in contradistinction to the literature which I later
critique.

Lakota scholar Hilary Weaver (2001) defines Indigenous identities as “a composite of
many things such as race, class, education, region, religion, and gender” (p. 240). Weaver’s
identity as social locations incorporates identifying. Weaver and other scholars bring
identifying, subjectivities, and representations into considerations of identity (Absolon &
Winchester, 1994; Graveline, 1998; Hall, 1997; James, 2003; James, 2007; Lawrence, 2003;
Lawrence, 2004; Restoule, 2004; St. Denis, 2002). These terms are discussed in the sections
below.

There are multiple terms that scholars use in identity research—identity (Graveline,
1998), cultural identity (Absolon & Winchester, 1994; Hall, 1996; Restoule, 2004; RCAP,
1996), and Native identity (Lawrence, 2004). All three variations have relevant meanings for
this study. My purpose is not to debate terminology. I followed Graveline’s Self-in-Relation
model of identity (see Chapter 4, Figure 1) that correlates to identity and identifying
relationally with others (i.e. self, family, community and school). In this review I use the
terms identity and identifying, although I leave scholars’ terms intact when quoting others’
works. I use ‘identity’ to provide “conceptual and political space to rethink issues of
racialized social relations” (Brah, Hickman, & Mac en Ghaill, 1999, p. 1) through discourses.

As Métis scholar Bonita Lawrence (2003) asserts: “for Native people, individual identity is
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always being negotiated in relation to collective identity, and in the face of an external
colonizing society” (p. 1, original emphasis). Lawrence (2003) connects individual identity
to a collective and within the larger society through historical colonization and assimilation
projects and the continuing effects for Aboriginal peoples. This connection is discussed
further on in this chapter, in the section on race. One’s identity also relates to culture.

Henderson (2000), in writing about identity and culture, explains the reification of
Indigenous cultures in relation to subjectivity: “around the globe, Aboriginal thinkers have
had to prove that the received notion of ‘culture’ as unchanging and homogenous is not only
mistaken but also irrelevant” (p. 255). Henderson’s terms “unchanging and homogenous”
define an essentialized view of culture, that is, a view of culture without consideration for
differences between nations and/or variations within groups. Yon (2000) defines an
essentialized view of culture as a “...dominant view of subjects as the unified objects of a
culture which tells us who we are. Cultures are viewed as objects that can be set against each
other” (p. 6). One of the problems of homogenous and static views of culture is that it sets up
the possibility for discourses, such as cultural difference, which are based in essentialized
perspectives. Larocque (1991) takes cultural essentialization further by linking the culture
discourse to race. She critiques the discourse that employs culture while ignoring the larger
systemic forces of colonization and its current manifestation through racism. She says that
“Indian “culture,” rather than colonization and racism, is blamed for whatever has happened
to Native peoples” (p. 74). I shall discuss Larocque’s point further in the cultural difference
discourse.

Aboriginal scholars (Absolon & Winchester, 1994; Lawrence, 2004; Lobo, 2001;

Restoule, 2004) reflect a research shift to putting the concept of culture under erasure, as it
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relates to identity and race. Culture is re-articulated as being traditionally maintained while
adapting to new realities and contexts. Culture is imbued with power relations that intersect
with nationhood, ethnicity, gender, class and race. In the urban context culture also relates to
race through racialized relations between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal peoples and within
the racialized spaces of cities and schools. The concepts of race and its relationship to
racialization, cognitive imperialism, and racism are considered below. I begin with a frame of
theorizing race as an ideological concept that creates objective conditions for racialized
peoples.
The main task facing racial theory today, in fact, is no longer to critique the
seemingly “natural” or “common sense” concept of race, although that effort has not
been entirely completed by any means. Rather, the central task is to focus attention of
the continuing significance and changing meaning of race: it is to argue against the
recent discovery of the illusory nature of race; against the supposed contemporary
transcendence of race; against the widely reported death of the concept of race; and
against the replacement of category of race by other, supposedly more objective
categories like ethnicity, nationality, or class. All these initiatives are mistaken at best
and intellectually dishonest at worst.” (Omi & Winart, 2005, p. 4, italics added)
Omi and Winart view the two conceptualizations of race—one as an ideological construct,
and the other as reflective of an objective condition—as insufficient to explain racial theory.
They critique ideological approaches for failing to consider “the salience a social construct
can develop over half a millennium or more of enforcement as a fundamental principle of
social organization and identity formation” (p. 5) despite scholars’ denouncements of the
biological relevance of race (see also Dei, 2000; Henry & Tator, 2006). They critique the
conceptualization of race as an objective condition because it fails to acknowledge that race
is real for racialized peoples in terms of their experiences and identities. Omi and Winart thus

advance a racial formation theory (also known as racialization) which incorporates the

following five elements: 1) recognition of historical discourses and relations that have shaped
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the contexts and contingencies of racial categories; 2) social construction of racially defined
experiences; 3) the racialization of white identities; 4) the commonality of hegemonic
relations; 5) the politics and changing lexicon of race.

The meaning of the term “race” is not fixed but has different meanings depending on
the context (Dei & Calliste, 2000; Fleras & Elliot, 2002; Haluza-DeLay, 2002; James, 2003;
St. Denis & Hampton, 2002). For example, James (2003) notes that race has been used to
refer to many differing meanings, for example: 1) lineage; 2) subspecies; 3) ethnic groups; 4)
religions; 5) nationalities; 6) minority language groups; 7) blood groups; and, 8) people from
particular geographic regions (p. 37). Race is also is used to refer collectively to distinct
Indigenous nations (Dion, 2005; Mihesuah, 1996). Thus, there is no one definitive use of
race. The changing nature of race allows for its elusiveness (Dei, 2000; Essed, 2007; Fleras
and Elliot, 2003; Henry & Tator, 2006; James, 2003). That is why Omi and Winart (2005)
and others (Dei, 2000; Fleras & Elliot, 2002; Henry & Tator, 2006; St. Denis & Hampton,
2002) refer to race as a socially-constructed process. The social-historical construction of
racial differences has real socio-political and material consequences through racialization and
racism for groups and for individuals.

Historical discourses of colonialism are salient to this concept of race and to
racialization (Laroque, 1991). Fanon (1967) coined the term “racialization” as a process by
which colonialism erased differences among and within groups of colonized peoples within
Europe. Fanon connects colonialism and the categorizing of colonized peoples to power
relations. Fanon forged critical linkages between colonialism and earlier, more overt
assimilation processes of colonization and the more diffuse processes of racialization, and to

the ongoing colonial work of cognitive imperialism (and its premise of knowledge as power)
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within schools. These historical links have been maintained in current theorizing of
racialization within North American contexts (e.g. see Battiste, n/d; Dei & Asgharzadeh,
2001). A full discussion of colonization is beyond the scope of this review.

Miles (1989) built upon Fanon’s (1967) idea of racialization as the process of
categorizing diverse groups of peoples. He defines the concept of racialization as “those
instances where social relations between people have been structured by the signification of
human biological characteristics in such a way as to define and construct differentiated social
collectivities” (p. 75). The most overt classification of racialization remains skin colour
(Haluza-Delay, 2002; Henry & Tator, 2006; Sixkiller Clark, 1994; St. Denis & Hampton,
2002); racialization processes also have used biological, physical, and cultural
characteristics, religious dogma, skin colour, and most recently cultural racism (Fanon, 1970,
cited in Dei & Asgharzadeh, 2001, pp. 308-309) to maintain racial superiority that is
currently locally contextualized within contact zones (Dion, 2005; Haluza-Delay, 2002;
Henry & Tator, 2006; Sixkiller Clark, 1994). Thus racialization removed differences amongst
peoples of colonized groups, creating a single racialized group. Racialization processes then
emphasized these socio-constructed differences as inferior to the norm (also socially
constructed) by using various criteria to maintain superiority. Today racialization is
manifested within contact zones such as cities and schools. Cognitive imperialism is a form
of racialization that is particular to schools.

Cognitive imperialism is another current manifestation of colonialism. Battiste, Bell,
and Findlay (2002) illuminate the relationship between colonialism and the relationship to
systemic discrimination:

Displacing systemic discrimination against Indigenous peoples created and
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legitimated by the cognitive frameworks of imperialism and colonialism remains the

single most crucial cultural challenge facing humanity. Meeting this responsibility is

not just a problem for the colonized and the oppressed, but rather the defining

challenge for all peoples. (p. 82)

Cognitive imperialism is a process of racialization specific to education and carried out
within schools as socio-cultural political institutions.

Scholars examine the performative impact of race because “as a concept or an idea
[race] does not signify inferiority or superiority” (Dei, 2000, p. 14; see also Fleras & Elliot,
2002; Henry & Tator, 2006): racial superiority is manifested, enacted, and maintained
through language and practices of cognitive imperialism and racism.

Memmi (1982) proposed three tenets of racism: 1) real or imagined differences; 2)
benefits to one group and the detriment of another; and, 3) justification of these differences
and benefits for the purpose of maintaining them. Larocque (1991) writes about maintaining
unequal relationships through power relations between groups: “racism is a particular
prejudice that legitimizes an unequal relationship. In other words, racism is political; it
facilitates and justifies socio-economic mobility for one group at the expense of another” (p.
75).

Thus, racism involves differences based primarily on skin colour (but also uses other
characteristics) to establish inequities, justifies these inequities through power relationships,
and maintains inequities through uncritical acceptance by those who perpetuate them, or
benefit from them either explicitly or tacitly.

Racism scholars generally acknowledge a typology of racism that includes three

dimensions: interpersonal racism as an overt form; as well as two systemic forms of racism

typically referred to as institutional and cultural racism (Fleras & Elliott, 2003; Haluza-
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DeLay, 2002; Henry & Tator, 2006; James, 2003; Larocque, 1991; St. Denis & Hampton,
2002). Overt and structural forms of racism are linked; interpersonal, institutional and
cultural racism work conterminously within public spaces (e.g. cities) and institutional spaces
(e.g. schools). In cities and schools this incorporates institutions’ discriminatory policies,
procedures, and practices (Haluza-DelLay, 2002; McCaskill et al., 2007) as well as the
impacts of institutional practices on racialized peoples (Icart, Labelle, & Antonius, 2006).

This introductory section described the discursive framework of identity, culture, and
race applied in this study. The next sections examine and critique three discourses and their
literature: urban Aboriginal identity, culture, and race in cities; urban Aboriginal identity,
culture, and race in schools; and, a third integrative discourse of identity, culture, class, and
race within schools. This third discourse is also illuminated by study participants.

Identities, Culture, Race, and Cities

Recent research on urban Aboriginal peoples and identity considers dimensions of
social location, subjectivity, and representation (Lawrence, 2004; Restoule, 2000, 2004; St.
Denis, 2002). This renewed interest in these added dimensions began with research studies
commissioned by the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples (RCAP, 1996). These
dimensions were recently introduced in the identity research and represent new lenses with
which to consider identity.

The predominant discourse had its beginnings in anthropologists’ studies of specific
geographic Aboriginal communities as well as the process of acculturation (e.g. Hallowell,
1955). When Aboriginal peoples began moving into cities post-World War II, sociologists
and psychologists (Ablon, 1964, Dosman, 1972; Nagler, 1970) began studying Aboriginal

cultural identity, along with anthropologists. Studies focused on acculturation, assimilation
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and adaptation of Aboriginal peoples to the urban centre, social disorganization and cultural
breakdown for Aboriginal peoples, the culture of poverty (Ablon, 1964; Dosman, 1972;
Sorkin, 1978), and cultural conflicts and loss in the urban adaptation process (Sorkin, 1978;
Zeitoun, 1969). The findings from these studies have established and perpetuated a view that
urban Aboriginal peoples and cities are incongruous, and portray a homogenized image of
urban Aboriginal peoples’ lives focused on assimilation and poverty.

Others (Kerri, 1978; McCaskill, 1981; Nagler, 1970) considered push and pull
factors. Push factors take people from their home community, for example, lack of adequate
housing and employment opportunities. Pull factors bring people to urban centres, for
example, medical care and education are reasons for Aboriginal peoples’ decisions to
relocate to urban centres. Push factors are pertinent to First Nations communities that
continue to lack access to medical and educational facilities within their communities. Pull
factors are significant in identifying insufficient services for Indigenous peoples in cities
(Maidman, 1981; McCaskill, 1981). Nagler’s (1970) approach is more typical of research
studies that hypothesized about Aboriginal peoples not adjusting to cities and then found
cultural difference. He found that “ ...Indians thus experience difficulty in adjusting to a new
environment because their conceptions of living do not involve punctuality, responsibility,
hurry, impersonality, frugality, and the other social practices which are part of the urban
environment” (p. 25).

Researchers generally maintained a perspective of individual, family, and cultural
differences as deficits, which also included education. Sorkin (1978) used two case studies,
one in Wisconsin and another in Minneapolis, to study Aboriginal peoples in these cities. In

both cases and within the context of schools, Sorkin found a disproportionate number of
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Aboriginal students enrolled in special education classes, achieving below grade level, and
dropping out at higher levels as compared to their non-Aboriginal classmates. Although
Sorkin considered structural factors such as the schools, teachers, and curriculum, he
ultimately recommended remedial summer school to address these discrepancies for
Aboriginal students (p. 146).

Commonalities of many of these studies (Ablon, 1964, Nagler, 1970, Sorkin, 1978)
included: the researchers’ outsider perspective on Aboriginal identity; the notion of identity
as cultural and as predetermined, unchanging, and non-urban (not able to adapt); and,
knowledge and use of an Aboriginal language as essential to the researchers’
conceptualizations of individual, cultural, and racial authenticity.

Absolon and Winchester’s (1994) research differs from these early studies in their
research purpose: “ ...to reach a clear understanding of Aboriginal cultural identity, as it has
an impact on most other issues of spiritual, social and political significance for Aboriginal
people (e.g. self-determination, self-governance, land rights)” (CD-ROM, n.p.). Research
methods also differed. Absolon and Winchester conducted learning circles in Canadian
cities—Victoria, Innuvik, Saskatoon, Winnipeg, Quebec City, and Halifax—to glean urban
identity perspectives from Métis, First Nations, and Inuit women, men, service agency staff,
youth, adults, and Elders. Despite the high urban Aboriginal populations in Toronto, Ottawa,
and Thunder Bay, these Ontario cities were not included as research sites. Absolon and
Winchester found 17 interrelated themes including: family, spirituality, community, land,
government, residential school, youth, language, women, elders, politics, self-determination,
organizations, education, healing, colonization, and racism. Although it might appear that the

research had a fixed, unified view of culture, Absolon and Winchester note that “when we set



31

out to understand and describe identity we have to build constructs that are inclusive of all, or
we may contribute to a subtle form of ‘ethnic cleansing’ by defining narrowly who is and
who is not part of the community of Aboriginal people” (1994, CD-ROM, n.p.). This
research set up a dichotomy between the traditional definitional approaches to identity that
had dominated the research and contextual approaches to identity that followed. These
differences mostly relate to who defined identity and the identity criteria used.

Definitional Approaches to Identity

Scholars researching identity by definitional approaches measure identity against
existing criteria. These studies are often quantitatively-based, and use externally-derived
criteria. Findings are typically based on meeting pre-determined criteria. The two studies
described below illustrate the definitional approach (Berry, 1999; Liebler, 2004).

Using the data findings from Absolon and Winchester’s (1994) RCAP research
learning circles, Berry (1999) compared the learning circle participants to one another. He
defines Aboriginal identity from a psychological perspective through five pre-determined
features.

Liebler’s (2004) study examined mixed-race Aboriginal respondents’ reporting on
three United States census criteria — tribal affiliation, American Indian language use, and
residence in a metropolitan area—to hypothesize the thickness or thinness of their racial ties.
In her findings, Leibler attributes respondents’ residence in a metropolitan area to thinness of
racial ties.

Definitional approaches based in census data criteria often evolve from legislative
definitions. In Canada legislative definitions for Aboriginal peoples stem from the Indian Act

and its iterations (Lawrence, 2003). These legislative and census-based definitions tend to
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use racialized, legal representations of Aboriginal peoples to determine membership and
status and thus identity (or representations). As well, culture is viewed homogenously and as
something one possesses (i.e. posited) through outward identifiers (e.g. speaking an
Aboriginal language, expressions of material culture as understood by outsiders). It has also
been a gendered discourse, excluding women (Lawrence, 2003).

Contextual Approaches to Identity

Other scholars (Gonzales, 2000; Jackson, 2001; Lawrence, 2004; Lobo, 2001b;
Restoule, 2004) critique legislative identities and use relational, contextual, community-
based approaches, in which they view identity as the intersection of race, identity,
identifying, representation, or as interactional constructs. They regard the constructs of
identity as contextual and self-defined by respondents. The five studies, described below,
demonstrate these approaches to identity.

Hopi scholar Angela Gonzales (2000) examined “the transactional and interactional
aspects of identity and the interconnections between experience, context, and relationships
between and among individuals, groups, and their social and cultural environment” (p. iii).
She uses three contexts: federal legislation of American Indian tribal groups; legal definitions
for production, marketing and sale of American Indian art; and, ethnic verification processes
of higher education institutions for education and employment of American Indians.
Gonzales found that federal legal intervention in American Indian identity and the resulting
economic impacts have engendered a political and polemic identity definition and impacted
criminal, child custody, health, land claims and many other personal, social, and political
spheres (p. 212). Her inclusion of American schooling contexts related to equity legislation

and fraudulent identities highlighted problematic legislated identities and education but is
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tangential to this study within a public high school. She links legislative identity to education.

Lobo (2001b), in her research with urban Aboriginal peoples of the San Francisco
Bay Area (SFBA), identified identity in urban Aboriginal communities through four aspects:
1) ancestry; 2) appearance; 3) cultural knowledge; and, 4) Indian community participation (p.
81). Lobo (2001b) frames identity relationally rather than from a place-based (i.e. urban)
perspective; she states that urban Aboriginal identity relies on community assessment.

Lawrence (2004) also found themes of urban locatedness and community acceptance
in her Toronto-based case study of urban mixed-blood peoples. She explains that “it is
important to recognize the extent to which identity is dependent on social milieu...the
existence of such an identity [as mixed] must be recognized by other individuals before it can
be lived as real” (p. 11), thus supporting individual identity as contextual, relational, as well
as performative (Absolon & Winchester; 1994; Alfred, 1995; Dei, 1996; Graveline, 1998;
James, 2003; Restoule, 2000; Weaver, 2001).

Jackson (2002) conducted a two-year cross-cultural ethnographic study of ethnic
identity for first-generation urban-raised Indian people. Jackson found that cultural identity
related to community participation. She found that participants in cities sought cultural
revitalization. McCaskill et al.’s (2007) research participants also sought cultural
revitalization in Thunder Bay.

Ojibwa scholar Jean-Paul Restoule (2004) investigated how urban Aboriginal men
maintain an Aboriginal cultural identity in Toronto. In an earlier work, Restoule (2000)
found that “obviously identity issues come to the fore when there is sustained contact
between culturally different groups, and especially when they are valued differently on the

social scale” (p. 106). In his more recent study in which he collected data through learning
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circle methods, Restoule (2004) found that cultural identity was shaped through everyday
relationships. His findings support the work of James (2003) and Hall (1996) who
conceptualize identity as a dynamic process and identifying as ongoing, exclusive, and tied to
material and symbolic resources.

Lawrence (2004), Restoule (2004), and Gonzales (2000) look at the impact of
identities and identifying within the context of racialization and within the social milieu of
cities, schools, and workplaces as contact zones.

There is a tension in the literature between viewing identity essentially and
definitionally (as established criteria to be demonstrated) and viewing identity as contextual
and relational. Tafoya (1995) notes the contradiction of the two approaches:

...In cross-cultural research one can have definitions or one can have context, but not

both at the same time. In other words, the more one tries to define something the

more one removes it from its context. The more one recognizes the context of
something, the less possible it is to give a specific definition of it. This is one of the
difficulties of designing a Western-style course with an understanding of how Native
people think or how we work with education. The more we try defining it, the more it
loses the context and value and ceases to be a living thing. The more we recognize

Native culture as a living thing, the more indefinite we are in trying to define what it

is we are talking about, because it will vary.” (p. 19)

The variability that Tafoya refers to is also considered through relational and performative
approaches to identity. Relational approaches acknowledge that identity relates to identifying
when it is considered within larger group and place affiliations. Performative approaches
embed identity within external representations and larger societal ideologies and institutions.
Both relational and performative approaches provide contextualization to identity and
identifying.

Relational and Performative Approaches to Identity

Mohawk scholar Gerald Alfred (1995) advances two central tenets—nested identities
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and belonging. Alfred refers to multi-layered, nested identities and brings in belonging as a
central facet of identity. For Alfred, these identities are multilayered including localized
Kahnawake, national Mohawk, broader Iroquois, and pan-Native identities (p.18). Building
on Alfred’s nested concept, Graveline’s (1998) Self-in-Relation embodies identity and self as
“related to and interconnected with others—family, community, the world...” (p. 58) and
incorporating multiple, relational aspect of identity. In considering identity, Self-in-Relation
then also integrates the relational identity components discussed above: historical relations;
one’s social location in terms of race, class, education, religion, and gender; place; and the
power relations that permeate these relations in contact zones. To acknowledge the social,
relational aspect of identity (Absolon & Winchester; 1994; Dei, 1996; Graveline, 1998;
James, 2003; Restoule, 2000; Weaver, 2001), I use the term identity to connote the multiple
ways of referring to the interconnecting relations and aspects of one’s identity. I used
Graveline’s conceptualization of Self-in-Relation in Chapter 4 to discuss and interpret
student participants’ discourses of identity and belonging. Following Absolon and
Winchester’s studies of identity in urban centres, identities are contextualized within three
aspects: 1) relationally; 2) socio-cultural political locations (performatively); and, 3)
historical relations in cities and schools (racialized).

To look at identities contextually and relationally within specific histories and
locations such as cities and schools is called ‘performative identity’ (Dei, 2000; Hall, 1996;
James, 2003; Restoule, 2004; St. Denis, 2002). Hall situates performative identity saying that
“contextualized performance [is] produced within specific historical and institutional sites,
within specific discursive formations and practices, and by specific enunciative strategies (p.

4). Performative contexts highlight and make explicit existing power relations and the



36

relations of race and culture to identity, identifying, and agency within social locations.

Scholars have researched the performative impact of racial affiliation and/or
representation for Aboriginal peoples, the relationship of race to culture and identity
(Graveline, 1998; Weaver, 2001), and the power relations at play within the social location of
cities (Lawrence, 2004; Restoule, 2004; Stymeist, 1975) and within the social location of
public schooling (e.g. Deyhle, 1995; Dion, 2000; Grantham Campbell, 2005; Reid, 2001; St.
Denis, 2002). It is noteworthy that performative-based identity research has dissenters among
Indigenous researchers. For example, Quecha scholar Sandy Grande (2007) dismisses
theorizing on identity and education. She asserts that it fails to challenge the colonial
education project, undertheorizes historical social and political power relations, and fails to
conceptualize decolonized models of education. Grande’s arguments for emancipatory
pedagogy through self-determination surpass the confines and limitations of public education
and this study which is contextualized within an existing institution and its history and
discursive practices.

Restoule (2000) defines identifying as “a process of being and becoming what one is
in the moment. The power is placed on the self, for the person who emphasizes his or her
Indigenous roots at a particular place and time...” (p. 103) and that employing place and time
perspectives “may reflect the situational and contextual identifying that exists in
contemporary Aboriginal life” (p. 103). Restoule asserts that identifying has meanings and
consequences depending on the context in which one identifies and the representations that
may be implied (p. 106). For example, external representations have consequences for

identification (as student participants illustrate in Chapter 4).
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Representations and Essentialism

“The misrepresentation, commodification, and distortion of Indigenous identities
have existed from the moment of first contact.” (Bataille, 2001, p. 1)

Representations relate to definitional approaches to identity, legislative identities, and
essentializations that emerge out of racialization. These concepts are explored below. Weaver
(2001) speaks to the relationship between self-identity and representations, calling identity a
“combination of self-identification and the perceptions of others” (p. 243). In terms of
perceptions of others, Lawrence’s (2003) notion of decolonizing Indigenous identities
incorporates the social construction of identities, the relationship to perceptions of others and
the project of deconstructing historical misrepresentations and externally-defined
(mis)representations.

The earliest representations of Aboriginal peoples can be traced to legislated
representations such as the Indian Act (1869, 1876, 1951, 1985). These legislated
representations relate directly to authenticity and defining who is an Indigenous person.
Many Indigenous scholars (e.g. Graveline, 1998; Grande, 2007; Henderson, 2000; Lawrence,
2003; Restoule, 2000) denounce legislative identities and the essentialisms and divisions
between and amongst Indigenous peoples that legislative identities have created.

Lawrence (2003) illustrates how the Canadian Indian Act in its previous and its
current iteration (1985) served and continues to control every aspect of Indian life (p. 3) and
has regulated Native identity (p. 5) for over a century. Specifically, she shows how identity is
racialized and gendered. Section 12 (1) b of the Indian Act (1876) states “the following
persons are not entitled to be registered, namely...b) a woman who married a person who is

not an Indian, unless that woman is subsequently the wife or widow of a person described in
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Section 17 (Jamieson, 1978, in Lawrence, 2003, p. 8). This legislation established Indian
status by patrilineal affiliation and discriminated against Indian women and their descendants
by denying legal status to Indian women who married men without Indian status (Lawrence,
2003; Voyageur & Calliou, 2000/2001). As well, until 1951 women on reserve had fewer
political rights than men. For example, women with status could not vote in band elections,
nor hold political positions of the band. In 1985 the passing of Bill-C31 reinstated status to
women, but not before the challenge had been rejected through the Canadian court system to
the level of the Supreme Court. It was Sandra Lovelace’s United Nations’ challenge that
forced the change to the Indian Act section (Lawrence, 2003; Voyageur & Calliou,
2000/2001). Over one hundred years of legislative disenfranchisement have had long-term
impacts for these women and their children’s identifications with Indigenous communities.
Thus, the Indian Act (1951) has shaped identities, identifying and gender by who is and who
is not federally recognized as Indian. Legislative identities interact with other
representations.

Historical representations have shaped knowledge of Indigenous peoples in
disciplines within social sciences, the arts, and sciences. Representations have been reified
through these disciplines, their discourses, and research studies. St. Denis (2002) argues that
history, knowledge, and institutions are “productive of Aboriginal subjectivity” (p. 13). Over
time these ways of knowing the Other become essentialized, thus socially constructing
subjectivity as self-identification alongside perceptions of others.

Essentialist perspectives create static or fixed images of Indigenous peoples where
traditional cultures and lifestyle can be juxtaposed in a binary relationship with assimilation

and marginalization. Lawrence (2004) names academic understandings of Indigenous
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peoples as “primordiality, a state of existence in contradistinction to modernity, whereby
language, ways of living, and cultural knowledge as manifested by distinct beliefs, traits, and
practices, transmitted in relatively unbroken lines from a distant past, and generally
combined with “racial” purity, have defined membership in a specific tribal group” (p. 1).
This primordial image of Indigenous peoples has saturated popular culture (Berkhoffer,
1978), media (Francis, 1992), research (Smith, 1999), and literature (Bataille, 2001; King,
2005). Smith (1999) documents how research using racial or cultural differences become
codified and enduring; essentialisms set Other peoples apart and perpetuate misconceptions
and stereotypes (see also Dion, 2000; Lattas, 1993; Mihesuah, 1996). For more information
on stereotypes as essentialisms, see Choctaw scholar Devon Mihesuah (1996).

Strategic essentialism (i.e. essentialism which is internally-produced) may provide
insight into cultural difference discourses that are maintained by Indigenous scholars and
educators. For example, in the section below I review how two cultural revitalization projects
contributed to cultural difference theory and findings and reiterated these findings through
strategic essentialism. The authors downplayed local control of education and greater control
over public schooling. The unintended outcome is the contribution to discourses of cultural
difference in schooling.

From another perspective, Mohawk scholar Gerald Alfred (1995) dismisses the
concept of essentialism as an oversimplification. He critiques the binary constructed by
scholars between primordialism, as Indigenous identity as unbroken tradition and continuity
with the past, and instrumentalism, as the conscious manipulation of traditions and cultural
inventions. He views both conceptualizations as essentialized discourses: neither can be fully

accurate because peoples and cultures both change and remain the same (p. 188). This
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dichotomy is also rejected by other Indigenous scholars (e.g. Lattas, 1993; Lawrence, 2004;
St. Denis, 2002).

Thus, researchers connect urban Aboriginal peoples’ relationships with cities to
institutions such as schools (Absolon & Winchester, 1994; Haluza-DeLay, 2002; McCaskill
et al., 2007; Restoule, 2004; Weaver, 2001). The researchers cited above found education to
be one of the primary contexts of urban Aboriginal identity and schools as a context for
which students identified and/or did not identify, based on a variety of contexts, situations,
and factors. Alfred (1995) names political and economic contexts as significant. Social,
cultural, and political contexts, as well as economic consequences emerge through the
research on schooling.

Identities, Culture, Race, and Schooling

Within the intersections of political, social and historical realities, identities emerge
within social locations such as schooling because “questions about how we construct social
identities and seek representation still plague our academy” (Dei & Calliste, 2000, p. 11). In
the Canadian context, identifying with schooling and representations relate to the historically
colonial legacy and its project of residential schooling.

Canadian government officials determined education to be an ideal vehicle of
assimilation and to remove “the essential structures of family and community [who] house
the languages, values, and culture, as well as give identity to Native people” (Hare &
Barman, 2000, p. 332). Indian Residential schools in North America demonstrated cultural
racism towards Aboriginal, mostly First Nations, peoples, that is the “degradation of and
prejudice against Aboriginal life styles, including language, dress, food, and traditional social

mores” (Adams, 1975, p. 29). The prejudice and the resulting unequal treatment of
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Aboriginal peoples was justified through a colonial assimilation ideology of racial
superiority/inferiority and implemented through assimilation policies (taking children away
from their parents, Indigenous languages forbidden to be spoken in schools), practices
(physical and sexual abuse within the residential schools) as well as the quality of education
(focused on vocational training for minimally-skilled labour positions) that ensued. In the
case of Residential Schools, the federal government’s explicit purpose was to assimilate
children into mainstream society through separation from their families, isolation within
residential schools, and the industrial training provided. Residential schools justified, through
the colonists’ assimilation ideology, that Aboriginal peoples were inferior and needed to be
assimilated. Notably, the Indian Residential School period is the most significant educational
context of the Canadian historical racialization process. The federal government and its
officials sought to colonize First Nations and Métis peoples based on racial and cultural
characteristics. Officials conceived and structured residential schools for assimilation and
education to position Aboriginal peoples within the lowest social and economic ranks of
society. The Indian Residential Schools period is a significant historical period of Aboriginal
education that continues to impact schooling for Aboriginal peoples. A full review of Indian
Residential Schools and its implications is beyond the scope of this paper. (For more about
Indian Residential Schools, see Hare & Barman, 2000; RCAP, 1996.)

These ideologies, policies, and practices illustrate federally sanctioned colonization
processes for groups (Indigenous nations) categorized by race (i.e. Indians as defined by the
federal governments). Once the overt projects of the colonization system had ended, the
categories were defined and constructed for the racialization process to continue.

As mentioned previously, there are two predominant and distinct discourses, cultural
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difference and racism, of Aboriginal students’ education in public schooling. The first
discourse, cultural difference, explains either Aboriginal students’ failure (cultural difference
between home and school) or success (cultural sameness between home and school). In this
discourse the explanation for racialized students’ lack of success in public education is
explained through students, families, and cultures/race and the disparities between their
cultures and the culture of the school (which can be read as the dominant culture of
administrators, teachers, and students). The cultural difference research on Aboriginal
students in public schooling has a 35 year contemporary history from the Hawthorne Report
(1967) to the Indian Control of Indian Education (ICIE) (1972), commissions (e.g. RCAP,
1996), and academic research (e.g. Demmert Jr., 2001; Giles, 1985; James, Chavez,
Beauvais, Edwards, & Oetting, 1995; Larimore, 2000; Willeto, 1999). Cultural difference
was critiqued initially by Ledlow (1992) and Deyhle and Swisher (1997).

The second discourse, racism in society and schools, examines racialized relations
through a lens of power relations. This discourse, often expressed through anti-racism or
equity studies, focuses on the production of knowledge, subjectivities, and social relations, as
these productions relate to institutional and cultural racism (referred to as systemic racism)
within society and its socio-cultural organizations. This discourse theorizes that dominant
ideologies and discourses about schooling are constructed as neutral for all participants
which depoliticizes and dehistoricizes the impacts of schooling on racialized students—thus
negating the need for theories focusing on racism or studies that examine school and societal
practices of education. Below I discuss these two discourses and then a third emerging
research direction that examines the intersection of these discourses, called discursive

intersections.



43

Cultural Difference

When I began reviewing mainstream schooling studies, I noted that much of literature
found cultural differences to be germane to Aboriginal education. The concept of identity has
pervaded the urban Aboriginal and schooling research since the release of the Hawthorne
Report (1967). This report marked the first large-scale, federally-funded, Canadian study of
Indigenous students in public schooling that theorized Aboriginal peoples’ identities as
homogeneously incongruent with public schooling. The concept of culture and identity
regarding Aboriginal youth and schooling began as a Canadian discourse with the Hawthorne
report. St. Denis (2002) asserts that “the Hawthorne Report is a text that is productive of
identities” (p. 44). In the Hawthorne Report, the two chapters on education are a section of a
larger report that examines economic, political, and educational needs. The Hawthorne
Report was prepared during a period when sociologists and anthropologists were studying
urban Aboriginal peoples in cities. Hawthorne’s report investigated life in cities and its socio-
cultural institutions and used a problem focus on the individual and family. Hawthorne did
not directly address racism, as few studies of the time considered discrimination and racism
in cities. As well, to contextualize Hawthorne’s (1967) research, St. Denis notes “integrated
schooling was not widespread until the early 60’s...” (p. 45). This study marked the early
years of integrated schooling.

In the section on education (Part II, Chapter 4, Education of the Indian Child),

Hawthorne (1967) purports to examine “schooling and its adequacy” (part II, p.6, original

emphasis) from the perspective of “making schools better for the unhappy or failing Indian
child” (part II, p. 7, my emphasis). The research was organized under key headings that

introduced the study, defined key terms (e.g. culture, cultural dissonance), stated researchers’
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assumptions, tested assumptions, considered related research, and provided key findings. In
the next chapter (part 1I, Chapter 5), Hawthorne examined attitudes such as reasons for
absenteeism, student and parent attitudes towards education, as well as ‘cultural’ factors such
as orientation, failure, and curriculum.

Hawthorne (1967) outlined cultural dissonance theory (also called cultural difference)
and then defined cultural dissonance as ‘a discontinuity of experience’ affecting scholastic
achievement. He claimed “for the child the outcome [of differences in outlook between
teacher and student] is a challenge to his identity” (part II, Chapter 4, p. 7). The researchers
used purposive sampling of communities and research participants. In particular, the
researchers sought out communities with Aboriginal children in schools, and larger reserve
communities located near other reserves and/or near urban areas. The researchers conducted
three in-depth studies of schooling on-reserve and developed and administered a
questionnaire.

Hawthorne (1967) posited several family-level factors for Aboriginal children’s
school failure: early socialization, shelter, food, clothing, and objects (e.g., toys and books),
and individual psychological factors (e.g., verbal nature, parent interest, discipline, and
routines for learning). He also posited community-level factors, such as cultural value
differences, as reasons for failure: ““...the system of values of some Indian communities tend
to devalue formal education” (p. 118). His findings led to the conclusion that schooling
forces a choice for Aboriginal children “between being an Indian or an Indian ‘White’ ™ (p.
126). He noted that becoming White was not an option for Aboriginal students. Hawthorne’s
study set the theoretical ground for future cultural difference studies, a perspective that has

remained fundamental to educational research literature (Demmert Jr., 2001; National Indian
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Brotherhood, 1972; RCAP, 1996).

Following Hawthorne’s (1967) seminal study that was grounded in cultural difference
and maladaptation theories (echoing approaches found in the Aboriginal peoples and cities
discourses) to explain Aboriginal students’ failure, two large tribal school programs, the
Rough Rock Demonstration School (RRDS) and the Hawaiian Kamehameha Early Education
Program (KEEP) conducted a series of studies of their local schools and then studies
comparing the two programs to determine if their programs were transferable from one to the
other (1983). These studies are examples of cultural revitalization, another aspect of the
cultural discourse. Cultural revitalization studies sought to revitalize natal cultures and
languages through education. The RRDS had two distinguishing features that set it apart
from the existing schools; local control and cultural identification. Other features included:
school/home/community engagement; natal and English language development; adult
education; and support services for students and their families.

In 1983 RRDS began a collaborative project with KEEP. The KEEP had developed
educational practices and strategies for Hawaiian children and designed to be compatible
with Hawaiian child culture. The KEEP’s pedagogical foundations were: centre-based
learning; small-group bilingual instruction; culturally-relevant discipline; and, locally
developed criterion-referenced assessments of students that appropriately reflect
achievement. The collaboration was established to determine if KEEP’s practices and
strategies were transferable to other Nations with similar results. The findings from the
collaborative project were that the two programs shared three common characteristics: local
bilingual teachers funded and supported through board policy (Begay, Sells Dick, Estell,

McCarty, & Sells, 1995, p. 133); senior administrators as program champions (Begay et al.,
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p. 134); and, using Elders in a variety of roles (McCarty& Sells Dick, n/d, p. 3). Despite
findings of using local bilingual teachers, having administrative champions, and use of
Elders, later scholars citing the research focused predominantly on cultural findings. Little
acknowledgement is paid to the community control of education and the contextualization of
the programs, to the local community, or to the role of school administrators in championing
the school.

Following Hawthorne’s cultural difference theories and KEEP’s and RRDS’s cultural
revitalization studies, researchers have studied a wide array of research topics to explore
cultural difference for Aboriginal students: home environment versus school environment
often expressed as differences in parenting style/family background (Eberhard, 1989;
Medearis, 1996); language/communication styles (James et al., 1995; Willeto, 1999); home
versus school values-orientation (Giles, 1985; Platero, Brandt, Witherspoon & Wong, 1986);
and learning styles (Larimore, 2000). Other cultural difference studies focus on
teacher/student interactions and teachers’ methods of instruction (Malin, 1990; Nickels &
Piquemal, 2005), parental/community involvement and/or support (Barnhard, 1999;
Kavenaugh, 2003; Leveque, 1994), and curriculum (Demmert Jr., 2001). These studies found
that cultural difference explained Aboriginal students’ failure with schooling.

Some cultural difference studies have incompatible findings. James et al. (1995) and
Willeto (1999) both examined Aboriginal students’ cultural identity and its impact on school
success. The authors’ findings conflict with each others’. James et al. found that successful
Aboriginal middle and high school youths with Anglo cultural identities were more
successful than Aboriginal youth with Indian [sic] cultural identities. Willeto’s study of

Navajo high school youth found no relationship between cultural practices and academic
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success. How culture is defined and represented is ambiguous in many of these studies; the
findings are equally ambiguous.

In the late 1980s and early 1990s, scholars studying cultural difference theorizing
added to the focus on difference related to Aboriginal families and homes with a focus on
teachers in public schooling and the difference they can make through culturally-appropriate
(also known as culturally-responsive or culturally-relevant) teaching for Aboriginal students.
Cultural difference is still problematic for Indigenous students and schools, but in this shift
the teachers, rather than students, need to adapt towards cultural relevance in the classroom
(Doige, 2003; Eberhard, 1989; Hesch, 1999; Kanu, 2005). There is little consensus among
these studies for what constitutes ‘cultural relevance’ other than the identification of
Aboriginal students having higher drop out rates and/or lower high school completion rates
than their non-Aboriginal peers. The majority of these studies essentialize culture—that is,
that researchers can compare one ‘culture’ (i.e. Aboriginal students from one or more
Nations in public school settings) against another (i.e. often White students).

Deyhle and Swisher (1997) argue that the cultural difference discourse predominantly
uses “...a cultural framework for the analysis of schooling and Aboriginal children, parents,
and communities” (p. 117). Reid (2001) argues that theories of cultural differences are
naturalized differences arising from “some sort of essential Aboriginality” (p. 27) and that we
need to “hang on to a dynamic model of culture that recognizes agency with constraints” (p.
28) while acknowledging that cultural theories are insufficient explanations of Aboriginal
students’ underachievement. She advocates research work combining culture with

subjectivity, gender, and race.
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Racism

The majority of Aboriginal youth do not complete high school. They leave the school

system without requisite skills for employment, and without the language and cultural

knowledge of their people. Rather than nurturing the individual, the schooling
experience typically erodes identity and self-worth. Those who continue in Canada’s
formal school systems told of regular encounters with racism, racism expressed not
only in interpersonal exchanges but also through the denial of Aboriginal values,
perspectives and cultures in the curriculum and the life of the institution. (RCAP,

1996, v 3, p. 434)

Supporting the RCAP Report finding of racism in schooling are two localized
research studies which found that racialized study participants rank public schools as primary
sites where they experienced racism (Haluza-Delay, 2002; McCaskill et al., 2007). This
discourse critiques the dominant discourses for constructing schooling as neutral for all
participants, and depoliticizing and dehistoricizing the historical and current effects of
schooling.

In a literature review commissioned by the Minister’s National Working Group on
Education for Indian and Northern Affairs Canada, St. Denis and Hampton (2002) explored
the racism literature. They identify four issues and/or gaps within the Canadian studies of
racism in schools: 1) limited scholarly attention; 2) denial of racism; 3) teachers’
understanding of and preparedness to deal with racism; and, 4) how it impacts on school
success. These four issues continue to challenge scholars’ and activists’ abilities to identify
and challenge racism in schools.

St. Denis and Hampton (2002) explain that in the schooling discourse “forms of
racism directed against Aboriginal and Indian students or teachers has [sic] not received

scholarly or systematic attention...” (p. 5). There is a small and growing scholarship that has

studied racism towards Aboriginal students in schools (Dion, 2005; Fisher & Campbell,
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2002; Haluza-DeLay, 2002; Henry & Tator, 2006; Ledlow, 1992; McCaskill et al., 2007;
Ryan, 1998; Sixkiller Clark, 1994; St. Denis, 2002).

St. Denis and Hampton (2002) write that “there is very little research and educational
literature on racism and Aboriginal people, yet on the other hand, the literature is filled with
references to the effects of racism on Aboriginal people in educational institutions” (p. 4).
Other scholars have also found interpersonal, institutional, and cultural components of racism
(Cleary & Peacock, 1998; Deyhle, 1995; Fisher & Campbell, 2002; McCaskill et al., 2007;
Ryan 1998; Schick & St. Denis, 2001; Sixkilller Clark, 1994) as well as denial that racism is
institutionalized (Dion, 2005; Haluza-Delay, 2002; Henry & Tator, 2006; Larocque, 1991).
This denial of racism is complicated by the elusive (Chartrand, 1992), and multi-faceted
(James, 2003) nature of racism. Part of the reason for the dearth of research studies has been
the effectiveness of cultural discourses to replace racial discourses (Larocque, 1991; Reid,
2001; St. Denis, 2002; St. Denis & Hampton, 2002). St. Denis notes the connection between
race and culture and how it has been used by dominant cultures: “the concept of culture is not
innocent, but deeply implicated in the colonial enterprise” (p. 12).

St. Denis and Hampton (2002) identify another gap with teacher training. They state
that “there are far more texts and research literature that address the challenge and problems
of teaching culturally different Aboriginal students than there are about how to teach for anti-
racism...” (p. 5). Other scholars have found that pre-service teachers, in-service teachers, and
non-Aboriginal student participants were reluctant to engage in issues of racial and ethnic
relations in Canada and in schools, particularly around White privilege and how schools have
structured inequities for racialized groups (Dion, 2005; Goulet, 2005; Schick & St. Denis,

2001). Dion (2005) notes that there is still work to be done to overcome racism and
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discrimination. She contends that training and school board initiatives of zero tolerance for
overt forms of racism have been successful; however, personal denial of injustice as well as
systemic inequities resulting from historical oppression and manifested through curriculum
persist in schools.

There is also limited literature on racism as antithetical to Aboriginal students’
educational success in public schooling. Scholars (Cleary & Peacock, 1998; Deyhle, 1995;
Deyhle & Swisher, 1997; Ryan, 1998; Schick & St. Denis, 2001; Sixkilller Clark, 1994)
found that a lack of school success is linked to overt and systemic forms of racism as well as
cognitive imperialism (Battiste, 1998; Smith, 1999). Deyhle and Swisher (1997) assert that
institutional racism and assimilationist educational models “must be analysed as a critical
problem to be addressed in the education of American Indian youth [and their success in
school]” (p. 139).

Researchers and scholars studying racism in education have found that racism and
discrimination within schools included the following manifestations: relations with/treatment
of students; rejection, blaming, and stereotyping (via texts, curriculum, and
teachers/administrators); a continuum of discrimination from social marginalization to racial
harassment incidents; training, attitudes, and expectations of teachers and administrators;
Eurocentrically-focused curriculum and representations; and, assessment, streaming, and
discipline (Cleary & Peacock, 1998; Deyhle & Swisher, 1997; Dion, 2005; Fisher &
Campbell, 2002; Haluza-DeLay, 2002; Henry & Tator, 2006; Larocque, 1991; McCaskill et
al., 2007; Ryan, 1998; Sixkiller Clark, 1994; St. Denis & Hampton, 2002).

Thus, both the cultural difference discourse and the racism discourse connect to

student success: both discourses find that many Aboriginal students have not and do not
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succeed within public schooling. In most instances the benchmark for not succeeding is
graduation rate of Aboriginal students as compared to their non-Aboriginal peers. Graduation
rate is a final indicator, rather than an indication of the processes that lead to/contributed to
the disparities within these graduation rates. Both discourses employ conceptualizations of
racialized students, identity, identifying, culture, race, and school success. Both discourses
portray culture: cultural difference portrays ‘cultural traits’ as natural differences; and racism
discourses portray cultural racism as a form which “draws upon overt and covert codes of
‘culture and difference’ in multiple ways” (Yon, 2000).

But the two discourses differ primarily in that each of these approaches provides
radically different explanations for the lack of Aboriginal students’ success. Cultural
difference focuses on individuals and families or teachers and classrooms. The major
criticism of the cultural difference research is the need to address structural factors within
schooling in considering cultural and individual academic engagement or alienation from
schooling (Deyhle & Swisher, 1997; Dion, 2005; Reid, 2001; St. Denis, 2002). Racism
focuses on overt more than covert forms of racism and documented racial incidents within
schools. The racism discourse is also criticized for not contextualizing racism, not exploring
multiple forms of racism and their inter-relationships, and illustrating how racism works in
practice. Few racism studies address the racialization processes of pedagogy and its
relationship to other forms of oppression (Dei, 2000; James, 2007). Both discourses have
shown inattention to one another within the research and within the landscapes of schooling.

Thus, racialized students and concepts of culture, race, and outcomes are not easily
distinguished within discourses. They bump up against one another in multiple ways,

demonstrating the embedded nature of racialization and the inter-relationships of culture and
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race with identity and identifying relationships.
Intersections of Identity, Culture, and Race

In a literature review of American Indian drop-out research, Ledlow (1992) critiqued
scholars’ four assumptions: cultural difference theory to explain the causes of Aboriginal
students’ disengagement; their methodological assumptions around cultural difference; the
lack of definition of definable factors of cultural difference; and a lack of measurable
outcomes. Ledlow states that “cultural relevance is rarely defined and almost always
assumed to be significant...How and why a relevant curriculum will solve the problem is
rarely addressed....” (p. 23). The discourse of cultural difference has a naturalized, taken-for-
granted aspect, despite which factors are considered. Ledlow introduced the idea that these
discourses intersected by positing other interlocking economic and social factors “that are not
culturally specific to being Indian (although they may be specific to being a minority)” (p.
29) for dropping out. She advocates looking beyond the micro levels (of the student and
family or teacher) to wider community-based economic and political structures (macro level).
Ledlow recommends further research investigating the relationship between micro and macro
level factors.

In an extensive review of literature on American Indian and Alaska Native education,
Deyhle and Swisher (1997) called for new research approaches that do not stem from a
deficit perspective of Aboriginal youth guided by theories of assimilation:

...understanding the cultural context is not enough. The structure of school and

society that harbors institutional racism and an assimilationist educational model

limits both educational and economic opportunities and must be analyzed as a critical

problem to be addressed in the education of American Indian youth. (p. 139)

Finally, Deyhle and Swisher (1997) advocated research studies using community-based
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research partnerships that are sustained over time.

Alternative conceptualizations of identity, identifying, culture, and race as well as
racialized students’ engagement and alienation (Dei, 2003; Giroux, 2005) as multi-faceted
have extended these discursive intersections that explores race in conjunction with other
interlocking dimensions of oppression (class, gender, culture, ability) and the historical,
political, and social contexts of schooling (Chartrand, 1992; Dei, 2000; Fisher & Campbell,
2002; Goulet, 2005; Grantham Campbell, 2005; Ryan, 1998; St. Denis & Hampton, 2002; St.
Denis, 2002). These researchers critique one-dimensional approaches and theorizing using
cultural difference or racism as either/or factors that are micro-level (student/family or
teacher/classroom) or macro-level (systemic forms of racism) educational factors for
racialized youths and schooling. Scholars examine the confluence of identity and identifying
with race, culture, gender, class, and ethnicity in their studies of Aboriginal youths’ academic
success (Cain, 2002; Grantham Campbell, 2005; Reid, 2001; Ryan, 1999; St. Denis, 2002).

Grantham Campbell’s (2005) critical ethnography examined Native youths’
transitions to and school achievement in urban school settings (elementary, high school and
university) from 1988-1991 in Fairbanks, Alaska. Her border ethnography framework
included influences from Anzualda’s (1987) physical, political, and psychological spaces,
Rosaldo’s borderlands as both “home” and “alien,” and Giroux’s pedagogical borderlands.
Grantham Campbell’s methods included participant observation, interviews with teachers,
students, and Elders, and a student questionnaire. She found that cultural difference and
school participation studies under theorize Native youths’ adjustment and school
achievement.

St. Denis (2002) draws on a poststructuralist theoretical framework of difference and
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inequality to challenge cultural explanations for the educational failure of Aboriginal
students in Canadian public schools. She conducted a study from 1996 to 1997 with
Aboriginal students in schools in Saskatchewan. She used critical discourse analysis (CDA)
to analyze the data. Her findings challenged three beliefs: 1) that cultural difference theory
sufficiently explains educational failure of Aboriginal students; 2) that educational strategies
promoting positive cultural identity and revitalization efforts are sufficient to overcome
educational inequality; and, 3) that the presence of Aboriginal teachers in schools helps to
eliminate educational failure. St. Denis found that the cultural difference discourse is a
“widely accepted explanation for this educational failure” and that the cultural discourse
actually “can aide and facilitate practices of inequality” (p. 2). She recommends a dual
approach, using culturally relevant education as well as critical race analysis to incorporate
constructs of difference, identity, and inequality.

Cain’s (2002) phenomenological study involved seven Mi’kmagq student participants
(who had come from the school in their home community to complete their intermediate and
secondary level education) in a publicly-funded school in Prince Edward Island. She
conducted participant interviews with Mi’kmaq students. Cain found that the students had
varied experiences of racism, inclusion, group relations, and high school experiences. Her
findings support non mono-cultural educational experiences for racialized students.

Ryan (1999) criticizes multiculturalism for its “positive images of the ‘cultures’ of
various racial and ethnic groups to provide greater understanding and tolerance” (p. 10). He
similarly criticizes anti-racism for homogenized, positive, cultural representations. He used a
critical case study methodology to investigate five topics: difference, race and racism,

stereotyping practice, curriculum, student identity and community in schooling, and
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language. Methods included talking to teachers, observing classes, key informant interviews
with school staff and students, shadowing students, a diversity questionnaire, and parent
interviews. Data were analyzed using discourse as a form of power and as “the terrain on
which individuals and groups struggle over meaning” (p. 183). Ryan recommends targeting
the following educational discourses: stereotypical; curriculum; identity and community; and,
language use. As well, he recommends disturbing the knowledge and discourses of social
sciences through critical theoretical approaches to address and contest the representation of
marginalized groups in secondary schools.

Bazylak (2002) and Young (2003) used Aboriginal research methods of storytelling
in their research. Bazylak’s research with Aboriginal student participants used methods of
storytelling and focusing on the positive. He sought Aboriginal students’ stories and
perceptions to better understand success “rather than continue to focus solely on the failure of
[Aboriginal] students in high school” (p. 135). Young used stories as a way of knowing,
rather than explaining. She highlights the relationship between language, identity, and world
view. Their approaches consider spirituality, relationality, and success and engage Smith’s
(1999) projects of reframing, storytelling, and studies that focus on success. They incorporate
agency and engagement as relational for Aboriginal students (Graveline, 1998).

Two studies examined teacher preparedness (James, 2003; Goulet, 2005). James’ 12-
year longitudinal study of undergraduate students in a Faculty of Education in Toronto
investigated pre-service teachers’ racial understandings in Canadian society through
classroom narratives. James’ findings integrated issues of ethnicity, race and the confluences
of social class, gender, disability, sexuality, and other factors. Goulet studied teacher

practices that engaged Aboriginal students. She used teachers’ discourses to illustrate the
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interplay of culture and colonization. Goulet had three findings: 1) the connectedness in
relationship building is fundamental to Aboriginal students’ engagement; 2) Aboriginal
education needs to move beyond cultural difference to include culture, race, and
colonization; and, 3) teacher education need to better prepare teacher candidates.

The studies described above engaged student and/or teacher/administrator participants
to investigate school level practices and/or social interactions related to race, culture and/or
ethnicity, and class within educational sites. These studies found schools to be cultural sites
that structure social categories (such as race, class, gender, and ethnicity) and the formation
of ethnic and racial identities for youths. The studies extended the discourse on ‘Other’ by
considering subjectivities and variation among participants, as well as agency, which are
typically not found in the cultural difference and racism discourses.

The intersecting discourse illustrates an expanded and more nuanced approach that
engages complexity and expanded understandings of identity, culture, and race as well as
theorizing and researching beyond the conceptualizations of cultural difference (from a
deficit and essentialized perspective) and racism (not contextualized within historical
racialization and cognitive imperialism) and as distinct from each other. A many-sided
response to youth identity and identifying with schooling connects to culture, race, class, and

pedagogy. It also engages youths’ subjectivity and agency.



CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK

Introduction

In Chapter 2, I outlined the conceptual frame that guided my study using Indigenous
scholars’ conceptualizations of identity and identifying, race, and culture in cities and
schools. This chapter builds on the discursive frame (Dei, 2001) of the intersecting discourse
described in Chapter 2 through the design of my research study. I begin by placing the study
within an Aboriginal research framework and then positioning myself within community,
research and academic contexts that informed this study. After discussing these larger
contexts, I provide an overview of the study, the research participants, the research
instruments, and the processes that I used for collecting and analyzing the data.

Decolonizing Research Framework

Because of the nature of this study, I sought an Indigenous methodological
framework. This framework is decolonizing research, an approach that Smith (1999) defined
as decolonizing methodology; a theory and analysis of how research proceeds and the tools
used to gather evidence. Smith acknowledges that non-Indigenous social/organizational
settings (school, health care, justice, welfare sectors) are often an entry point for non-
Indigenous researchers, because they are a contact zone. Smith advocates that non-
Indigenous researchers apprentice with Indigenous groups who can guide the research and
the researcher to do decolonized research. Decolonized research literature and experiences
inform my research framework.

Battiste (n/d), Graveline (1998), and Smith speak to decolonizing methodologies

within education. This study considers the theoretical and practical space to ‘challenge the
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colonial education project’ for everyone within the socio-political cultural institution of
public schooling. Graveline describes the process of decolonization within Eurocentric
institutions as challenging the complex system of denial that allows for continued
colonization through acknowledgement and re-visioning. Graveline’s project is echoed in
Battiste’s assertion that the decolonization project is two-pronged—deconstruction and
reconstruction. Battiste (2002) theorizes decolonized public education

As teachers begin to confront new pedagogical schemes of learning, they will need to

decolonize education, a process that includes raising the collective voice of

Indigenous peoples, exposing the injustices of our colonial history, deconstructing the

past by critically examining of [sic] the social, political, economic and emotional

reasons for the silencing of Aboriginal voices in Canadian history, legitimating the

voices and experiences of Aboriginal peoples in the curriculum, recognizing it as a

dynamic context of knowledge and knowing, and communicating the emotional

journey that such explorations will generate.” (p. 20)

In the previous chapter I critiqued outsider approaches to identity (as it intersects with
culture and race in cities and schools) in favour of contextualized approaches. These
contextual approaches relate to identity, culture and race within education. Lawrence (2004)
proposes that “decolonization must involve deconstructing and reshaping how we understand
Indigenous identity” (p. 3). Battiste (2002) contends that a primary goal of educational
systems “...is to help Indigenous students explore the primary questions of who they are,
where they live, and how they are to be enriched by learning” (p. 95).

Decolonizing research critiques the status quo and works towards social changes
(Smith, 1999) with a specific focus of acknowledging colonial history and current racialized
realities and contexts within schooling (Dion, 2005). Indigenous research involves a critical

or decolonizing methodology (Battiste, n/d; Graveline, 1998; Kovach, 2005; Smith, 1999)

with philosophical and political commitments of hearing from/interpreting voices of
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experience, acknowledging the history and current reality for those within institutions, and
research that advocates a commitment to change.

As noted previously in Chapter 1, this study used an Aboriginal research design
(Castellano, 2004) because my study participants were Aboriginal students. The research was
undertaken from an intercultural perspective (Cruikshank, 2004; Haig Brown & Archibald,
1996; Sommerville & Perkins, 2003), as I chose to work within the contact zones. Castellano
asserts that “much of what is formally called research is addressed to both insider and
outsider constituencies” (p. 106) and because of this interaction “...it is essential that the
criteria for ethical intercultural research be developed and distributed” (p. 107). Inter-cultural
research requires relationality on the part of the researcher, to the research, the research
participants, and to the larger community. Smith (1999) developed a set of 10 ethical
questions for intercultural researchers to ask themselves:

Researchers must go further than simply recognizing personal beliefs and

assumptions, and the effect they have when interacting with people. In a cross-

cultural context, the questions that need to be asked are ones such as:

Who defined the research problem?

For whom is the study relevant? Who says so?

What knowledge will the community gain from the study?

What knowledge will the researcher gain from the study?

What are some likely positive outcomes from the study?

What are some possible negative outcomes?

How can the negative outcomes be eliminated?

To whom is the researcher accountable?

What processes are in place to support the research, the researched, and the

researcher? (p. 173)
I respond to Smith’s questions through my story of community and academic contexts, and
the research process described below. It is through this learning process as apprenticeship

that [ have gained mentors within the Aboriginal community to support the research, and to

whom I am relationally accountable (personally and for bringing the research back to the
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community).

Process is critical to Aboriginal research, as it also relates to relationality. Absolon
and Willet (2005) explain “...when we talk about research in Aboriginal circles we are not
just talking about the goal and the finish; we are talking about everything that happens in
between....Aboriginal research methodologies are as much about processes as they are about
product” (p. 107).

Reflecting on my study, I found that it emerged through the process and outcomes of
my previous involvement in collaborative research and it is an extension of that research.
These processes began before this study began and the end is yet unseen; the story is
relational to the community and the research needs identified, and it is evolving.

Locating Myself in Community and Research

One of the tenets of Aboriginal research is relationality (Absolon & Willet, 2005;
Haig Brown & Archibald, 1996; Kovach, 2005). Relationality includes both the researcher’s
position in relation to the research (as I described in Chapter 1) as well as one’s position in
relation to larger contexts. In the following section I relate my study to larger research,
community, and academic contexts.

My research process for this study was relational in two ways: the people involved in
the research, and the research topics studied. My research for this study was informed by my
involvement with community-based research processes. My entry into community-based
researching and the urban Aboriginal community began in February 2005 with an informal
lunch meeting with a leader in the urban Aboriginal community. This talk led to a series of
seven formal and informal discussions with people involved with the Urban Aboriginal

Strategy (UAS) project in Thunder Bay. In May 2005, I was invited to a meeting of the
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Aboriginal Inter-Agency Committee (AIAC), a local group of Aboriginal agency directors
that also includes non-voting directors of non-Aboriginal agencies. In June 2006 I met with
the AIAC board and I proposed a community-based research study related to the ongoing
Urban Aboriginal Strategy project which was being implemented within several public
schools. The community members agreed-in-principle to my work, and two committee
members volunteered to meet with me in an ongoing dialogue to determine a more suitable
research question related to youth and education in Thunder Bay.

From these meetings with community members, I was invited to the first Thunder
Bay meeting of the Urban Aboriginal Task Force (UATF), in July 2005. The UATF study
was initiated and commissioned by the Ontario Federation of Indian Friendship Centres
(OFIFC), the Ontario Native Women’s’ Association (ONWA), and the Ontario Métis
Aboriginal Association (OMAA) in five sites across the province. I participated in the Urban
Aboriginal Task Force research study for the Thunder Bay site as one of three researchers.
Our work was guided by the Research Director as well as a Community Advisory Committee
(CAC) of Executive Directors of Aboriginal agencies who directed the research process and
topics. The CAC identified local research priorities including youth, culture and identity,
service delivery, and racism.

Our research team looked at relationships between Aboriginal peoples and the socio-
cultural institutions mandated to serve them. The CAC chose to study service delivery to
urban Aboriginal peoples in urban Aboriginal, tribal, and non-Aboriginal organizations.
Many non-Aboriginal respondents from mainstream organizations spoke to the challenges
they faced with growing Aboriginal client populations and the lack of specialized services for

Aboriginal peoples (McCaskill et al., 2007). The researchers found that although non-
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Aboriginal or mainstream organizations and institutions worked to meet Aboriginal peoples’
service needs, there remains a gap in outcomes among Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal clients
served in institutions such as schools. As well, UATF researchers investigated racism, and
found that participants identified public spaces and institutions (policing and schooling in
particular) as sites where they consistently encountered systemic racism. Thus, participants
identified that the relationships between Aboriginal peoples in cities and institutions include
racialized relationships manifested through interpersonal and systemic forms of racism.

When the data collection was completed and findings were reported out to the CAC
for discussion and writing, further questions emerged around youth, culture and identity, and
youths’ perceptions of racism in schools. In my collaboration with CAC members, we
discerned that these topics could be investigated in more depth through a qualitative study
within a local school. Thus, my process answers Smith’s (1999) questions of who defined the
research question and the relevance to leaders of Aboriginal organizations within Thunder
Bay. The study may also have relevance for the local school board. A member of the board’s
Aboriginal Education Committee has asked me to present to their group; and the Aboriginal
Education consultant from the board office has asked me to present to teachers. All of these
representatives believe that the study may have relevance for their respective groups.

In December 2005, I proposed two research questions based on community
discussions. 1) What are the unintended impacts of (Neighbourhood Capacity Building
Projects) coalition work on students, on teachers, and on schools? or, 2) How do Aboriginal
youth negotiate their identities and identify within the context of public schooling? (01
December 2005, notes). The first question followed-up the Urban Aboriginal Strategy (UAS)

community work and the second followed-up gaps that had been identified from the Urban
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Aboriginal Task Force research study. The community members present chose the second
question as the focus for my study.

I had originally wanted to conduct the research as a collaborative ethnography
(Lassiter, 2004), with community involvement throughout the research process. The
community assisted me to develop the research questions and advised on potential schools as
research sites, but community will to engage more fully in the study did not materialize.
Many of the people whom I had initially approached were fully engaged with the UATF
study by January 2006, and they would remain engaged with the study until February 2007.
My research proceeded concurrently with the UATF research. By the time these community
members engaged with the UATF project were finished the study, I had developed the
question that they had selected and selected the sites they had proposed, sought and obtained
ethical approval, and collected the data.

Flicker and Savan (2006) found in their Canadian review of community-based
research that community members’ involvement in researching tends to focus on problem
development and developing the methodology to answer the question(s) (participants,
research site(s), methods), just as my study had evolved. Community members are typically
less involved with data collection, analysis, and the writing process. Community members
often re-engage with research dissemination and using findings in the advocacy process (p.
14). My own experience with this research project supported Flicker and Savan’s findings. In
the UATF study, in contrast, the CAC was very involved in how the final report was written
and with developing recommendations for the study.

For my study, I honoured the community involvement given and their direction and

guidance with the research. I shall also bring the research back to the urban Aboriginal
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community, and will accept additional requests to present this research, or to be involved
with other research projects, as I am invited to do so.

Post-UATTF, an Aboriginal leader invited me to serve on an institutional and social
change project to improve relationships between local police and racialized peoples in
Thunder Bay. This community-based research project, Diversity in Policing, brought
together Thunder Bay Police Services (TBPS) leadership with community leaders from
Thunder Bay Indian Friendship Centre, Thunder Bay Multicultural Association, and
Diversity Thunder Bay to address institutional racism within policing. These leaders
comprised the Project Management Team (PMT). From December 2007 until March 2008, in
my role as researcher and in collaboration with the PMT, we worked on institutional change
through these activities: conducted a needs assessment of policing with racialized peoples;
examined policies and practices; researched training and then created a local training
program to address racial profiling for the membership; measured the progress of the TBPS
through an implementation evaluation; and, made recommendations to the TBPS for its post-
project work on institutional racism.

This study, then, is located within these community-based research projects and
ongoing community work. As I explained above, this research study is not the community-
based research study I had envisioned; however, I shall share my research in community and
with interested groups. As a researcher I have gained knowledge of institutions as contact
zones, thereby extending the UATF study findings of racism through the community-based
policing project (Diversity in Policing) and schools (dissertation study) with further research
on these institutional contexts. My research involvement with the urban Aboriginal

community has shaped my thinking on culture and identity and race in significant ways and
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influenced this dissertation study.

Another significant event that influenced my dissertation work occurred over the
2006-2007 fall and winter terms as I was collecting data for my study. Although published
texts, numerous articles, the RCAP research and reports, and dissertation studies using
Indigenous methodologies were acknowledged in the academy, it was not until I did a
graduate assistantship in 2007 with Métis scholar Judy Iseke-Barnes that I first participated
in a course dedicated to Indigenous social political thought. My awareness and
understandings of issues such as decolonization and research methodologies exploded
through working with this Indigenous scholar, in ways that I could not have achieved through
reading. Dr. Iseke-Barnes’ course, Aboriginal Peoples and the Politics of Decolonization, as
well as my research experiences, contextualized Indigenous research methodologies for me
within the urban Aboriginal communities, organizations, and peoples of Thunder Bay. These
community and academic contexts as well as an apprenticeship to Indigenous methodologies
as theory and method, have been foundational for me in this research study and relationally,
beyond the realm of this study.

Method

The purpose of the study was to explore how Aboriginal youths’ identities—racial,
cultural, tribal, class, gender, and as students—impact how they identify and how their
identification(s) confront and complement their identities and others’ representations as they
are negotiated within the social locations of the city and the school. Through the research I
sought to illuminate how youth form and see their own identifications as they are embedded
within representations and discourses and at the same time how these youth identify outside

of the existing discourses available. The following objectives guided the study:
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To observe and discuss with youth how their identities are self-expressed
through photography, discussions, and writing.

To unpack youths’ relationships with schooling through personal experience as
a way of knowing through the stories they shared of engagement and alienation
with schooling (Bishop, 1996; Graveline, 1998; Kovach, 2005; Smith, 1999).
To explore the tensions between/among identity and race/gender/culture and
class as interlocking and to see if and/or how racialization processes relate to
these identities and identifications expressed by students.

To explore systemic forms of racism, institutional and cultural, within the
context of a school that disavows interpersonal racism.

To cross the borders between academic and community-based research work to
contribute to the scholarly body of research as well as building on studies that
have taken place within the community, and sharing my learnings within the
urban Aboriginal community.

Data Sources

A decolonized methodology requires hearing the voices of the research participants

through the research methods used (Bishop, 1996; Graveline, 1998; Smith, 1999). I selected

these data sources based on Bishop’s (1996) collaborative stories, Graveline’s (1998) first

voice as a voice of experience, and Smith’s (1999) 25 Indigenous projects. Based in these

scholars’ methods, I used multiple data sources for this study: student photography,

interviewing, group discussions, and letters; teacher and administrator interviews and

discussions. Data collection with students consisted of 8 students’ photographs using

PhotoVoice as a gateway to the initial student interviews, 17 student interviews, 16 student
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discussion groups, and five students’ letters. I used students’ self-generated photographs to
encourage and engage students to talk about their identifications with school during the
initial interview. As well, the photographs and the initial interviews provided conversation
openings for group discussion sessions. The letters were intended to provide an opportunity
for students’ reflections on identifying with school.

I collected data from teachers and administrators through interviewing and informal
discussions. Teachers and administrators’ data provided insights into institutional
perspectives and the challenges that they identified. I provide more detail on these methods
further on in the section on Data Collection.

Sample

Initially 12 students self-selected to participate in the study. Eleven students
followed-up by returning consent forms. Of these 11 students, three students left the study
and eight students continued through the completion of the study. Of the original eleven
student participants, eight were female and three were male. The students ranged from grades
10 to 12. The youngest participant was 15 and the oldest was 20. The remaining nine
participants were 16 to 18 years old. All of the student participants were from First Nations
communities: four students were from Ojibwe communities; two from Cree communities;
and, five were from Oji-Cree communities. Four of 11 students came to Thunder Bay from
remote communities. Eight students had come to the city since 2000. The other three students
didn’t remain in the study long enough for me to know their stories of coming to the city.

The eight student participants, who participated through to the end of the study, are
the ones whose stories and experiences appear throughout chapters four and five. Profiles for

these student participants are more fully developed at the beginning of Chapter four. The



68

three study leavers’ experiences appear briefly in Chapter four, through the theme of Agency
and particularly with disengagement.

I also invited teachers and administrators within the school to participate. Four
teachers and two administrators self-selected to participate in the study. Of these six
participants, five were female and one was male. These participants had a range of tenure at
the school, from one to 17 years. Only one teacher had been at the school for only a year, and
she was on a long-term occasional contract. Four participants had been at the school for
seven to ten years. The participant with the longest tenure, a teacher, had been at the school
for 17 years. All of the teacher and administrator participants were White. Two of the
teachers had previously taught in First Nations schools; one taught for a year in a remote
Northern community in another province, and one taught for 10 years in two First Nations
communities in Northwestern Ontario and then for two years in an urban Aboriginal high
school. Profiles for these teacher/administrator participants are shown in Table 1 of the
participant profiles, Chapter four.

Research Process
Gaining Entry

After receiving ethical approvals from the Research Ethics Board (REB) at Lakehead
University and the local school board, I contacted the principal of the high school. It
surprised me that the school also had its own informal approval process for doing the study. I
had assumed that the board’s ethical approval (in which I had named the high school at
which I intended to do the research study) also implied school-level approval. I later re-read
the agreement and noted this condition of gaining school-level approval from the school

officials.
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I learned that this was not the case when I met with the principal on 31-10-2006. I
explained the study to him/her. The principal voiced some initial concerns about the study,
suggested potential alternative sites to the school, and agreed to read the information I left
(the REB ethics package and approval from the board). S/he agreed to call me to meet me
again and include the guidance counsellor. I left with my own concerns about gaining access
to the school and participants. I really didn’t know what I would do if the principal and
guidance counsellor denied the study in the school, as the site had been recommended by the
urban Aboriginal community organizational leaders, based in their experiential knowledge of
the local schools.

I returned to the school again on 08-11-2006 to meet with the principal and one of the
guidance counsellors to discuss the study, in particular, the ethical parameters around
students’ participation. The principal had three main concerns around my conducting the
study in his/her school:

1) The other, non-participant, students in the classroom. S/he requested that I collect
data outside of classes, during spare periods, lunch periods, and after school. I revised my
study methods to exclude classroom observation.

2) The Aboriginal student program, led by a local Aboriginal organization in
collaboration with a school staff representative, which met weekly. The principal asked me
not to engage any Aboriginal student participants after school on the day the group ran.

3) The ethical review process from the board in which I had calculated the student
participation hours at approximately 40 hours per student. The principal felt that this level of
participation was too onerous for student participants, given that I would not be allowed into

their classrooms. The guidance counsellor suggested that I inform students that I required a
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minimum of five hours participation. Thus, I set the five hour minimum (which would allow
students to participate in taking photographs and two interviews as a minimum requirement).

I considered and then agreed to the principal’s three conditions for the study. I did not
believe that these conditions would negatively affect the purpose of the study, the community
members’ input/expectations, engaging participants, or the study’s outcomes. The principal
and guidance counsellor agreed that student participants could claim the hours spent on the
study as volunteer hours needed for graduation. I was pleased, and saw the volunteer hours as
another way that I could provide reciprocity for students’ participation in my study.

The principal and the guidance counsellor also suggested that I go beyond the high
school to interview other Aboriginal students. The principal suggested two other high schools
within the board as additional sites, one alternative school and another non-alternative
school. They were both concerned that students would not participate in my study. Because
the study followed a relational approach, my intent (and community members’ guidance and
direction) was not to compare students or sites, but to more fully engage students and
teachers/administrators within one site. This approach had been determined through a
community-based research approach with Aboriginal community leadership. I opted to meet
with students initially to determine their interest in participating in the study.

My initial call for student participants went out in November 2006. The guidance
counsellor estimated that there were approximately 50-60 Aboriginal students attending the
school. I drafted an announcement, seeking Aboriginal students within the high school to
participate in a study, and sent the announcement via email to the guidance counsellor. The
announcement ran first thing in the morning, at lunchtime, and before the end of the school

day on Friday, Monday, and Tuesday, November 10, 13, and 14, 2006.
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On Wednesday November 15, 2006 I arrived at the school with pizza, snacks, drinks,
copies of consent forms, and a description of the study. The initial meeting with students was
held in a multi-purpose room within the school with kitchen and laundry facilities as well as
large tables with chairs. It was a good space for group discussions and sharing food. For me,
sharing food was an important part of the research process for developing relationships and
for reciprocity.

Approximately 15 to 20 Aboriginal students showed up to hear about the study and
share food and drink. I described the study orally to the group. The students did not choose to
ask any questions about the study in the large group. I “hung around”, met students, and
answered their questions one-on-one or in small groups. Eleven students requested consent
forms and letters. I provided additional consent forms and letters to Emily (pseudonym), the
guidance counsellor, and my school contact for the study. She offered to provide information
about my study to Aboriginal students, who did not attend the initial meeting for the study,
and whom she saw through her work at the school. She directed several student participants
to me for more information on the study.

My initial call for teacher/administrator participants went out in November 2006. The
principal read and approved my written explanation and s/he permitted me to place the letter
and a consent form into teachers and administrators’ mailboxes. I included my contact
information for them to contact me for further information. Emily suggested that I contact
particular teachers, for a variety of reasons but primarily because they taught courses with a
higher proportion of Aboriginal students. I followed-up on her suggestions in person with
these teachers. Teacher/administrator participants returned consent to participate forms to

Emily, who forwarded them to me. To arrange interviews, I contacted the teachers whose
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consent forms I had collected, and we mutually agreed to interview times.
Data Collection

Above I outlined the data sources and the study participants. Below I describe how I
collected the data with participants. Within this section I also respond to a question posed by
teacher/administrator participants, Robert and Emily, about how I engaged student
participants with the study.

Smith’s (1999) project of celebrating survival involves methods that include creative
forms such as story, popular music, and art (p. 145). I used a variety of these methods to
collect data. I intentionally ordered these data collection methods with student participants so
that the data that I collected and built upon was generated from the students’ experiential
knowledge of identifying as an Aboriginal student in a public high school.

I used Photovoice with the student participants as the initial data collection method.
Wang and Burris (1997) developed Photovoice as a participatory action research method
based on the premise that people can best describe their own worlds. They define Photovoice
as

A process by which people can identify, represent, and enhance their community

through a specific photographic technique. It entrusts cameras to the hands of people

to enable them to act as recorders, and potential catalysts for social action and change,
in their own communities. It uses the immediacy of the visual image and
accompanying stories to furnish evidence and to promote an effective, participatory

means of sharing expertise... (p. 370)

Wang and Burris (1997) identify three main goals of Photovoice: “(1) to enable people to
record and reflect their community’s strengths and concerns, (2) to promote critical dialogue

and knowledge about important community issues through large and small group discussion

of photographs, and (3) to reach policymakers” (p. 370). They based their method on the
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theoretical literature for critical consciousness (e.g. Friere, 2002) for their work in public
health education.

The advantages of using Photovoice are that issues and concerns of the participants,
rather than the researcher, are illuminated, that it gives researchers and practitioners the
opportunity to perceive the world of school from those who live it, and it is a source of
experiential knowledge. As well, this method engages the participants and provides a
gateway to further discussion. The limitation of Photovoice is that it is critical by design.
Students asked to photograph how they do not fit in and whether they feel safe at school may
experience risk if they articulate that information. Because of the risks involved, another
limitation is that students may opt to edit their photographs. The opportunity for students to
create their own dialogues of identifying with school outweighed the risks.

Once a student returned his/her consent form to the guidance counsellor, I explained
the photography work and the nature of the photographs I sought through a list of potential
questions, gave the respondents disposable cameras, provided information on using the
camera, and took a photograph of him/her as the first one on the roll. One student lost her
camera, and I replaced it. Another student returned her camera without having taken any
photographs. One student did not pick up his camera from Emily. In all, eight students took
from 12-24 exposures and returned the cameras to me. Some of the students needed more
guidance with taking photographs while others took to the task without further questions. I
provided the following questions to all student participants to guide their picture taking:

® Do you see yourself reflected in the school (the building, the curriculum, the other

students)?

e How do you fit in?

e How do you not fit in?
e  What safe spaces do you have at school?
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e  What places aren’t safe for you here at school?

How do you describe yourself as a member of the student body?

How do you describe yourself as a high school student?

Who are your friends here at school?

What do you enjoying doing at school?

What is the worst thing you face here?

What roles do you play while you’re here (academic and other activities)?

Other relevant questions were generated from the students’ photographs.

When I had several students’ cameras back, I took them for development. I ordered
two hard copies, one for me to use in the study and one for the student to keep, as well as an
electronic copy of the photographs. Once the photographs were developed, I contacted the
students, either at the group session or through Emily, to set up interviews to discuss their
photographs.

Initial interviews were based on students’ photographs. The first interviews were
individual informal conversation interviews (Patton, 2002). Informal conversation
interviews were appropriate as I wanted to query what was relevant to individual students, as
illustrated through the photographs s/he had taken. The drawback of using this type of
interview is that it is less systematic, making it more difficult to organize and analyze the
data (Patton).

To facilitate the interview process, I gave the student his/her developed photographs.
The students described each photograph in turn and, if the student did not explicitly state the
connection, I used probes to elicit from him/her how the photograph illustrated his/her
identity or identification with school. Once the student had finished, I asked him/her to tell
me which photograph s/he identified with the most with respect to schooling and why. I

marked the photograph(s) chosen as the most important.
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For the second individual interviews with students, I reviewed the topics that had
evolved out of three data sources with students: 1) photographs, 2) initial interviews, and 3)
group discussions. I queried student participants whose voices and experiences had not been
heard on the topics that had emerged. The strengths and weaknesses noted for the informal
conversation interviews (Patton, 2002) applied for these interviews as well. In Chapters four
and five I indicate group discussions that generated future interview questions.

I completed audiotaped, individual interviews with a total of six teacher/administrator
participants. All teacher/administrator interviews took place within the school. An interview
protocol was developed using a standardized, open-ended interview guide. The same open-
ended questions were asked to all teacher/administrator participants. This interview guide
approach has the advantage of ensuring that key questions are covered with all respondents
(Patton, 2002). This approach also facilitates faster interviews that can be more easily
analyzed and compared (Patton). The disadvantage of this approach is that it has little
flexibility for individuals and their circumstances.

I posed the following questions to teacher/administrator participants:

When and where do you see Aboriginal students fitting in at this school?
When and where do you see Aboriginal students not fitting in here?

Are there designated spaces for Aboriginal students to gather at the school?

If yes, do they use these spaces to gather?

Are there other school spaces that Aboriginal students use as a gathering place?
Do you include Aboriginal students in your school, your classroom(s), or the
curriculum?

e [f yes, how do you see Aboriginal students reflected at your school?

I did not always follow the questions in the prescribed order. I allowed the teacher/
administrator participants to bring in their own perspectives, but I ensured that the questions

listed were addressed before the interview ended. I ended the interview by asking if the
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interviewee had anything more to add. I also followed up when respondents brought new
information to the discussions or afterwards, during transcription, to clarify information.

I had many informal interviews as conversations (Haig Brown, 1992) with student,
teacher, and administrator participants. These interviews are different from the informal
conversation interviews discussed above, as Haig Brown notes, in that these conversations
often involve reciprocity. The interviewer discloses information about him/herself, just as the
study participants do. It involves more of a conversational approach, where information is
shared. These interviews as conversations were not tape recorded, but I took notes directly
following the conversations, noting the date and time and any follow-up questions that these
conversations generated.

To collect data, I conducted talking circles (Restoule, 2004) with student participants.
Restoule notes that circle methodologies have a process similar to focus groups. The key
difference between the two processes is that with circle method the researcher sits amongst
the participants and participates fully in the group discussion(s). As in the conversational
interview (Haig Brown, 1992), the circle method engages reciprocity through the mutual
sharing of information. A disadvantage is that the researcher does not control who shows up
for any particular session. I labelled these talking circles as group discussions.

I completed a total of 16 student group discussion sessions over a four-month period
-- from November 2006 to February 2007. The sessions were distributed across the months.
All 11 original student participants attended at least one group discussion session. Eight
students attended more than two sessions. Six students attended at least one session per
month or more, over the four months of the study. Teacher/administrator participant, Emily,

often came by the group sessions, especially in November as we were getting started. To
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mitigate the disadvantage of who participated in sessions and who did not attend, I used the
group discussion topics to inform the second interviews with the student participants. If a
student participant had not discussed a topic, for example Aboriginal peoples in the
curriculum, I asked him/her in the interview if s/he could think of an example of learning
about Aboriginal peoples in their courses.

The final form of data collection with student participants involved the students
writing letters (Smith, 1999). I requested that students write a letter to a real or imagined
person from their community or from the city. I asked students to write about their
experiences as Aboriginal students at the high school, and tell the recipient things that would
be important for them to know about if they were coming to the high school. An advantage of
the letter-writing method is that it used a relational approach, connecting students within the
school to those who would follow. Another advantage of the method was that it valued the
students’ experiential knowledge (Graveline, 1998).

Four students wrote letters about their schooling experiences and handed them to me.
One student wrote another letter, to herself, which she shared during a group session. Thus,
in all, I collected five student participant letters.

In the course of my study, teacher/administrator participant, Robert, (12-01-2007,
interview) asked me to explain, in my methodology section, how I engaged the Aboriginal
student participants in the study. He felt that it would be important for future researchers
doing similar studies. During the study Emily too noted her surprise that students were
coming to see me (14-12-06, personal communication). I honour Robert’s request by
including his question and Emily’s comments, but the answer to why students participated

eludes me. In truth, I always had believed that the student participants would come forward



78

to share their stories of identity and schooling, and they did. Partly their participation might
have related to our relationship that shared more ‘equalizing power’ (Graveline, 1998) than
the teacher/student power relationships that existed within the school. Existing
teacher/student power relationships might have also explained Robert’s and Emily’s surprise
with students’ participation. It might have related to the students wanting to share their
stories of how they identify with schooling: most had not been asked before. These students
were all positively engaged with schooling during the study, and we valued and celebrated
that through the research methods. Thus, these were engaged students’ stories and
experiences of schooling. As well, I followed Graveline’s suggested approach; I used humour
and heeded her caution of not taking oneself too seriously. The students responded to humour
as two teacher participants, Mary and Jennifer, also noted in their interactions with students
(21-12-06, interview and 09-01-07, interview respectively). I also found student participants
were motivated to participate in the study for the volunteer hours that they accrued.

I welcomed student participants and shared food, tea, stories, and humour with them.
I used Indigenous methods, such as talking circles, for collecting data and interacting with
participants, listened to their stories, and offered the students’ participation in the study as
hours to contribute to their mandatory community involvement hours. Respect for their
experiential knowledge and reciprocity guided my interactions. Otherwise, there is little more
that I can offer about why the students participated. I am grateful for their time and their
stories relating their experiences with the city and the school.

Smith (1999) asks what processes are in place to support the research, researched, and
researcher? The research was supported by my supervisor and my committee, the urban

Aboriginal community leaders involved through the community-based research process (who
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I kept apprised while I was in the school). The school board and the school supported the
research by allowing me into the school and access to the student, teacher, and administrator
participants. My supports as researcher came from those sources as well as many other
critical friends and colleagues. I offered support for student participants by driving them
home (whenever possible) after our group discussions finished, providing food during group
sessions and interviews, creating an open and confidential environment for sharing
information and our stories, and respecting their integrity and privacy.

I completed the data collection for the study as the second semester began, in
February 2007. I completed the last student interview on 09-02-07 and the final student
participant group session on 07-02-07. At the final group session with the students we once
again shared food, drink, and discussion. I thanked the students for telling me about their
experiences and sharing their stories of schooling. I handed out the required school forms
(Community Involvement Agreement) outlining their volunteer hours of participation for
their review and any amendments. I told the students that I would invite them, once I had
completed my dissertation report, to a community forum to share the study in community
with others. I will invite youth, community members, community leaders, and Elders, so that
the youth participants remain anonymous and their identities confidential. I also met with
Emily and Robert separately and thanked each of them for their permission and assistance to
me in negotiating the study within the school.

Data Analysis

Data from the interviews and the focus groups were fully transcribed. Data from the

photographs, group sessions, interviews as chats, and my interview notes and field notes

were also recorded in Word. I began the data analysis by using Graveline’s (1998) identity
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dimensions in her Self-in-Relation model as it related to the data collected. These identity
dimensions included self, family, community, agency, and world. As the study was located
within the high school, I incorporated the dimension of schooling between family and
community. I did this because the study focused on student participants’ identifications with
schooling. Students spoke to their relationships with First Nations communities as well as the
city and both are included under the relational dimension of community. Within the identity
dimension of agency, I included students’ stories of processes of engagement,
disengagement, and re-engagement with schooling. I did not include Graveline’s final
relational identity dimension, world, because study participants did not.

Using the software program, Word, I created a matrix to consider all of the data
collection methods simultaneously by five identity dimensions (self, family, school,
communities, and agency). By using a chart format I was able to view the participants and
their data holistically. This is an abbreviated version of what it looked like, using a sample of

only four participants and one identity dimension (i.e. self):

Identity Name of Name of Name of Name of
dimension: Self participant participant participant participant

Interviews

Photographs

Letters

Group sessions

Within each identity dimension I analyzed data from all sources and developed codes
to organize the data within a matrix. By doing this I could see where codes repeated across
data sets and participants. Then I collapsed codes into larger themes within each identity
dimension. Racism was a theme that emerged within the school and the community identity

dimensions. Following the literature, I organized race-based data through the existing racism
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typology (interpersonal, institutional, and cultural forms) as well as racialization and

cognitive imperialism, as it emerged through the data.

Racism dimension: Name of Name of Name of Name of
interpersonal participant participant participant participant

Interviews

Photographs

Letters

Group sessions

Once the data were analyzed, and, before writing up the findings, I took my draft
back to community members to discuss my analysis and get further feedback on my data
interpretations. Their reflections on the data were considered and included. One community
member asked that the racism data be integrated within the identity dimensions. S/he asserted
that racism is not separated in institutions or in life for the study participants, so it should not
be presented as separate from identity/identifying in the study. I present the racialization data
in a separate chapter, and then bring together identity dimensions with culture, class, and
racialization to demonstrate how performative identity operates, within the final chapter.

Smith’s final three questions ask about positive outcomes and negative outcomes of
the research study, and how negative outcomes were eliminated. At this point I cannot
definitively answer these questions. The ultimate positive outcome would be that
administrators and teachers listen to the student participants’ stories and use these students’
experiential knowledge to learn and to facilitate institutional changes within the school. As
for negative outcomes, it was difficult for me to write about racism, as it occurred in the
school and the city while honouring participants. Community members strongly asserted that
I honour participants’ stories and the stories coming out of the school to benefit everyone’s

understandings of how racism operates at interpersonal and at systemic levels, and how these
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remain interconnected. There are few examples to follow. I am grateful for the samples of
work from scholars that I received to guide my writing about a difficult subject.

As well, I took care to respect participants’ anonymity. The urban Aboriginal
community in Thunder Bay is small and there are many relational connections. Information,
which I believed could have identified student participants, based on descriptions of families
and/or communities, was omitted. Any participants’ data that could identify him/herself or
another participant was left out. I did this to respect participants’ confidentiality and
anonymity and to mitigate potential negative outcomes of the study.

Ethical Considerations

This research underwent an ethical review by the Research Ethics Board (REB) at
Lakehead University. I was granted ethical approval for the study via letter. Castellano
(2004) advocates for REBs in post-secondary institutions to raise additional considerations
for researchers who are proposing to do Aboriginal research. The REB review process for my
study did not include any additional requirements. I included an additional requirement in the
REB ethical review. I included sharing my research with the urban Aboriginal community
and other interested guests via a community forum. The urban Aboriginal community
organizational members, with whom I had consulted for the study, agreed to co-host the
community forum.

This research also underwent an ethical review process by the school board. Within
this ethical review process I indicated the school at which I intended to collect the data. I was

granted ethical approval from the board. I also got approval from the school officials.
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Informed consent

I made participants aware of the nature of the study, their role in it, the provisions for
both confidentiality and anonymity, and their options to withdraw from the study at any time.
For student participants I explained the study orally and then gave them the same information
in a letter attached to an informed consent form for their signature, if they were 18 years old
or over, or for their parents or guardians and them to sign (if they were under 18). On the
guidance counsellor’s advice, I orally gave students guidelines around the hours of
participation that I expected of them for the study. For teacher/ administrator participants, I
put information in a letter into each of their mailboxes at the school; this information
included a letter introducing myself and the study and an informed consent form for
signature. Teacher/administrator participants returned signed consent form and contact
information to Emily, the contact for the study. She collected these forms and passed them to
me for follow-up. (See Appendices A, C, D, and E to view these documents.)

Iinformed student participants that their participation would be based on taking
pictures, participating in interviews and group sessions, and writing letters. I informed
teacher/administrator participants that their participation would be based on one-on-one
interviews, both formal and informal. I informed both students and teachers that they could
choose voluntarily to share additional data (such as school assignments or talk about issues
that arose while I was in the school). All data collected were kept confidential and
anonymous.

Ethical considerations included the following:

° All data remained confidential and anonymous and were viewed only by myself

and my supervisor, Mary Clare Courtland, as necessary.
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° The hard data will be securely stored at Lakehead University for seven years.
Electronic data will be securely stored on a password-protected hard drive by
Mary Clare Courtland at Lakehead University for seven years.

° I will share information gleaned from this study with research participants,
community members (with the Urban Aboriginal Strategy (UAS), the Urban
Aboriginal Task Force and others), and the larger urban Aboriginal community
through presentations and a research summary of the study.

° I will do additional presentations about the study to community groups as

invited.

Above, in the section on methods, I detailed the purpose. Based on the purpose, I
outlined the data sources, the participants who took part in the study, the ethical approvals
from the university and school board levels, and how I engaged participants around informed
consent. These are important considerations for any study. I also addressed the relevant
questions posed by Smith (1999) for doing inter-cultural research. The following sections
continue to address Smith’s questions. As well, I detail the research procedures that I

followed to conduct the study.



CHAPTER 4: IDENTITY AND IDENTIFYING

Introduction

There are three sections within this chapter. In the first section, I describe the
organizing framework that I have adapted from Graveline’s (1998) Self-in-Relation model.
The second section presents the study participants’ profiles. All participant names are
pseudonyms. The last section discusses the findings and the interpretation

I adapted Graveline’s (1998) Self-in-Relation model (discussed in Chapter 2) to
represent identity and identifying through five inter-related themes: self-identity/ identifying
(and representation); family; school; community (First Nations and the city); and, agency. I
illustrate the model in Figure 1, to introduce the organizing framework that I used for the

findings and discussion that follow.

Agency

Community
School

Family
Self

Figure 1: Self-in-Relation identity and identification model (adapted from Graveline, 1998)
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Thus, each of the five themes within the model contains the findings and a discussion of the
findings for the study participants. I begin with the theme ‘self” and move outwards to larger
contexts through the themes of the model.

Participant Profiles

Participants included students and teachers/administrators. I provide profiles below
for these participants. As well, I weave in personal stories from Muk Kee Qweh, an
Anishnabe Elder with whom I co-researched a study based on her storytelling.

As mentioned in Chapter 3, there were originally 12 student participants, eight
females and four males. One of the male participants, Matthew, and three of the female
participants, Sarah, Cedar, and Courtney, left the study within the first month. Two of the
three students disengaged with the school and the study. Eight student participants continued
to the end of the study: Isabel, Emmett, Amber, Tricia, Lorraine, Tyler, Ella, and Jade.

Students
Isabel

Isabel was from an Oji-Cree community in the Nishnawbe Aski Nation territory. The
fly-in community is accessible by winter road for several months in the winter. She left the
community with her family after having completed grade 4 at the elementary school on
reserve. Isabel lived in Thunder Bay with her mother and her older brother. During the study,
she lived in a neighbourhood distinguishable for its low income housing and large number of
Aboriginal families. Isabel was 17 years old in grade 11 for the second time. She had
previously left high school for several semesters to return to her home community. In grade 9
Isabel had originally enrolled in the general program. During the study, she was repeating

some courses at the academic level to expand her options at the post-secondary level. Isabel
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did not speak Oji-Cree. She enrolled in the Ojibwe language and culture course offered as a
pilot course at the high school.
Emmert

Emmett was from an Ojibwe community of the Anishnabek Nation’s (Union of
Ontario Indians) territory. The community is within an hour’s drive of a small north-western
Ontario town. Emmett and the other students from the reserve were bussed to an elementary
school and later a high school in a nearby small town. At age 18, Emmett left his home
community to move to Thunder Bay. At the time he left his community he was not attending
school. He left on his own to complete high school in Thunder Bay. Emmett was 19 years old
and doing both grades 11 and 12 coursework. He needed to graduate because he was turning
20. Emmett accessed social assistance while attending school. During the second semester he
was offered a part-time job from the employer with whom he had recently completed his co-
op placement. In the city Emmett belonged to a group of singers and dancers. He had not
learned Ojibwe at home or at his elementary school. Since coming to the city he had
determined to learn his language. During the study, Emmett had enrolled in an Ojibwe
language program offered by an urban Aboriginal agency.
Amber

Amber was the only student participant who had recently come to the city from her
home community, an Oji-Cree community in Nishnawbe Aski Nation’s territory. She had
come to the high school the previous year for grade 11. Her first language was Oji-Cree. She
learned English in the elementary school on her reserve. She lived as a boarding student in
Thunder Bay. Her sister had joined her this year at the high school. Amber was 16 and

completing her final semester of grade 12. In February, after the data collection for the study
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was completed, Amber was accepted into a community college for post-secondary studies.
She planned to return home for the summer break, before beginning her post-secondary
studies.
Tricia

Tricia was also from a remote, Oji-Cree community within Nishnawbe Aski Nation’s
territory. Tricia left the reserve with her mother and siblings when her parents separated. She
attended several elementary schools within Thunder Bay. Like Isabel, she also lived in a
neighbourhood distinguishable for its low income housing and Aboriginal families. Although
eligible, she had chosen not to attend the Aboriginal high school in Thunder Bay. Tricia was
17 years old and in grade 11. Tricia played on the girls’ volleyball team. She loved volleyball
because it connected her to her home community.
Lorraine

Lorraine was from an Ojibwe community within Nishnawbe Aski Nation’s territory.
Her grandfather was the Chief in her community. Lorraine had completed her elementary
schooling on reserve. Lorraine was not a fluent Ojibwe speaker, although the school had an
Ojibwe teacher who taught elementary students. She planned to take the Ojibwe language
and culture pilot course at the school. Lorraine had moved to the city the previous year with
her step-father and her siblings. Her mother had stayed in her home community to work.
Lorraine traveled from Thunder Bay back to her community to see her mother whenever she
could. She went home for the summer to work, during March break, and to attend the annual
winter carnival. She had many relatives in Thunder Bay and in her home community. She
was 15 and in the general program in grade 10. Lorraine planned to attend college after

getting her high school diploma.
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Tyler

Tyler was from an Ojibwe community of the Union of Ontario Indians’ territory. He
had left his home community as a young boy and had lived with his family for many years
out of province. His family moved to Thunder Bay when he was 14 years old and he attended
a local high school. During the year Tyler learned that he could not live with his family and
attend high school. At age 15 he left them and went to live with his auntie in the city. Shortly
thereafter his family left Thunder Bay. Tyler transferred to the high school that his cousin
attended. During the study, he lived in the same neighbourhood as two other participants, an
area distinguishable for its low income housing and large number of Aboriginal families. At
school Tyler played basketball daily. He was 17 and in grade 10. He did well in his courses.
He did not speak Ojibwe fluently; and he was not taking the Ojibwe language and culture
pilot course offered through the school. He intended to attend post-secondary education at
college upon graduation. He envisioned using his college education skills within his home
community.
Ella

Ella was from a remote Oji-Cree community within Nishnawbe Aski Nations’
territory. While attending grade 7 on reserve, Ella’s family had moved to Thunder Bay for
her father’s work. She went back to her home community for holidays and school breaks as
often as possible. She graduated grade 8 at a local elementary school. Ella came to the high
school in grade 9, in part because she was ineligible to attend the Aboriginal high school at
the time. When she was in grade 9, Ella’s grandmother died. She stopped attending classes,
and failed her credits. Ella turned 18 during the study, and was in grade 11. She anticipated

graduating in two years. Upon graduation she explained that she might return to her
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community to work there.
Jade

Jade was also from a remote Oji-Cree community within Nishnawbe Aski Nation’s
territory. She moved with her family to the city as a young girl. During the study, she lived in
the same neighbourhood as three other participants. The neighbourhood was distinguishable
for its low income housing and large number of Aboriginal families. Jade attended most of
her elementary schooling at local schools in Thunder Bay. Jade started high school last year.
Jade was 15 and in grade 10. She had passed all of her credits since starting high school. Jade
had many family members who had completed post-secondary education. She was certain
that she would go on to post-secondary education. Jade did not speak Oji-Cree. She enrolled
in the Ojibwe language and culture pilot course at the school. She was excited to attend a
class of Native students, many of whom were friends and relatives. During the study, Jade
played on the girls’ volleyball team.

Teachers and Administrators

Because I did not develop the same relationships with the teacher/administrator

participants at the school, I cannot provide introductions to each participant in the same detail

as the student participants above. For teacher and administrator profiles, please see Table 1.
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Table 1

Teacher/Administrator Profiles

Name Andrea Emily Jennifer Kelly Mary Robert
Gendered Female Female Female Female Female Male
identity
Role at school | Family Guidance Science Co-op teacher/ | Art teacher Principal

studies counsellor | teacher student

teacher success
Years @ 17 7 9 10 1 8
school
FN* teaching | N/A N/A Yes—lina | NA Yes—10in FN; | N/A
(in years) remote FN 2 in urban

Aboriginal

Race White White White White White White

*First Nation school on reserve

As well, several years ago, I worked with Muk Kee Qweh (Frog Lady), also known as
Dolores. She is an educator, an Elder, and a storyteller. We collaborated on a study of
storytelling that “involved an Anishinabe Elder describing, through her personal stories, her
experiences of living and teaching interculturally within a variety of social, cultural, and
political contexts” (Desmoulins, 2005/2006. p. 119). Elders’ stories hold important lessons
about life and living (Cruickshank, 2004; Graveline, 1998). I have incorporated Muk Kee
Qweh’s stories as guiding lessons and added her voice to inform and complement the
students’ experiences within the high school. Her stories and her experiences returned
to/resonated with me as I coded and analyzed the data for this study. I privilege her
experiential knowledge to inform and illuminate the participants’ storied experience within
this study.

Identity Negotiation and Identifying
Self
Within the study, student participants identified, alternately and sometimes

concurrently, as Aboriginal students, and as students within the larger student body at the
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school. In their interviews, photographs, and group sessions, respondents also shared their
perceptions of negative representations of Aboriginal students held by others (teachers and
students) within the school. Student participants also talked about their identifications with
these groups of teachers and students. During the time that the study took place; the boards of
education in Thunder Bay were considering an Aboriginal Voluntary Self-Identification
policy. Teacher/administrator participants spoke about this initiative and I include it here as a
representation of identity. Finally, students also identified with the Ojibwe and Oji-Cree
languages of their home communities, particularly those participants who did not speak their
natal languages. Participants’ discourses on the first dimension, self, are presented below. To
begin, the Aboriginal student participants talk about identifying as an Aboriginal student
within the school.
Identifying as an Aboriginal Student

Student participants had a range of identifications. Some, but not all, students
identified as Aboriginal students. The students that identified as Aboriginal students added
qualifications to their self-identifications. Other student participants chose to identify with
the larger student body. All of the student participants’ self-selected as Aboriginal students
for this research study and yet many of these participants qualified and/or resisted identities
as Aboriginal students within the school. For some students, Aboriginal student identity was
integral to self. For example, Isabel said “I see myself in a number of ways, but mainly that
I’m an Aboriginal student. I just live it...” Isabel added that she perceived constraints to her
student identity. She believed that these constraints were imposed by others’ essentialized
and negative perceptions of Aboriginal students. She noted that “...sometimes I would like to

prove that I'm just not an Aboriginal student, I'm just a student. And I have dreams like
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everyone else, and there are things I want to do... And to show that not all, not everyone has
to be the same” (13-12-06, interview). Isabel’s concept of living an Aboriginal student
identity was expressed matter-of-factly by Jade. Her response was an identity statem