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AROUND THE WHEEL:
Indigenous Studies at NCS
by Kevin Otter

The Medicine
Wheel
“The medicine wheel is a simple,
reflective tool that helps a person
situate him- or herself amidst
relationships”
(Tanaka, 2016, p. 19).

The medicine wheel is “an ancient symbol used by almost all the Native people of
North and South America” (Lane et al., 1984, p. 9). At Northumberland Christian
School (NCS), we have followed the teachings of the Ojibwe medicine wheel to
develop an understanding of the journey learners need to go through when
approaching Indigenous studies. Student work is even graded according to the
wheel (see West/Understand for more information), and I have adopted it to
format this website.
The purpose of this is twofold: First, it disrupts a Euro-centric approach to
formatting a project like this. In order to embrace an indigenist way of learning,
one needs to first loosen the comfortable bonds of the traditions and practices
that have shaped their life thus far. To decenter themselves and embrace their
role in a bigger whole. When formatting her own publication, Michele Tanaka

“The wheel can serve as a reflexive
practice that helps one recognize
and clarify their personal beliefs as
their understanding is shifted along
with their sense of self”
(Tanaka, 2016, p. 20).
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Euro-Western-oriented mindset, but I couldn't find a structure that felt right … I
did not yet feel comfortable embracing an indigenist stance” (2016, p. 19). With
the help of a wisdom keeper, Michele chose a Métis medicine wheel. Following
our approach at NCS, and my familiarity with it and teachings about it, I chose the
one from Ojibwe tradition.
The second reason I have used the medicine wheel to format this project, is
because it genuinely represents the journey I am reflecting on in the best way
possible.
This website weaves my personal story along with that of the institution I work for
and, hopefully, will serve to support yours as well. Begin in the East, learn how
my eyes were opened and NCS began their journey in Indigenous studies. Then
move South, see how we connected and tried to understand. West will show you
what we did with our learning, how it shaped us and how we shared it. Finally, go
North, and see how we are taking what we’ve learned and diving back into the
wheel to shape the Indigenous studies program for the future. Either before or
after, click Off the Wheel and see what we have learned about reactions and
stances that are not part of this learning journey.
The circle is never completed, but the wheel continues turning as new doors are
opened, new insights gained, new relationships are built, new understandings are
forged, and new ideas are acted upon.
“As we journey around the wheel, reflect on your own qualities and gifts.
Certainly, the fundamental value of this tool (the medicine wheel) is a way of
measuring our own progress and development, and a means for assessing what
we must work on next in our journey through life” (Lane et al., 1984, p. 40).
Remember, the medicine wheel is not a static allegory, rather, a symbolic image,
fluid and reflective. It does not prescribe, only helps us to describe where you are
in your learning journey. “It is dangerous to categorize yourself as a ‘northern
person’ or an ‘eastern person’. In order to use the wheel correctly, you must
visualize yourself in the center of the wheel connected equally to all points by the
power of your will. Our journey around the wheel is a symbolic one. What we are
really doing is using the patterns found in nature, such as the turning of the
seasons, to understand our own selves” (Lane et al., 1984, pp. 40–41).
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cultural experience is not
normative but particular and
therefore provides a personal
rather than complete perspective”
(Ramsay, 2005, p. 18).

“Indigenist thinkers encourage the
recovery and promotion of
‘Traditional Indigenous Knowledge
systems as an important process
in decolonizing Indigenous nations
and their relationships with settler
governments’, by critiquing and
then creating alternatives to
present social, political, economic,
and philosophical conditions.
Indigenist is not synonymous with
Indigenous, because ‘Indigenous
scholars may not work from an
Indigenist or decolonizing
theoretical framework, and similarly
it is possible for a non-Indigenous
scholar to work from within an
Indigenous framework’”
(MacDonald, 2017, para. 7).
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East / Listen
Our symbolic journey on the medicine wheel begins in the east, where the sun
rises, the place of beginnings. This direction also suggests the first step in any
learning journey, that of awareness. We can not begin to learn something new
until we are aware we don’t yet know it. We can not learn new things unless our
eyes, ears, and hearts are open and attuned to those who can teach us. Learners
must first quiet the competing narratives in their specific upbringing and limited
experience to truly hear the voices, see the faces, and feel with the hearts of
Indigenous people and the way they make sense of the world around them.

“To be in good relationship with
one another requires a critical
conscious awareness and an
acknowledgement of whose
traditional lands we are now on as
well as the historical and
contemporary realities of those
relationships”
(Styres, 2019, p. 32).

Acknowledgements
WHERE AM I?
ACKNOWLEDGEMENT OF TRADITIONAL LAND
As a resident of Port Hope, and a teacher in Cobourg, Ontario, I am grateful for
the opportunity to live and work on land that has been inhabited by Indigenous
peoples who stewarded it since time immemorial. I acknowledge it as the
traditional territory of the Anishinabek, Huron-Wendat, Haudenosaunee, and
Ojibway/Chippewa peoples. This territory is covered by the Williams Treaty.
As a member of the Institute for Christian Studies, I acknowledge that its physical
campus also sits on land that has been inhabited by Indigenous peoples who
stewarded it since time immemorial. I acknowledge it as the traditional territory of
the Huron-Wendat, the Seneca, and the Mississaugas of the Credit peoples. This
territory is covered by the Toronto Purchase, Treaty 13.
I am reminded that all Canadians are treaty people. I offer my gratitude to First
Nations, Métis, and Inuit peoples across Turtle Island for their continued care for,
and teachings about, our earth and our relations. In my efforts to love God and
my neighbours, act justly, practice mercy, and walk humbly as an image-bearer of
God, I endeavour to honour those teachings.

WHO AM I?

“Acknowledging the Original
Peoples of a place is something
[Indigenous Peoples] have always
done when going to other people’s
territory. It is important to respect
the sustainers of the land and to
help us remember we are just
guests on their land. This respect
honors the relationship of those
people with that land from the ages
to now, even when millions of other
people say they have a title to the
land. Creator knows who was given
the land and the people of that
land learned how to sustain it. I
think it can become meaningless if
the people are not honored
properly and given the time to
share the story of the land”
(Woodley & Woodley, 2020).

CRITICAL CONSCIOUS AWARENESS
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As of fall 2021, I am a 37-year-old, white, male, cisgendered, settler. My father
immigrated to this land when he was 9, my mother’s parents when they were
teenagers, all three from Holland. I was raised in a Christian Reformed context,
surrounded by family stories of those in the lower to middle classes who worked
hard and did what they thought was right as they experienced wars, floods,
abuse, mental health crises, loss, love, faith, and family.
I have never been the victim of racism, however, I have perpetrated it, and
benefitted from my racial identity within the system of privilege I live. Having
learned about the lives of those who are different from me, those with differing
privileges within the same system, I now work actively to teach children how to
build better relationships with those around them. To live in community with each
other. I see this as both a professional duty, and my purpose as a follower of
Jesus who instructs me, above all else, to love God and love my neighbor (Mark
12:31). I know I will get things wrong, I have, in fact, made mistakes that hurt
others, but I seek forgiveness, and offer it freely, in the spirit of the One who has
graced me with forgiveness (Matthew 6:14; Mark 11:25; Luke 6:37; Ephesians
4:32; Colossians 3:13).
I have been actively learning about the history of the place I live, the Indigenous
people who are my neighbours, their ancestors who lived here long before me,
and my place within, for the last decade or so. Through that learning journey, I
have been blessed and honoured with knowledge, insight, traditions, practices,
and ways of seeing the world that are different from what was culturally familiar to
me. I deeply appreciate the time, honesty, vulnerability, generosity, and trust in
me that those who shared them offered. In relating some of those stories and
lessons here, I acknowledge that they are told through my personal lens, and
therefore may be misrepresented in unintentional ways. Should that be the case, I
ask for grace and forgiveness and welcome the opportunity to be corrected so I
can deepen my own learning as well as the learning of those I teach.

Awareness
In my early years at NCS, I taught history from an Ontario Alliance of Christian
Schools produced and approved curriculum. I had the privilege to teach three
students from Alderville First Nation at that time, but I had never considered what
my role as a white, Christian teacher of Indigenous students was. This point was
never really addressed, nor did it seem relevant or necessary to reflect upon, until
it did. That turning point was when I sent home a photocopy worksheet, directly
from the curriculum binder, as homework for one of my Ojibwe students.
This curriculum, written by Christian educators, based on both historical study
and a Biblically-centered worldview, used the word ‘squaw’ to identify an
Indigenous woman. This document had been reviewed, published, and taught
countless times since, and to my knowledge, this page had never before been
identified as problematic.
I did not identify it as problematic. The word ‘squaw’ was part of my lexicon. I had
heard it as a child while watching Disney’s Peter Pan, I had read it in Lynne Reid
Banks’ The Indian in the Cupboard, and Laura Ingalls Wilder’s Little House on the
Prairie series. While, to my knowledge, I had never used this word to identify an
Indigenous woman, I certainly didn’t identify it as derogatory or offensive.
One student from Alderville took his homework to the afterschool program in his
community for help that afternoon. The person helping him with the work read
that word and reported it to her supervisor, who in turn took the matter to a
council member. The Alderville Education Administrator contacted the school and
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“Knowing where you are in your
own racial identity development
can help you name the emotions
you are feeling and can move you
towards more mature levels of
racial awareness”
(Tisby, 2021, p. 47).

“The term settler serves to make
the necessary distinction between
the Indigenous peoples of a
particular place and those whose
roots originate elsewhere … but it
can also refer to anyone seeking to
live on Indigenous peoples’
traditional territories and who
benefit from the privileges of
colonial relationships”
(Styres, 2019, p. 31).

“Critical reflection is also action”
(Freire et al., 1970, p. 128).

“At some point in life, most people
have an encounter with racism that
disrupts their previous thinking”
(Tisby, 2021, p. 47).

“[T]he experience of racism is
subjective. What is harmless to
many people, perhaps most, might
be a significant source of trauma
for few”
(Kim, 2021, para. 8).

“Because I am descended from
Europeans, I have profited from
what Native Americans have lost ...
I have been reminded of that, and I
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a small pain. And a deserved pain.
The pain I experience is caused by
Before attending the meeting, I was instructed to listen, empathize, and be
guilt over what my people have
respectful, but under no circumstances was I to apologize as this would admit to
done. By contrast, Jesus had no
wrongdoing and may open the school up to litigation.
guilt at all. He entered profoundly
Expecting to sit quietly through a brief, superfluous, tongue lashing, I watched as
into the depths of our pain. What a
the professional demeanor of this administrator from Alderville crumbled as she
wonder this is”
revealed the hurt and psychological damage that had been inflicted on members
(Adeney, 2005, pp. 36–37).
of her community, and on herself personally, by the unconscious bias,
misinformation, ignorance, and judgement of the predominantly white society
around her.
“Indigenous students ... are
entering hostile spaces where their
This was one of the first times I heard about residential schools as a personal
lived experiences and those of
experience. It was the first time I was informed that the word ‘squaw’ was abusive
their families may be completely
and diminishing to Indigenous women. Intentional or not, I had, through an act of
absent or, if introduced, examined
racism, deeply offended, demeaned, and hurt someone. The gaps in my
dispassionately by Settlers
educational knowledge - lived experiences, Christian Elementary education,
Catholic Secondary, and graduating from University with a joint BA in History and
engaging in what they consider to
English - had left me without the relevant knowledge to teach history in a way that
be a critical exercise, and where
protected and respected all people represented in my classroom, nevermind my
racist sentiments may be shared
country.
with the justification of ‘free
speech.’ Indigenous populations
This woman, a professional educator, an administrator with decades of
are experiencing a boom that
experience, was victimized by the way I taught the children in my care. She wept
means more Indigenous youth will
for herself, for the woman who had seen the page, for the children it had been
be in classrooms at all levels in the
given to, because the ignorance that had removed her people from their homes
future. Will these spaces represent
and strippped them of their cultural identity, was alive and well in yet another
them or continue to be
generation under her care. Her pain was palpable, her hurt agonizing. I sat there,
eyes burning with empathy, mouth clenched with duty.
experienced as hostile or
dismissive of them?”
I have this painful memory. I carry with it my shame and her hurt. I share it with
(Restoule & Nardozi, 2019, p. 312).
you to emphasize what happened next.
My administrator, who had warned me against admitting wrongdoing by
apologizing, calmly excused herself to find a box of tissues for her guest. I was
left alone in the room with one of my unintentional victims. I was told to look her in
the eye and remain silent. This instruction was based on fear of litigation, fear of
responsibility, and the misguided righteousness of what was deemed ‘right’. This
lack of action would cause division, further hurt, and solidify NCS as ‘just another
school run by Christians,’ not unlike the residential schools whose memory
continues to haunt. This would also save me from the pain of opening up and
exposing my ignorance, but not from the pain of guilt. However, I could trust that
the system I lived and worked in would help soothe that guilt and numb the pain
through affirmations of privilege. I could choose this path.
Or I could speak the truth welling up within me. I could reach out and offer healing
to a person I had caused to hurt. I could show love, rather than stick to what I was
told was ‘right.’ I could embrace the pain I had caused and now felt, allow it to be
shared, make a connection through mutual agony, and learn and grow from it as
a result. I chose this path. As soon as my principal closed the door behind her, I
apologized. I wept openly as I explained my ignorance and unconscious bias and
offered a sincere promise to educate myself on Indigenous history in Canada and
to never use a history curriculum told from only a one-sided, colonial, perspective
again.
She met my eyes, and told me that my words were all she wanted to hear. She
acknowledged the vulnerability I had shown and thanked me deeply for my words.
She sat quietly when the administrator returned. She listened politely as she was

“Diverse classrooms in a racist
culture, of course, include the
likelihood of further painful
experiences for students from
outside the dominant culture … It is
naive to imagine that instructors
can make classrooms safe for
students”
(Ramsay, 2005, p. 20).

“[I]t is convenient for nonIndigenous people to hide behind
the systems and institutions that
that privilege them and fail to
question the status quo, but … in
reality, non-Indigenous individuals
are as caught up in the system as
Indigenous individuals. Thus, if
non-Indigenous individuals
perceive themselves as being
caught in the system and streamed
through it such that they are in a

told that the curriculum would be pulled and reviewed, and she politely thanked
position to replicate and reinforce
the administrator for
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mal-adaptive interactions and
promise, shook my hand, and left the office.
oppression, there is more
motivation to examine the status
This moment marks the beginning of my personal journey of learning about
quo and push back against the
Indigenous peoples and their history, decentering my awareness of others,
systems and institutions”
decolonizing my education, faith, and curriculum, and opening up to the stories of
others that help me build better relationships and love in community.
(Zinga, 2019, p. 288).

First Steps
The previous experience helped launch our school community onto a learning
journey of its own. Spearheaded by a new principal, the staff began with a year of
listening. Inviting Indigenous speakers into PD days, taking courses and
workshops, and being mindful and deliberate about what we were researching.
We encouraged the OACS to review the curriculum and entered into dialogue
with them about the reasonings behind it.
On a community level, we hosted The Blanket Exercise and invited the greater
NCS to participate. This facilitator-led interactive experience, “is based on using
Indigenous methodologies and the goal is to build understanding about our
shared history as Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples in Canada by walking
through pre-contact, treaty-making, colonization and resistance. Everyone is
actively involved as they step onto blankets that represent the land, and into the
role of First Nations, Inuit and later Métis peoples. By engaging on an emotional
and intellectual level, the Blanket Exercise effectively educates and increases
empathy” (Blanket Exercise Workshop, n.d.).

The Blanket Exercise. Click here for more information.

“[W]e are contesting
understandings of the doctrine of
discovery, terra nullius,
stereotypes, and other myths that
support dispossession and
colonialism and narratives of
Canadian identity … Without
contestation, these ideologies,
discourses, and myths would go
unchallenged, meaning that the
space of mainstream education
would continue to be one of
assimilation and pain for
Indigenous students, while Settler
students continue to hear the same
half- and untruths about
Indigenous Peoples in their
curriculum”
(Restoule & Nardozi, 2019, p. 334).

“Not only has multiculturalism
enabled the integration of people
of colour into Canadian society
under white supervision, it has also
generated a popular mainstream
denunciation of the claims of
[Indigenous] peoples. The popular
sentiment … defines [Indigenality]
as amounting to no more than just
one culture among many in the
country, with [Indigenous] peoples
having no special claims, no
special entitlements above those
that can be claimed by other
individuals”
(Thobani, 2007, p. 173).

© Kevin Otter, 2022
This site was designed with the

.com website builder. Create your website today.

Start Now

This site was designed with the

THE MEDICINE WHEEL

EAST / LISTEN

SOUTH / LEARN

.com website builder. Create your website today.

WEST / UNDERSTAND

NORTH / DO

Start Now

OFF THE WHEEL

REFERENCE LIST

FEEDBACK

South / Learn
The south brings to mind summer, with long days and a burgeoning sense of
emotions and relationships. Here, time is taken to relate to the stories we have
engaged in. To try and understand them on a deeper level, to empathize and
connect with them, to see how they fit with ours, and where they diverge. This
direction is associated with adolescence, and marks an important step in the
learning journey as, like an adolescent, the learner struggles to find their place in
a larger, more diverse, world.
Following our year of listening, the NCS community spent a year learning in the
classrooms, taking students on field trips, inviting guests to speak to the students,
and encouraging our greater community to participate in the learning
experiences. Our year of listening had led us to understand that the way we saw
the world was not a universal perspective and we worked to incorporate other
perspectives. This included the weekly use of texts written by Indigenous
authors.

“[G]iven the enduring impact of
racism, colorism, discrimination,
classism, and immigration on
education in the United States and
elsewhere, it is imperative that
educators find ways to provide
experiences that challenge the
status quo and its debilitating
historical legacies”
(Pirbhai-Illich et al., 2017, p. 74).

“Centring narratives of the
marginalized, Indigenous, and
people of colour is essential to the
initial process of conscience and
consciousness raising among
white, mainstream populations”
(Pirbhai-Illich et al., 2017, p. 237).

Posture
It’s difficult to remember that our attitudes towards Indigenous knowledge and
perspectives have changed so much over the last decade. Biases, unconscious
and overt, that I once held about people, history, and current events, needed to
be exposed in order to be addressed. I know this shift in perspective took years
and multiple encounters with alternate perspectives to get to where I am today. I
also know that I have not ‘arrived’ by any means. This learning journey is ongoing
and I anticipate that I will have as much, if not more, to unlearn as there is yet to
discover.

“I conceptualize five conditions or
dimensions that have framed the
struggle for decolonization. The
first I would define as a critical
consciousness, an awakening from
the slumber of hegemony, and the
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Before you can open yourself up to new experiences and perspectives, it is
important to understand that you still have much to learn. Personally, this journey
began with education. Realizing that there were holes in my knowledge and
resources of historical events that still affected people today is what guided my
practice. However, as a Christian school teacher, it was also important to look at
my faith and understanding of certain Christian postures that might prevent me
from fully embracing Indigenous perspectives and practices.
What follows is a small sample of the books and speakers that helped me
decenter my Christian perspective from a Euro-centric Western one to a more
hospitable and universal one.

FAITHFUL LAMENT:
THE DOCTRINE OF DISCOVERY

Pagans in the Promised Land makes a unique challenge to U.S. federal Indian law
and policy, attacking the presumption that American Indian nations are legitimately
subject to the plenary power of the United States. Steve Newcomb puts forth a
startling theory that U.S. federal Indian law and policy are premised on Old Testament
narratives of the chosen people and the promised land, as exemplified in the 1823
Supreme Court ruling Johnson v. McIntosh, that the first "Christian people" to
"discover" lands inhabited by "natives, who were heathens," have an ultimate title to
and dominion over these lands and peoples. This important addition to legal
scholarship asserts there is no separation of church and state in the United States, so
long as U.S. federal Indian law and policy are premised on the ancient religious
distinctions between "Christians" and "heathens."
(Click cover image for link to Google Books)

MARK CHARLES
UNSETTLING TRUTHS

way of reimagining the world and
our position ... within the world,
drawing upon a different
epistemology and unleashing the
creative spirit. This condition is
what enables an alternative vision;
it fuels the dreams of alternative
possibilities. The third is
concerned with ways in which
different ideas, social categories
and tendencies intersect: the
coming together of disparate
ideas, the events, the historical
moment. This condition creates
opportunities; it provides the
moments when tactics can be
deployed. The fourth condition I
have defined simply as movement
or disturbance: the distracting
counter-hegemonic movements or
tendencies, the competing
movements which traverse sites of
struggle, the unstable movements
that occur when the status quo is
disturbed. The fifth is the concept
of structure, the underlying code of
imperialism, of power relations.
This condition is grounded in
reproducing material realities and
legitimating inequalities and
marginality. What I am suggesting,
by privileging these layers over
others, is that separately, together,
and in combination with other
ideas, these five dimensions help
map the conceptual terrain of
struggle”
(L. T. Smith, 2012, p. 201).
"'I am giving you a new road to
walk,' [Creator Sets Free (Jesus)]
said. 'In the same way I have loved
you, you are to love each other. This
kind of love will be the sign for all
people that you are walking the
road with me.'"
(John 13: 34-35, First Nations
Version)
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You cannot discover lands already inhabited.
Injustice has plagued American society for centuries. And we cannot move toward
being a more just nation without understanding the root causes that have shaped our
culture and institutions. In this prophetic blend of history, theology, and cultural
commentary, Mark Charles and Soong-Chan Rah reveal the far-reaching, damaging
effects of the "Doctrine of Discovery." In the fifteenth century, official church edicts
gave Christian explorers the right to claim territories they "discovered." This was
institutionalized as an implicit national framework that justifies American triumphalism,
white supremacy, and ongoing injustices. The result is that the dominant culture
idealizes a history of discovery, opportunity, expansion, and equality, while minority
communities have been traumatized by colonization, slavery, segregation, and
dehumanization. Healing begins when deeply entrenched beliefs are unsettled.
Charles and Rah aim to recover a common memory and shared understanding of
where we have been and where we are going. As other nations have instituted truth
and reconciliation commissions, so do the authors call our nation and churches to a
truth-telling that will expose past injustices and open the door to conciliation and true
community.
(Click cover image for link to Google Books)

RICHARD TWISS
INDIGENOUS CHRISTIANITY

The gospel of Jesus has not always been good news for Native Americans.
The history of North America is marred by atrocities committed against Native
peoples. Indigenous cultures were erased in the name of Christianity. As a result, to
this day few Native Americans are followers of Jesus. However, despite the farreaching effects of colonialism, some Natives have forged culturally authentic ways to
follow the way of Jesus.
In his final work, Richard Twiss provides a contextualized Indigenous expression of
the Christian faith among the Native communities of North America. He surveys the
painful, complicated history of Christian missions among Indigenous peoples and
chronicles more hopeful visions of culturally contextual Native Christian faith. For
Twiss, contextualization is not merely a formula or evangelistic strategy, but rather a
relational process of theological and cultural reflection within a local community.
Native leaders reframe the gospel narrative in light of post-colonization,
reincorporating traditional practices and rituals while critiquing and correcting the
assumptions of American Christian mythologies.
Twiss gives voice to the stories of Native followers of Jesus, with perspectives on
theology and spirituality plus concrete models for intercultural ministry. Future
generations of Native followers of Jesus, and those working crossculturally with them,
will be indebted to this work.
(Click cover image for link to Google Books)
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Teacher Education
As well as reading and speaking with members of the Alderville community, various staff at NCS, including myself, have
taken courses and participated in conferences (both online and in person) to educate ourselves.

FNMI ADDITIONAL QUALIFICATION COURSES
Our first Indigenous Studies Teacher, Alison Young, took an AQ course from Trent University like the one linked below
before bringing those teachings into our classrooms.
CLICK FOR LINK

WALKING THE GOOD WAY TOGETHER
In the fall of 2018, two members of the NCS staff, myself included, took part in a two-day conference called ‘Walking the
Good Way Together’. Much like this recent iteration, linked below, available completely online, the conference serves to
help educate non-Indigenous people about the past and serve as one faithful step in the reconciliation journey between
Indigenous and non-Indigenous people.
C L I CK F O R L I N K

FREE MASSIVE OPEN ONLINE COURSES
Considering that so many Indigenous perspectives have been left out of the collective education of Canadians, at least
until the last decade or so, MOOCs, like the two listed below, are excellent first steps for educators as well. I took the
UBC one in 2018 before taking over the senior class Indigenous studies classes at NCS and found the experience
invaluable.

Indigenous Canada,
University of Alberta
C L ICK F OR L I NK

Reconciliation Through
This site was
Indigenous
designed withEducation,
the
.com website builder. Create your website today.
University of British Columbia
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Guest Speakers
Knowing we lacked the relevant information to share with our students, we took courses and reached out to our local
First Nation community, Alderville, for experts and educators to speak to us and our students.
We have hosted a number of guests at NCS who have helped us all in our learning journey. Below are a selection, the
majority of which have continued to help us along the way.

Hospitality Towards Indigenous Guests
As we have learned, we have adapted our practices to honour the traditions of our guests
as well. Inviting them, or thanking them for their presence by offering a traditional gift. This
resource, put out by Trent University (link in image), is an excellent one for following these
practices well. It is specific to the First Nations of our area. I encourage you to reach out to
your local institutions to see if work like this has been done for those in your area.

Dave Mowat
Currently the Chief of Alderville First Nation, Dave was one
of the very first guests invited to the school to speak to the
staff about the history of Alderville, Northumberland, and
surrounding areas from an Indigenous perspective. Dave
is currently collaborating with our principal and other
members of the local ministerial in creating a series of
videos about the history and current affairs of Alderville
First Nation.

Image by Valerie MacDonald, read her interview with Chief Mowat here.

John Mattson
John shared some cultural items, stories, songs, rituals,
and dances that enrich and nourish his people. John was

especially happy to speak to some of his Alderville
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students in their school, rather than in his after school
programs in Alderville.

Melody Crowe
A Knowledge Keeper from Alderville, Melody shared
Ojibwe language, songs, and teachings such as the
Medicine Wheel, Sacred Medicines (tobacco, sage,
sweetgrass, and cedar), and the Grandfather Teachings
(Wisdom, Love, Respect, Bravery, Honesty, Humility, and
Truth) with us and our students. Melody continues to offer
her knowledge, advice, and support to NCS as we
continue our journey.

Dave Simpson
A grandfather of many former NCS students from
Alderville, Dave’s perspective as a leader in Alderville,
Christian pastor, longstanding NCS community member,
and Indigenous person has been greatly appreciated over
the years. Dave continues to speak into our practices and
is generous with his time, humour, and stories. Dave also
participated in an interview with our principal for use in our
classrooms and beyond.

© Kevin Otter, 2022
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West /
Understand
West is the direction of autumn, evening, knowledge, and reason. Here, a more
‘adult’ attitude towards the world is developed. Black and white become shades of
grey as the learner embraces the act of ‘figuring it out’, without ever ‘arriving’.
Here, there is the ability to demonstrate what has been understood, to
contextualize it and repeat it back. To see the world as it is and how it got that
way.
This page is a collection of some major projects and moments that affirmed and
shared our work in Indigenous studies. This collection is by no means exhaustive
and does not include the week-to-week resources and curriculum we have
implemented. Rather, it represents a handful of moments when we really
experienced a deep connection through truth-telling. Sharing the truth with our
students is only ever the first step. The hope is that, through education and
greater community awareness, we can continue to affect real change on a larger
scale.

“Educating Canadian elementary
and high school students about
[Indigenous] histories, cultures,
and contemporary issues and the
role of all Canadians in past and
current [Indigenous]-Settler
relations is crucial for catalyzing
social and political change”
(Restoule & Nardozi, 2019, p. 311).

This is the medicine wheel as
it has appeared on our report
cards at NCS. Here, each
direction reflects the depth to
which a student engaged in
their learning and
demonstrated it. The
numbers within the four
directions correspond with
the categories and
achievement descriptors
below.

Demonstrating Our Learning
The Long Grass Project

In 2015, our Administrative Assistant proposed to create an
This site was designed with the
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area that is both usable and versatile as an outdoor
education space in the currently unused ‘long grass’ area of
the school property. Initially the design was to build an
outdoor classroom. This was the cornerstone to the current
plan. We are now looking to build an outdoor theatre space,
classroom and aboriginal awareness location. The overall
planting of the area will be based on the Black Oak
Savannah habitat that is native to the Rice Lake Plains area
and the Medicine Wheel of the Alderville First Nation with
whom we are in relationship. A long term dream is to have
many stations where specific aspects of the Anishinabe way
of life are explained and demonstrated. This will be an
ongoing project that will continue to grow and improve the
quality of programming we will be able to offer our students
and the greater community. In the short term, the site could
also provide a location for outdoor speakers, performances,
and learning.
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Production: The Honour Drum 2017
Our principal worked closely with the class of 2017,
composed of both Indigenous and non-Indigenous students,
to craft the script for a production of The Honour Drum. This
adaptation of the Tim Huff and Cheryl Beaver book was
supplemented by histories of Alderville written by Ruth Clark.
The production was performed twice; once for our annual
Grandparent’s day celebration, and again during a Sunday
service at a local church. The reception was amazing (Be
sure to listen to the words of Dave, a grandparent of one of
the performer/writers and member of Alderville FN, as he
reflects on the production and his own cultural awakening at
01:02:00), although there were some on the Sunday who left
the production because of the cultural elements included.

Incorporating Sweetgrass into our
Graduation Ceremony
For our graduation ceremony in 2017, we were gifted the use
of the community centre in Alderville. Community members
there also recognized our commitment to their children by
allowing their drum to be used as the graduates proceeded to
the stage. This led us the following year to collaborate with
Melody Crowe, a Knowledge Keeper in Alderville, on a way
we could recognize every graduating student for their work in
Indigenous studies while at NCS.
Sharing with me her teaching on sweetgrass, and giving me
permission to share it at all future NCS graduation
ceremonies, was one of the singularly most honourable
experiences of this learning journey for me. Being recognized
and trusted with this cultural teaching brought me to tears
and I continue to share her words every year as I hand our

Click here for a link to the Archived OACS article on The Honour Drum.
Click here for the article about The Honour Drum in our local news.
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graduates a braid of sweetgrass to symbolize their own
learning journeys.

Black Light Performance at Edifide
Convention
The September following the Honour Drum performance, the
black light portion, orchestrated by our former Indigenous
studies teacher, Alison Young, was also performed live at the
Teacher’s Convention in Ancaster. This was a wonderful
opportunity to share our learning with the greater Christian
School community. The video linked to the right was a video
of the performance taken by a parent at the convention. The
Black Light performance can also be seen (better quality) in
the video above.

Workshops: Indigenous Studies in Christian
Schools
2017 was also the year Alison Young facilitated the first of
NCS’s Indigenous Education workshops at the Teacher’s
Convention. Following her retirement, I took on this
responsibility until COVID took the conference virtual. The
presentation I gave, since updated with new information for
other virtual presentations over the past year, can be found in
the accompanying PDF.

One Voice Expo in Alderville
Our reciprocal relationship with Alderville was again
recognized in February of 2018 when the senior class was
invited to participate in their One Voice Expo conference on
pink shirt day organized by Alderville First Nation. We were
recognized as a local school who actively worked to speak
the truth in the hope for reconciliation. We were presented,
along with the other schools in attendance, with a ‘piece of
the puzzle’, one that takes collaboration across multiple
communities to complete.

Life Experiences: Unmarked Graves
The fruits of our learning journey took a somber turn in the
spring of 2021. With the confirmation of unmarked graves at
the former Kamloops Indian Residential School on Tk’emlups
te Secwépemc First Nation in B.C., the realities of the
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Indigenous experience
in North America hit the national
This site was designed with the
.com website builder. Create your website today.
consciousness like never before. The constant and public
reminder of abuse and suffering was difficult for many to
process and parents struggled to explain this history, omitted
from their educational experience, to their children.
One NCS parent reached out to me and shared her gratitude
for the work NCS had done to frame this tragedy and prepare
her children for these realities:

Start Now

Former Kamloops Indian Residential School on Tk’emlups te Secwépemc First Nation.
Click image for CBC News article posted: 27 May 2021.

H ey K evin ,
I tho ug ht you sh ou l d k n ow ( a n d w ou l d a pp r eciate) m y so n ’s r espo n se to t h e l a test n ew s on
r esid en tial sch ool b ur ia l s. Joh n is o l d en o ug h th a t h e c a t c h es piec es o f n ews, so I m ad e a p o in t t o
m entio n it so w e cou l d p r oces s together. H e wa sn ’t su r pri sed . R esid en ti a l sc h oo l s wer e a l read y
something he was a w a r e of b eca use of the I n d ig c l asses a t sc h oo l. He wa s qu iet , b u t sa i d fin al l y .
“ G od is shin ing ligh t in da r k p l a ces. T h a t wil l h a v e to h a ppen so we a l l k n ow.” He g et s the n eed fo r
h ea l ing. Pr op s to th e tea ch ers an d th e sch o ol . I f po w er w as ta ken i n t h o se h o r ri b l e pl a c es, it is
f ittin g the heal ing w ou l d sta rt there. With y ou th .
- B eth
(B. Kapteyn, personal communication, June 2021)
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North / Do
North is the time of night, long dark winters with children wrapped in the arms of
an elder as they tell the stories that shape the world. Here, a learner does not
become simply a teacher, “a learner creates … when a learner is fully engaged in
activities … the learner becomes the creator creating” (Tanaka, 2016, p. 50).
Reaching the capacity to teach others how to learn is the ultimate goal of
learners. To pass on wisdom gained through action and send new learners out to
act upon their learning in order to make something of the world for themselves.
Remember, the circle is never completed, but the wheel continues turning as new
doors are opened, new insights gained, new relationships are built, new
understandings are forged, and new ideas are acted upon.
Is a weekly Indigenous studies class the best approach at NCS? This question
was posed to us last year as part of ongoing discussions surrounding Indigenous
studies. A community poll indicated that there was a strong desire to incorporate
Indigenous perspectives into all areas of the curriculum, rather than keep it on its
own. This is in line with the pedagogy of many, including Restoule & Nardozi who
say, “The notion that Indigenous content belongs only in a specific grade level or
a particular subject area is a privileged one, and one that takes for granted the
dominance of Euro-Western perspectives on all subjects, not just history and
social studies” (Restoule & Nardozi, 2019, p. 330). So this year we began another
cycle of listening, learning, and teaching, this time surrounding best practices in
Indigenous pedagogy and exploring what Indigenous studies will look like in the
next ten years of NCSs history and beyond.

Looking Forward
INVITATION TO CHANGE
To begin, we sent an invitation to members of Alderville First Nation to see what
their perspectives were on what we were doing and where we can go.
To that end, on the morning of Friday, October 29, members of NCS staff,
including the principal, administrative assistant, an E.A., the Kindergarten
teacher, and I met with three members of Alderville to connect and talk about the
future of Indigenous education at NCS. Before the meeting began, the principal

“Current research suggests that
Euro-American women and women
and men of African American,
Native American, and Latino
cultures often seem to prefer a
learning style that differs from that
which seems to be preferred by
many Euro-American and AsianAmerican men”
(Ramsay, 2005, p. 21).

“Everybody's story matters. Jesus
once told a story about a
statistically successful fold of
sheep, 99 out of 100. But the
Shepherd was not satisfied. He left
the 99 safe, and went out in the
dark and cold to look for the one.
Each one matters”
(Adeney, 2005, p. 24).

asked me if I would like to lead the meeting. I had initially planned to take more of
This site was designed with the
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an observer’s role, but accepted the challenge to speak directly into the matters
at hand.
One guest, Dave, a former grandparent of NCS students who appears elsewhere
on this site, is passionate about the school and the work we do and was eager to
help out. The others were a brother, Brian, and sister, Verna, who are both
connected through their great nephew, an NCS student. Verna has attended
productions and watched as her nephews attended, Brian was less familiar with
us and was curious about the discussion and the questions we would have.
We began the meeting by offering a small gift of tobacco, wrapped in leather and
tied with a red string. I handed it over with my left hand, the one closest to my
heart, as a sign of thanks and appreciation for their visit and their words. I then
walked our guests briefly through the history that can be found on this site;
describing my own moment of awareness and the learning journey we’ve been on
since then. The principal then led us through introductions and each attendee
described, in brief, their background and purpose for attending.
Brian began by offering some suggestions for resources that he has spoken into.
We commented that it was nice to have books recommended by Indigenous
experts like him, because not everything out there can be trusted to come from
Indigenous voices. He recommended we continue to be cautious about
resources. Brian mentioned that a mutual friend of ours has created lesson plans
and was willing to donate textbooks for our school! He mentioned that our
advertisements for the meeting may have kept some potential guests away
because it seemed like we were planning to speak only about curriculum and
history, something not many would feel comfortable speaking about as they
weren’t teachers or historians.
This comment led to our first main takeaway for the next invitation: We need to be
more specific about the content of the discussions we are inviting people to, and
broader about our subject matter. In our efforts to craft the invitation, we were
informed that we had actually kept some away from participating. The wording
and lack of schedule outline for the day made many potential guests feel
inadequate speaking into specific curriculum streams. It was exciting to hear that
many wanted to come, but we had left them feeling they had nothing to
contribute. This led to some imagining about what a follow-up meeting would look
like and we landed on something everyone has to tell; Stories. This seemed to
resonate with our guests who shared much of their own experiences throughout
the morning. Many of those stories reinforced a common theme in Indigenous
pedagogy; that of formational learning. Learning by doing, and the importance of
a community that values and respects everyone was evident in their recountings.
Dave also emphasized the importance of silence in communication, actively
listening more than talking. He clearly remembers the elders as he was growing
up, spending long periods of time together in silence, or placing their fingers on
their lips and letting out long, quiet, ‘shhhhhh’s,’ which he demonstrated with
smiling eyes, often to himself as we spoke. All three of our guests seemed excited
about the prospect of recording stories like these in future, as elders only get

Maintaining a hospitable attitude
means that we receive the
representative of the target culture
graciously and with love, and that
we make space within ourselves for
the stories and experiences he or
she brings us from that culture”
(D. Smith & Carvill, 2000, p. 92)

“Dialogue with the people is
radically necessary to every
authentic revolution… The earlier
dialogue begins, the more truly
revolutionary will the movement be”
(Freire et al., 1970, p. 128).

“When a Christian school responds
to the call of justice with a stance of
hospitality materialized through
supportive practices, policies, and
relationships, the marginalized
members will become less
marginal.”
(Joldersma, 2016, p. 44).

older, and their stories and experiences hold such value.
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We spoke about the heartbreaking aspects of the Indigenous experience. How
the pain is often dwelt upon without moving towards hope. All agreed that
empathizing with the pain of others is the first step to caring and only the heart
can drive change. Loss and pain needs to be looked at, but the success of today
and hope for tomorrow needs to be celebrated as well. This led us to celebrate
some of our current and former Alderville students, as well as some of the
experiences we’ve shared through our learning journey. Working hard to strike a
balance between lament and hope was another takeaway from our discussion.
We also spoke about the pain that Christendom has inflicted upon Indigenous
people, how simply having the word “Christian” in our school’s name can be a
barrier. While Dave knows us, and Verna had an idea, Brian was curious about
how Christians, many of whom have considered his people ‘pagans’ and their
cultural practices ‘witchcraft’, teach Indigenous studies. We told him that the
school is nondenominational and that the ‘trappings of Christendom’ have very
little to do with walking in ‘The Jesus Way’. This discussion reminded us that
decolonizing history also involves decolonizing your whole worldview, including
your Biblical worldview! To love Indigenous people, one needs to see them as
equals, as neighbours, as created in God’s image just as much as anyone else.
Dave reminded us that good change was happening quickly, in society and in the
church, and that public moments like the Kamloops unmarked graves
confirmations were keeping the momentum going. We also celebrated the
Indigenous Christians who have influenced us, many of whom Dave knows, who
have been building momentum over the last 30 years and are happily finding
themselves very busy these days.
This reminded our guests to include, in our curriculum and lessons, the fact that,
prior to colonization, Indigenous people had no class system. All were equal. A
chief, elders, and council members may have been respected and trusted to
represent the rest, but they were all equal members of the community. Verna
shared her biggest takeaway with us: “Little ones need to know that everyone is
equal.” Having suffered some of her worst moments of life in school, she is most
concerned for the self esteem of the younger generation. How they need to be
proud of who they are, and never ashamed. Dave suggested inviting Indigenous
guests in to teach about their clan system may be a way to build that pride in
oneself; Knowing their identified traits are something valued by others and
celebrated.
Lunch was served and Dave celebrated the truly consultationary approach to the
morning. Having been ‘consulted’ by the government in his position, which
seemed more like being ‘informed’ and looking for a rubber stamp, he
appreciated sitting in a circle with us, on the same level, and being asked to
speak into the process. Having so many of our lessons, directions, and
approaches moving forward affirmed, was another important takeaway. Dave told
us that we have made “A good start,” and that there was, “Nothing wrong with
kicking the can, but kick it in the right direction!” He affirmed that we were doing
so.
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“In my conceptualization of the
space between Indigenous and
Western intentionalities, I see the
space between the two groups…
as being ethical space that can
allow for the ethical engagement of
the entrenched differences to move
forward in positive ways. In
addition, if the space is
unexamined or not engaged with in
ethical ways by the intentionalities,
then it can be thought of as the
status quo that the dominant group
is not interested in examining”
(Zinga, 2019, pp. 286–287).

“[A] ‘transformed curriculum’ is
possible [when] the cultural
hegemony present in the exclusive
curriculum or course is exchanged
for a mutually respectful
engagement with the knowledge
and scholarship of multiple
perspectives that will necessarily
shift epistemology and widen
sources of authority”
(Ramsay, 2005, p. 22).

“Authentic education is not carried
on by ‘A’ for ‘B’ or by ‘A’ about ‘B,’
but rather by ‘A’ with ‘B,’ mediated
by the world--a world which
impresses and challenges both
parties, giving rise to views or
opinions about it”
(Freire et al., 1970, p. 93).

We were left with much to contemplate as we debriefed after our guests left.
This site was designed with the
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Tentatively, we have
landed on two short-term goals
that will hopefully lead us
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towards a third long-term goal. First, we see the need for a group of Indigenous
'counsellors’ committed to NCS who can vet our resources, suggest topics and
approaches, and most importantly, speak to our students as First Voices and
experts. Second, we need to plan another invitational, following Brian’s
suggestions, one surrounding the stories that guests can share, perhaps with AV
equipment at the ready and a list of topics to provide a focus and spark
memories. Finally, we landed on a theme that hit hard and will require more
planning, thinking, collaboration, and dreaming; we have received many
affirmations for how we teach about Indigenous Peoples, our next big step is
teaching with them.
With these goals in mind, NCS is hosting another invitational in January.
Broadening our scope to ‘stories’ and narrowing the topics to ‘Childhood and
School’, ‘Learning from the Land’, and “Being Indigenous Today’. Any who wish to
join us are welcome to share their stories in this next first step in our ongoing
journey.

‘Nihil de nobis, sine nobis’ (Nothing about us without us)

Looking Forward
ETUAPTMUMK AS HOLISTIC LEARNING

One of the driving concepts for NCS moving forward will assuredly be
‘Etuaptmumk’, or ‘Two-Eyed Seeing’, a guiding principle Mi’kmaw elder Albert
Marshall presents as “learning to see from one eye with the strengths of
Indigenous knowledges and ways of knowing, and from the other eye with the
strengths of Western knowledges and ways of knowing ... and learning to use
both these eyes together, for the benefit of all” (Two-Eyed Seeing, n.d.). This
holistic approach can shape how Indigenous studies are integrated into the
broader curriculum, without being relegated to a certain measurable percentage
or even a simple box to check off. Here, both Indigenous and non-Indigenous
students will benefit from the best that traditional ways of knowing and learning
have to offer, as well as the best that the western approach to education has to
offer. By aligning natural convergences in the ebb and flow of the curriculum and
even the school’s yearly calendar, we hope to build on the best of both
approaches for the benefit of all. “Two-Eyed Seeing adamantly, respectfully, and
passionately asks that we bring together our different ways of knowing so we can
leave the world a better place for the next seven generations” (Two-Eyed Seeing,
2019).

“We must find a way of moving
forward in the realities in which we
find ourselves and choose to
reconceptualize and reconfigure
the ways in which we choose to
move education forward. Within
education, this means engaging
with the tough questions, letting go
of the belief that there is one
solitary right answer, and being
open to other ways of knowing”
(Zinga, 2019, pp. 304–305).
“It will be helpful for many
individuals unfamiliar with Native
education models to stretch
themselves and expand their
minds. The acceptance and
development of a new model that
incorporates Native traditions and
values is unfamiliar territory and will
be difficult for some to comprehend
because they do not have a
category for it in their minds. To get
beyond this point of acceptance,
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Albert Marshall at the 2019 Global Symposium

developing an academic
concentration in Native educational
methods at their institution. I
believe if our Western style of
education does not become
pliable, it will hinder the
development of culturally relevant
ministry models. And more
importantly, it will hinder the ripple
effect of sharing the life-changing
message of the gospel to our
Native brothers and sisters”
(Church, 1997, p. 93).

Rebecca Thomas TEDx Talks

Looking Forward
PROPHETIC IMAGINATION
We are actively engaged in conversations and lessons that will shape the course
of Indigenous perspectives in Christian education for the future. Whether that is
simply within the walls of NCS, or in more Christian schools across the province,
we hope to guide the leaders of tomorrow through the learning journeys we have
travelled and even further as they grow as learners, leaders, and take their part in
the story of reconciliation. As responsible citizens of Canada, and hopeful
members of the ecclesia of Christ, reconciliation is part of the deal. Colossians
1:20 reminds us that God is pleased (eudokeō, to consider something as good
and therefore worthy of choice, consent, determination, and resolve) to reconcile
all to God through Jesus. The Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada’s
Final Report makes it clear that Canada has a long way to go in reconciling its
relationship with the Nations of Indigenous peoples that live here. How can this
work be done? Where does one begin when the systemic problems that have
accumulated over half a millennia seem so entrenched? As believers in God, we
have examples of those who stood with people in the margins and spoke truth to
power. Their witness is essential in understanding God’s posture, and is
interwoven in the gospels and epistles that witness to the love of Jesus. These
prophets were able to see past the oppression and sins of their time, to expand
the horizon of what seemed possible beyond their societal and structural
limitations, into a more hopeful future.
By continuing to speak the truth about the history of this nation and its
relationship with the nations that were here before, by learning and teaching a

“[C]ontemporaneity concerning
'prophetic judgment' may help us
to see that our present predatory
economy (that depends on racist
ideology, male domination, and
idolatrous nationalism) is
unsustainable because it
contradicts the purposes of God.
Conversely we may see that while
our present ideological passion
seems beyond challenge, God is at
work evoking, forming, and
legitimating alternative practices of
a neighborly economy that is
multicultural in its horizon”
(Brueggemann, 2019, p. 9).

“I understand Jesus to be one of
the most decolonizing patterns we
can integrate into our lives …
Christianity has caused our people
to assimilate into whiteness and
move them further from the
connections with the land and
teachings of our people. Jesus,
taken seriously, can actually take

history of this country that celebrates the good and exposes the evil within, we
us back to our traditions and
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are enforcing a narrative
against
what many
are comfortable
with,
ceremonies
and lifeways”
challenges pride in one’s history, background, and culture. This is not easy work,
(Woodley & Woodley, 2020).
but it is essential to create an inclusive society that takes people for who they
truly are, not what bias dictates them to be. The stories we lend our ears to are
just as important as the stories we tell. Walter Brueggemann reminds us that,
“Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John all
“The prophetic task, in our contemporary society as in ancient Jerusalem, is to
cared about an individual’s
counter the governing ideology, in both cases that of exceptionalism”
reconciliation with God, self, and
(Brueggemann, 2020, p. 29). Remembering that there is no hierarchy below
their communities. But the gospel
Jesus, but we are all one in him (Galatians 3:28), is essential to moving this
writers also focused on systemic
country, and God’s people in it, forward.
justice, peace between people
groups, and freedom for the
Countering popular, racist, conceptions of Indigenous people today begins with
oppressed. The good news was
one’s own perceptions. Exposing and lamenting the expressions of bias,
both about the coming of the
judgement, and exceptionalism that we have made is the next step. Owning the
Kingdom of God and the character
hurt we have caused others, through action or inaction, is essential for healing to
of that Kingdom. It was about what
begin. Many people tolerate the counter-narratives as long as they don’t hit too
God’s Kingdom looked like. It was
close to home. However, this history, these broken relationships, have relevance
about what citizenship in God’s
today, for every citizen of Canada. It is the responsibility of all to learn how their
Kingdom requires. The biblical
actions and words, perceptions and ignorance, serve the oppression of First
gospel writers’ good news was
Peoples. Without embracing their perspective, empathizing with their pain, we can
about the restoration of shalom”
never truly follow the greatest commandment to love our neighbours (Matthew
(Harper, 2016, p. 13).
22:39; Mark 21:30; Luke 10:27; Romans 13:9; Galatians 5:14; James 2:8). “The
prophetic task, amid a culture of denial, is to embrace, model, and practice grief,
in order that the real losses in our lives can be acknowledged” (Brueggemann,
“If one’s gospel falls mute when
2020, p. 55).
facing people who need good
news the most—the impoverished,
It is hard work, there are many who shy away from the pain required to fully
the oppressed, and the broken—
embrace the story of oppression, exceptionalism, and genocide (physical and
then it’s no gospel at all”
cultural) that this country is built on. What seem like political gains often are
(Harper, 2016, p. 18).
exposed as games, and for every genuine act of reconciliation there seem to be
countless more utterances justifying the status quo. In teaching Indigenous
education at a Christian school, we take on a larger responsibility. For many
“Individuals in some groups in our
Indigenous people, their lived and learned history has made Christianity
society are not full and secure
synonymous with the evils of oppression, including the Residential School
members of the community
System. Paulo Freire touched upon the importance of decolonizing faith and
because there are systemic factors
biblical interpretations on top of historical and lived realities in Pedagogy of the
that create risk for members of
Oppressed. Reminding us that, when victims of oppression believe God to be
vulnerable populations. In
their oppressor, they become hopeless, doubting their own beliefs that God loves
situations of such sociallyand cares about them. In this reality, one action is extremely necessary: “posing
sanctioned wrongs, an ethical
as problems the myths fed to the people by the oppressors” (1970, p. 164).
claim arises: 'do me good, do not
Therefore we must do the hard work of asking questions and presenting the
harm me.' These claim-rights mean
empire of ‘Christendom’ that created the Doctrine of Discovery and preached
that attention must be given to
exceptionalism to the most vulnerable as being far from, even in direct opposition
changing the systemic factors and
to, the Kingdom Jesus spoke about, and antithetical to the love he demonstrated.
organizational structures that
We must pose this lived reality as a problem for Christians to solve, despite the
allocate such harms differentially”
discomfort and overwhelming difficulty of parsing out the beliefs and practices
(Joldersma, 2016, p. 37).
that oppress from what is so familiar and comfortable. The good news of Jesus
must be good news for everyone because, “In the midst of near-despair, the
prophetic task is to articulate hope, the prospect of fresh historical possibility

assured by God s good governance of the future (Brueggemann, 2020, p. 77). I
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possibilities that bring us closer to God’s vision for humanity, and invite you to do
the same.
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Off the Wheel
Hate, racism, indifference, bigotry, and a determination to confirm bias(es) have
no place on the medicine wheel. While genuine ignorance may be a first step for
some, one must actively choose to set aside these other ideals before beginning
an authentic learning journey. Our community has faced both acceptance and
resistance to incorporating Indigenous studies into our curriculum. We have
approached resistance through communication, education, patience, and
establishing boundaries.
Inviting conversations surrounding Indigenous studies has always been a part of
the learning journey in our community. Those who question the inclusion, or
doubt its importance, are welcomed into conversations surrounding the issues.
Hopefully, these conversations lead the questioners to prayerfully and critically
reflect on their own positions and identity and, in doing so, step into their own
learning journey.
Understanding that, in most cases, the students we have been teaching for the
last decade or so are the first generation of students to hear the true stories of
Indigenous oppression in the classroom, educating parents is as important as
educating their children. Acting as a bridge between Settler learners and
Indigenous educators is a huge role of indigenist educators. “One of the most
effective teaching strategies … is the centering of First Voice testimony”
(Restoule & Nardozi, 2019, p. 319). Highlighting Indigenous voices, spaces,
writers, recordings, opportunities, as well as translating perspectives for others to
learn from, is a vital way that we can guide others toward a learning journey of
their own, rather than guiding them through it. Creating opportunities within the
community to learn together and providing resources for them to learn on their
own is important.
“In order to truly change deeply entrenched mindsets … we need an extended
period of time with them, over multiple meetings, in which we can employ a
variety of strategies that not only educate … with content, but also explore their
identities'' (Restoule & Nardozi, 2019, p. 320). When parents and others
approach you with resistance to Indigenous studies, it is important to remember
that your own learning journey was in fact, just that; a journey taking time and
various interactions with various people and resources to get to where you are,
and with more learning still to be done. Being honest and vulnerable about your
own experiences, acknowledging your own former biases and ignorance, is an
important part of these conversations. “What’s often missing … is an explicit
examination of personal experience by those in charge. A narrative disclosure of
how the leader or facilitators have striven to uncover their own racial assumptions
and how they’ve tried to open themselves up to new and troubling perspectives is
a necessary precondition for good conversation about race” (Brookfield, 2017, p.
213).
“[T]here have been a handful of individuals who have persisted in strong and

“When perspective taking about
race is concerned there’s also the
fact that the experiences you’re
striving to understand and take
seriously are often ones that you
find unthinkable. For most whites
being told that they live in a racist
world where their unearned power
and privilege causes them to
perpetuate an unjust system is,
quite literally, inconceivable”
(Brookfield, 2017, p. 208).

“At some level there has to be an
awareness of the contestation, the
clash of worldviews, and an active
choice to assert mainstream
privilege and not engage in ethical
space”
(Zinga, 2019, p. 290).

“Racism comprises a set of values
and beliefs that are learned and
assimilated over a lifetime and that
cohere into a framing perspective
on the world. Racist perspectives
and assumptions are paradigmatic;
they structure how we look at life.
When their uncovered and
challenged our world is shot to
pieces and our notion of us as
good, moral people crumbles”
(Brookfield, 2017, p. 211).
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and Settler diasporic identity. This identity is so entrenched that individuals will
repeat timeworn stereotypes, despite being presented with facts to the contrary”
(Restoule & Nardozi, 2019, pp. 321–322). This is true in my experience as well.
While it is important to project care onto these individuals, while asking them to
self-reflect, special care must be taken to first support Indigenous educators in
these conversations (Restoule & Nardozi, 2019, p. 323). Having one’s identity
and worth questioned is a traumatic experience, and their mental health and
wellbeing should be the primary concern. A secondary concern should be for
indigenist educators who have learned to walk in reconciliation, built empathetic
relationships with Indigenous people, and, because of their own journey, will also
feel personally and professionally attacked by these conversations. While giving
space for dialogue to occur is important, being clear about boundaries and
procedures, and standing firm on them are essential for institutional, and
personal, survival.
“In general, the stages of identity development move from unawareness, typically
at younger ages, to greater awareness as people get older and have more
interactions with others … One of the most valuable aspects of learning the
racial-ethnic-cultural identity model is that it gives a framework for different stages
of racial awareness” (Tisby, 2021, pp. 41–47). Discerning whether those you are
dialoguing with are in the ‘pre-contact,’ ‘disintegration,’ ‘reintegration,’ pseudoindependent,’ ‘immersion,’ or ‘integration’ stages of the model, and helping them
see that for themselves, is an important part of initial conversations. Knowing that
a specific standpoint is not the only one that matters, and that there are other
ways of being and knowing, can be unsettling enough to spark curiosity, or further
entrench viewpoints. This may help those in dialogue choose what approach
would help move all involved further on their learning journey, or decide whether
this journey is one they are ready to take at all.

“‘Soapbox’ by Web Kinew … is a great example of a contemporary Indigenous person speaking with truth by using
disarming humour about the reality of five major stereotypes that Canadians have about Indigenous Peoples” (Restoule
& Nardozi, 2019, p. 323).

Both of the below models, first for BPOC, and second for White, for were taken directly from Tisby (2021, pp. 42–46).
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“One such resistance we hear
within these spaces is a claim to
universalism, in which [detractors]
will argue that ‘We’re all just
people,’ ‘I try to be colourblind,’
‘We’re all Canadians in this
together,’ ‘If [we] teach difference,
we end up polarizing each other.’
These arguments fail to recognize
the specific place in history and
current events that Indigenous
People occupy on this land, and it
silences this history”
(Restoule & Nardozi, 2019, p. 327).

“Not all men and women have
sufficient courage for this
encounter – but when they avoid
encounter they become inflexible
and treat others as mere objects;
instead of nurturing life, they kill
life; instead of searching for life,
they flee from it. And these are
oppressor characteristics”
(Freire et al., 1970, p. 129).
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Feedback
This website represents a learning journey. As I tell both my children, and my students, we can only learn when we
make mistakes. I welcome questions, comments, suggestions, corrections, affirmations, and critiques that you may
have after visiting this page. Please know I will take them in the spirit they seem given and will reply as my
availability allows.
Thank you for taking the time to share in my learning journey around the wheel, I pray for blessings upon your own!

Contact me here
First Name

Last Name

Email *
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Send

© Kevin Otter, 2022

This site was designed with the

.com website builder. Create your website today.

Start Now

