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Abstract 

At the present moment, Canada is at a crossroads. Canada claims to be promoting the 

restoration of non-Indigenous Canadian/Indigenous relations in an effort to heal from the trauma 

of its settler colonial past (while limiting recognition of the present consequences of this history). 

This project,  guided by a decolonizing framework, conducts a content analysis of four Canadian 

history textbooks published for Ontario high schools from 2000-2014 and the associated Canadian 

history curriculum guidelines for grades nine/ten and eleven/twelve students from 2000-2018. I 

ask if these history textbooks supported by the Ontario Ministry of Education facilitate students to 

be interested in reconciliation efforts, particularly looking the attitudes towards Indigenous peoples 

and the ways various settler colonial events are explained. This research has shown that the 

Canadian history textbooks used in conjunction with these curricula act as both an encouragement 

and discouragement to reconciliation through both the content that is taught (or not) and the 

language used surroundings the subjects covered. As these textbooks and curricula evolve and 

reflect more of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada’s Calls to Action, particularly 

Calls 62-65, there appears to be greater opportunities for students to discuss Indigenous issues, 

their roles in these issues, and ultimately, their roles and responsibilities in reconciliation.  
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Introduction 

 At the present moment, Canada1 is at a crossroads. As a nation-state and society, Canada 

claims to be promoting the restoration and transformation of non-Indigenous Canadian/Indigenous 

relations in an effort to heal from the trauma of its settler colonial past (while limiting recognition 

of the present consequences of this history). Canada superficially acknowledges that since first 

contact with Indigenous peoples in the current country of Canada, non-Indigenous Canadians have 

had a relationship with Indigenous peoples largely based on selfish ambition and desires. This is 

best evidenced in settler colonial institutions and actions, such as the residential school system 

from 1831-1996 (Miller, 2020), the reserve system2, the 60s Scoop, and the increasing number of 

Indigenous people who have gone missing or have been murdered, among many other events. In 

relation to these many acts of violence and trauma, Canada as a state has issued various apologies 

to Indigenous peoples since the 1980s when Church leaders apologized “for their treatment of 

Aboriginal peoples and disrespect of their cultures” (Truth and Reconciliation Commission of 

Canada, 2015, p. 183). This work then continued with the Royal Commission on Aboriginal 

Peoples in 1996, the Indian Residential Schools Settlement Agreement, and former Prime Minister 

Stephen Harper’s apology on behalf of the federal government in 2008 (Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission of Canada, 2015). However, based on evidence presented by the Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission (TRC) (2015), non-Indigenous Canadians, as often represented by the 

 
1 Throughout this project, the terms “Canada”, “the current territory of Canada”, and similar terms are used. The 

reader should recognize that the land currently known as Canada has not been known as Canada since time 

immemorial and further, that the naming and development of Canada has been wrought with violence and land theft. 

As a result, while I often refer to “Canada” in this project, one must recognize that this is the current and commonly 

publicly accepted term for this territory.  
2 Although both the residential school system and the reserve system began prior to Confederation (the legal “birth” 

of “Canada” as a geopolitical entity still dependent and in relationship with the British Crown), these settler colonial 

practices have grave impacts on the relationships between Indigenous and non-Indigenous people in what is currently 

known as Canada as they demonstrate the attitudes of (moral/cultural/political/spiritual) superiority that settler 

Canadians have historically and arguably continue to hold about Indigenous peoples.  
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Canadian state (notably the Canadian federal government and various social institutions), are not 

operating with the goals of reconciliation and Indigenous self-determination in mind. Eva Jewell 

and Ian Mosby, in their report on the “progress” of the completion of various TRC Call’s to Action, 

have found that only eight of the 94 Calls to Action have been completed, demonstrating concretely 

that non-Indigenous Canadians (particularly those in various levels of government) are not 

committed to reconciliation with Indigenous peoples (2020).  

Part of the problem is that the Canadian government’s notion of reconciliation (that 

Indigenous people must accept the authority of the Crown over them) is significantly different 

from Indigenous definitions of reconciliation (the desire for self-determination and a return to 

nation-to-nation relationships between Indigenous nations and the Canadian government) (Truth 

and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015). The TRC argues that Canada needs to find a 

new vision for its future, one not rooted in colonialism and hierarchies, but “one that fully embraces 

Aboriginal peoples’ right to self-determination within, and in partnership with, a viable Canadian 

sovereignty” (2015, p. 184). While some non-Indigenous Canadians may nominally, or by action, 

support reconciliation efforts, others are vehemently opposed to reconciliation. If Canada is to 

“reconcile” with Indigenous peoples, then all non-Indigenous Canadians need to understand and 

support the role they play in this journey. If this division continues amongst non-Indigenous 

Canadians, then reconciliation between non-Indigenous Canadians and Indigenous people will 

never be possible.   

These attitudes and divisions about reconciliation manifest themselves in the Canadian 

education system, a system which can be analyzed at a national and provincial/territorial level. 

Educators, school boards, and the various provincial/territorial Ministries of Education are 

responsible for teaching generations of children in Canada about “Canadian history” and 
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“Canadian identity”, which are steeped in beliefs and presuppositions about Indigenous people and 

their relationship with Canada (are Indigenous peoples independent sovereign nations or are they 

wards of the Canadian state unable to care “effectively” (according to settler Canadian standards) 

for themselves?). How the various education systems present and address these attitudes have 

severe repercussions for reconciliation and the future of Indigenous/non-Indigenous relationships 

in Canada.  

1. Research Objectives and Questions 

 In this Major Research Paper, I will examine some the challenges of reconciliation between 

non-Indigenous Canadians and Indigenous peoples in Canada. Specifically, I examine how 

Canadian history textbooks for secondary schools and the supporting Ontario Ministry of 

Education curriculum guidelines for Canadian history courses have changed from 2000 to 2018 in 

regard to their examination of Indigenous/non-Indigenous Canadian relationships. I explore how 

topics such as residential schools, the 60s Scoop, missing and murdered Indigenous Women and 

Girls, and more generally, colonialism in Canada are discussed in these textbooks over a range of 

time, both pre-Truth and Reconciliation Commission and post-TRC3.  

My research question is: Have secondary school history textbooks, supported and 

presented by the Ontario Ministry of Education, facilitated students’ interest in reconciliation 

between non-Indigenous Canadians and Indigenous peoples in Canada?  

This inquiry can be further categorized into the following sub-questions:  

 
3 The TRC was active from 2008-2015 collecting the stories of residential school survivors and organizing this 

information into various reports. Arguably the TRC is still presently active but for the purposes of this paper and for 

the sake of analysis, the “active period of the TRC is limited to 2008-2015.   
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• Following the Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s Final Report and Calls to 

Action (2015), how have Canadian history curriculum guidelines in Ontario, from 

2015 to the present, addressed Calls to Action 62-65, which state that education 

curriculum must be developed with the support of and knowledge from Indigenous 

Knowledge Keepers and Elders?  

• How are Indigenous people presented in these Canadian history textbooks? How 

are they described? Are they presented as a homogenous or heterogenous group? 

Are they presented as independent and autonomous or dependent on the Canadian 

state? Are they presented as conquerors or the conquered?  

• How are settler colonial events in Canada, such as residential schools, missing and 

murdered Indigenous Women and Girls, the 60s Scoop, and other forms of 

genocide enacted under settler colonialism presented? What percentage of the 

textbook pages compared to the total volume of the textbook is devoted to 

discussing these topics, particularly in relation to other events in Canadian history? 

How much depth and detail do these textbooks provide on these events?  

In asking these research questions, I view this process of research and writing are part of 

my aim to actively participate in reconciliation. My goal is to use this research as a tool to aid 

reconciliation efforts by examining how history textbooks in Ontario have fallen short of 

encouraging reconciliation between Indigenous peoples and non-Indigenous Canadians and why 

this may be. By understanding these shortcomings, I (and other scholars) can then offer 

suggestions on how reconciliation action can be strengthened, ultimately leading to a) the 

edification and exaltation of Indigenous voices and b) a nation-to-nation relationship between 

Canada and Indigenous nations.  
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As a result of my findings, I argue that the current Ontario secondary history textbooks 

circulated by the Ontario Ministry of Education and the supporting Canadian history curriculum 

guidelines that were analyzed for this project are severely limited in their representation of and 

knowledge of Indigenous peoples on Turtle Island4. These resources minimally aid in 

reconciliation as conceptualized by the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada. I suggest 

that textbooks are insufficient means of education and that other forms of education, such as 

relevant, updated curriculum guidelines developed in partnership with Indigenous community 

organizations and education groups, will aid high school students in Ontario to better understand 

their calling to be part of reconciliation.  

This paper begins by examining three terms pertinent to this project: Indigenous peoples, 

settler colonialism, and reconciliation. Next, I examine the existing literature on this field of study, 

focusing particularly on the settler colonial structure of the Canadian education system, the 

relationship between education as both a hindrance to and/or encouragement to reconciliation,  the 

Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s Calls to Action and the United Nations Declaration on the 

Rights of Indigenous Peoples, and finally, to contextualize this project, the textbook approval 

process in Ontario. In the following section, I explain the methodology of the project, including 

the decolonizing framework and research strategies that I employed. I then state the findings from 

the Ontario Ministry of Education curriculum guidelines for Canadian history courses in high 

schools in light of the TRC’s Calls to Action 62-65 as well as the attitudes towards Indigenous 

peoples and discussions on settler colonial events across the four Canadian history textbooks under 

examination.  This section is followed by a broader discussion asking if these findings suggest that 

 
4 Turtle Island is the term used by many Indigenous communities and nations to describe the current political entities 

of North America. Some Indigenous people believe that this continent is resembles the shape of a turtle. Additionally, 

many Indigenous Creation stories have the turtle as one of the central figures in the creation of the world.  
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the Ontario education system encourages or discourages reconciliation through its textbooks in 

circulation (and the Ministry of Education curriculum guidelines which support these textbooks). 

This paper concludes with a final examination of the significance of this project, the limitations, 

and opportunities for future research that arise from this work. Let us begin by first addressing my 

social position as a researcher. 

2. Researcher Positionality 

As a non-Indigenous white Canadian settler living on the traditional territory of the 

Haudenosaunee, Anishinaabe, Neutral and Wendat people and covered by the Dish with One 

Spoon Treaty, it is my responsibility to educate myself and my non-Indigenous community about 

our own history (Native Land Digital, 2021). I am a treaty person; therefore, I must learn about 

Canada’s historical and contemporary relationship with Indigenous peoples because this is also 

part of my own story (Office of the Treaty Commissioner, 2008). While I am a treaty person, I am 

also a very privileged white settler. I am an immigrant to the current territory of Canada; it has not 

been my home since time immemorial (Tuck & Yang, 2012). I must research with the intent to 

challenge and reduce the hierarchical and domineering relationship that non-Indigenous Canadians 

have with Indigenous peoples. I must use my privilege (and the authority and credibility that it 

affords me) to impress upon large non-Indigenous Canadian audiences the importance of 

reconciliation. Additionally, as I conduct this research, I must recognize the limitations of my own 

singular perspective as a non-Indigenous Canadian. I cannot speak for Indigenous researchers and 

their knowledge, but I can draw respectfully on their work (and that of settler scholars also writing 

about reconciliation) to explore perspectives that I had not considered. Finally, given my relatively 

limited perspective, I recognize that the research I present is just my story about Indigenous/non-

Indigenous Canadian reconciliation as there are many stories. It develops out of my educational 
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journey through my secondary and undergraduate studies where my assumptions about Canada 

and Canada’s relationship with Indigenous peoples have been radically challenged and left me at 

times overwhelmed and unsettled about what I had been taught since I was a child about what it 

means to be a “Canadian”5. I therefore encourage others to interact with this project to broaden 

and further unpack this challenging and yet promising field of work.  

3. Understanding Terminology: Indigenous Peoples, Settler Colonialism, and Reconciliation 

(i) Indigenous Peoples 

To begin, it is important to define the terms that I will be using. First, Indigenous peoples 

refers to the first inhabitants of Turtle Island, a land mass currently know as the geographic and 

political territory of North America. Within the Canadian context, Indigenous peoples can be 

further divided into First Nations, Inuit, and Métis peoples, three cultural groups that have been 

enshrined in the Canadian Constitution (Joseph, 2022; Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms, 

1982). These general groups can be further differentiated into separate nations and communities. 

I use the term Indigenous peoples to denote the plurality of lived experiences, cultures, and 

traditions of these groups. Rather than presenting Indigenous peoples as a homogenous group, I 

recognize that Indigenous peoples are heterogenous6. While this Major Research Paper will not be 

able to address the stated research questions in relation to specific Indigenous nations and 

communities given the limited scope and duration of this project, it is important to understand that 

 
5 This is elaborated on significantly in the Chapter 2: Methodology, Section 2: Practicing Reflexivity, (i) Researcher 

and Self.  
6 It is important to also recognize that “Indigenous peoples” is still yet a limited term. While I recognize the 

heterogeneity of Indigenous communities, the term “Indigenous peoples” remains a form of homogenizing a wide 

array of different communities. When possible in this project, I seek to use the names of individual Indigenous 

communities to which I refer, such as the Haudenosaunee people.   
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Indigenous peoples, be they scholars or not, have a wide range of beliefs and attitudes that may 

complement or contrast with other Indigenous peoples’ norms and presuppositions.  

(ii) Settler Colonialism 

The second significant term for this project is settler colonialism. This is a social system in 

which a foreign people come to a new territory that is already occupied by another people to 

permanently inhabit there (Tuck & Yang, 2012). Land is of utmost significance to settler 

colonialism because land can be refined to produce resources that can be sold for profit (Tuck & 

Yang, 2012). Rather than understanding land as a common resource for all inhabitants as 

Indigenous peoples believe, the settler turns this “commons” into private property that can be 

bought and sold (Yaka, 2019, p. 352; Tuck & Yang, 2012). For settlers to claim this land, they 

must first eradicate the Indigenous peoples who are the original stewards of the land (Tuck & 

Yang, 2012). The goal of settler colonialism is the elimination of Indigenous peoples through 

genocide, assimilation, and legislation (Belcourt, 2015; Hunt & Holmes, 2015; Tuck & Yang, 

2012). Settlers create a social hierarchy defining themselves as superior to Indigenous people as a 

justification for this erasure and elimination (Tuck & Yang, 2012). This hierarchy is naturalized 

and becomes unquestioned. Furthermore, Eve Tuck and K. Wayne Yang (2012) write, 

“Settlers are not immigrants. Immigrants are beholden to the Indigenous laws and 

epistemologies of the lands they migrate to. Settlers become the law, supplanting 

Indigenous laws and epistemologies. Therefore, settler nations are not immigrant nations.” 

(pp. 6-7) 

Settlers do not see themselves as immigrants or else they would be subject to the laws and order 

of the territory they recently began inhabiting. Rather, settlers create their own laws and trump the 
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laws of the original peoples (Tuck & Yang, 2012). Through settler colonialism, settlers manipulate 

their relationships with Indigenous peoples to lay claim to land that is not their own.  

 (iii) Reconciliation 

The final significant term of this project is reconciliation. While this is a common term to 

hear in contemporary political discourse, its meaning often varies based on the speaker. Indigenous 

and non-Indigenous scholars and activists have a continuum of divergent and sometimes 

harmonious understanding of the term “reconciliation”. For the sake of this project, I have drawn 

heavily on the work of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (2015) and their definition of 

“reconciliation”. According to the TRC (2015), reconciliation is: 

“Establishing and maintaining a mutually respectful relationship between Aboriginal and 

non-Aboriginal peoples in this country [Canada]. In order for that to happen, there has to 

be awareness of the past, acknowledgement of the harm that has been inflicted, atonement 

for the causes, and action to change behaviour” (pp. 6-7).  

Reconciliation involves rebuilding the trust that was severely broken between Indigenous peoples 

and non-Indigenous Canadians because of the Indian residential school system and other settler 

colonial events, demonstrating and providing support for Indigenous sovereignty and self-

governance, the revitalization of Indigenous languages, cultures, traditions, and ceremonies, and 

environmental justice according to Indigenous epistemologies (Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission of Canada, 2015).  

It is important to note that “reconciliation” is a highly contested term. Indigenous scholars 

such as Taiaiake Alfred (2005a, 2009a, 2009b), Jeff Corntassel (2009, 2012), and Leanne Simpson 

(Petasamosake) (2011, 2017) have each argued that reconciliation is a settler concept created 
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without respect to Indigenous cultures and beliefs. Therefore, they each support the use of 

“Indigenous resurgence” in lieu of reconciliation because it centres the discussion on Indigenous 

epistemologies and communities.  

Reconciliation is closely related to recognition. To begin, reconciliation is not about 

forgetting Canada’s settler colonial past and the atrocities that have been committed because of it 

and moving on as a country. Instead, it is about remembering this shared past and learning from it 

to shape a future “forged in truth and justice” (Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 

2015, p. 12). Additionally, for reconciliation to occur, all people in the current territory of Canada, 

be they Indigenous or non-Indigenous, must recognize that all have a role and responsibility to 

uphold the treaties that were signed between the Canadian government and Indigenous nations 

(Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015). Reconciliation must begin with a nation-

to-nation relationship between Canada and Indigenous nations and an adherence to these covenants 

by all members of this current society. To conclude, the TRC states that reconciliation begins 

“when everyone [settler or Indigenous] accepts responsibility for healing in ways that foster 

respect” (2015, p. 9). 

Additionally, many Indigenous and non-Indigenous scholars recognize that reconciliation 

requires “ongoing dialogue about what it means to be treaty partners and a willingness to act as 

such” (Denis, 2020, p. 31). Because reconciliation is often a very abstract term, dialogue is required 

because how reconciliation is enacted “must be negotiated on an ongoing basis” (Denis, 2020, p. 

305). Similarly, the TRC argues that this reconciliation dialogue must result in action (2015). They 

write,  
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“We must learn how to practise reconciliation in our everyday lives—within ourselves and 

our families, and in our communities, governments, places of worship, schools, and 

workplaces” (emphasis original, TRC, 2015, p. 21).  

Therefore, reconciliation is a living, journeying, daily practice. To “reconcile” or to be treaty 

partners extends beyond nation-to-nation relationships. Reconciliation is not a state-run program; 

it is community driven (TRC, 2015). It requires that all people living in Canada must be upholding 

their treaty responsibilities.  

Justice Murray Sinclair, former chair of the TRC, has said, “Residential schools were with 

us for 130 years, until 1996. Seven generations of children went to residential schools. It’s going 

to take generations to fix things.” (Rubinstein, 2016). As a result of each of these aspects, the TRC 

rightly states, “reconciliation will take some time” (2015, p. vi). Dialogue leads to action, but that 

action can be developing over a long period of time. Reconciliation is put into action in the present 

with a future goal in mind: “that our children and grandchildren [Indigenous and non-Indigenous] 

can live together in dignity, peace, and prosperity on these lands we now share.” (TRC, 2015, p. 

8). Reconciliation is a multi-faceted process and goal that ultimately requires social 

transformation. While this is no simple feat, it is a call to social re-orientation for all people, both 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous alike.  

Chapter 1: Literature Review 

1. The Colonial Foundations of the Canadian Education System 

Non-Indigenous Canadians are encouraged or discouraged to participate in reconciliation 

based on the attitudes and practices of their social institutions, such as the government. The settler 

state (often the varied levels of Canadian government, be it federal, provincial, territorial, or 
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municipal) dictates to non-Indigenous Canadians their values and beliefs about Indigenous 

peoples, as Taiaiake Alfred and Jeff Corntassel would argue (2005). They write that the Crown 

has attempted  

“To gradually subsume Indigenous existences into its own constitutional system and body 

politic since Canadian independence from Great Britain – a process that started in the 

midtwentieth century and culminated with the emergence of a Canadian constitution in 

1982” (Alfred & Corntassel, 2005, p. 598).  

The Canadian state then disseminates these beliefs through social institutions, like the provincial 

and territorial education systems. These foundational attitudes are maintained and proliferated 

throughout a given society to the point that they become unquestioned and naturalized in the 

current Canadian context.  

One pertinent example of state institutions is the education system. For this project, I have 

heavily focused on Ontario’s Ministry of Education. The Ministry of Education recognizes that 

education has often been highly Eurocentric and exclusive of the experiences and stories of other 

non-white/non-European communities (Ontario Public Service, 2014, p. 11). Canadian education 

systems do not include non-Western knowledge or epistemologies (Kennedy, McGowan, & El-

Hussein, 2019). This is the result of the highly Eurocentric nature of the Canadian education 

system that rarely includes the perspectives of non-Western communities and epistemologies 

(Hare & Pidgeon, 2011, p. 96). Scholar Neeganagwedgin (2013) furthers this argument by stating,  

“There is an assumption in Western teachings that the beginning of formal education can 

be traced to ancient Greece or Rome. This common ideology negates many other cultures 
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that had their own established formal ways of teaching and learning. Yet, many people who 

‘educate’ continue to project this Eurocentric bias.” (p. 24) 

If educators and lawmakers conveniently “forget” and deny the histories of education and the 

histories of Turtle Island, they continue settler colonialism’s assimilation and genocide 

(Neeganagwedgin, 2013). Education occurs in all cultures and takes multiple forms. Yet, Western 

education in Canada has arguably favoured teaching a very limited version of “Canadian” history 

and identity and in effect, denying the multiplicity of identities, pedagogies, and epistemologies of 

the people who have and continue to call this land their home.   

As a result, some Indigenous students struggle in the Canadian public education system 

because they do not see themselves represented in this Eurocentric curriculum or school structure. 

Teachers may be unprepared or uneducated about the learning styles and experiences of 

Indigenous students (although this is now increasingly changing as more education and 

professional development are being offered to teaching staff about Indigenous experiences and 

stories) (Aboriginal Education Office & Ministry of Education, 2007, p. 6).  

Indigenous students face challenges not only from the lack of representation in the 

curriculum but also from the overt and covert racism that comes from a settler colonial education 

system. Racism against Indigenous students takes many forms from the personal to the structural 

and the consequences can manifest themselves in the forms of “low self-esteem, negative attitudes, 

and interactions with peers and teachers and early school exit” (Hare & Pidgeon, 2011, p. 96). 

Indigenous students who are victims of racism are often portrayed very negatively by faculty and 

educators. These students are blamed for their attitudes and behaviours rather than examining the 

foundations of the Canadian education system (Hare & Pidgeon, 2011). How then is it possible for 
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Indigenous students to “succeed” in an education system that does not represent them and 

moreover is rooted in settler colonial beliefs of the elimination of Indigenous peoples?  

2. Thinking More Broadly: The Canadian Education System and Reconciliation  

When reflecting upon the possibilities for and/or challenges to reconciliation between 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples, education plays a significant role in healing these 

relationships (Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015). As a result, one must 

critically examine the Canadian education system, particularly the Ministry of Education in 

Ontario. Schools and the education more broadly, have a role in shaping “collective identities 

critical for the maintenance of national or more transcendent cosmopolitan forms of solidarity” 

(Wotherspoon & Milne, 2021, p. 309). Children and youth are taught the “official knowledge” and 

learn often overtly about hierarchies of value and systems of oppression from a young age 

(Wotherspoon & Milne, 2021, p. 309). These foundational beliefs about identity and values shape 

the lifelong attitudes of these children who become adult citizens in Canada with democratic 

power. If children are taught to view the world and their place in it from a Eurocentric perspective, 

then this will shape how they value (or not) the people around them. For this reason, Jeffrey Denis 

(2020) argues that education for settler populations can go one of two ways: it may teach one about 

the injustices in the world and encourage them to act or it may give them the skills they need to 

defend and support their own privilege. Neeganagwedgin (2013) builds on this idea when 

summarizing Steckley and Cummins’ work (2008):  

“Europeans have been in the Ontario region for 400 years; therefore, they are newcomers 

to this territory… Only 4% of history is European history and 96% is Aboriginal history. 
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Why is then the curriculum so Eurocentric? Should not the history that we learn in school 

be primarily that of the First Peoples?” (p. 27) 

If the majority of the histories of this land is Indigenous, then why is there such a heavy focus on 

Western history? Indigenous stories and histories should be at the forefront not only in history 

curricula but also throughout the education system (Aboriginal Education Office & Ministry of 

Education, 2007). Because our education system is living and working on the land of Indigenous 

peoples, it is inexcusable to exclude these stories from the curriculum taught to generations of 

children and the generations to come.  

 Echoing Denis (2020), I argue that the Canadian education system can have two contrasting 

impacts on reconciliation. First, this education system might be a hindrance or “roadblock” to 

reconciliation between Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples. Conversely, the Canadian 

education system could serve as an encouragement to reconciliation. These perspectives will be 

explored in more depth in the following sections.  

(i) Education as a Hindrance to Reconciliation  

 Many theorists have argued that the Canadian education system is a roadblock to 

Indigenous/non-Indigenous peoples reconciliation more than it is an aid (Neeganagwedgin, 2013; 

Denis, 2020; Battiste, 2008; Milne & Wotherspoon, 2020; Hare & Pidgeon, 2011; Kennedy, 

McGowan, & El-Hussein, 2019). This argument rests on six foundational presuppositions that the 

Canadian education system as a whole is rooted in settler colonial beliefs and practices of a) the 

peacemaker myth, b) assimilation, c) residential schools, d) gatekeeping, e) the exclusion of 

Indigenous voices and f) that the Canadian education system is ultimately in direct opposition to 

Indigenous ways of learning and teaching. While these themes have been separated for the sake of 
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analysis, it is important to recognize that they each interact with and feed off of each other because 

they are all rooted in the same settler colonial mentality. Therefore, it can be difficult to succinctly 

differentiate these arguments.  

a.   The Peacemaker Myth: A Foundational Attitude of the Colonial Education System 

It is important to understand the foundational concepts of this research and the hope that 

there are non-Indigenous Canadians committed to reconciliation, but it is also just as valuable to 

understand some of the reasons why non-Indigenous Canadians are apprehensive towards 

reconciliation. Many non-Indigenous Canadians uphold the peacemaker myth, which has primarily 

been theorized by Paulette Regan (2010) but has been supported by other researchers (Davis et al., 

2017; McGuire & Denis, 2019; McKegg, 2019). The peacemaker myth states that non-Indigenous 

Canadians believe they are innocent of the settler colonial atrocities that have been committed 

against Indigenous peoples (Regan, 2010). Non-Indigenous Canadians believe that they have a 

respectful aid-based relationship with Indigenous peoples (McGuire & Denis, 2019). This myth is 

foundational to settler epistemologies and practices, both past and present (Regan, 2010).  

As a result, one must ask why this myth is maintained. Some argue that it develops because 

of non-Indigenous Canadians’ lack of awareness of their own history (McKegg, 2019). Kate 

McKegg (2019) continues by stating that some non-Indigenous Canadians ignore this history 

because it contradicts the image they have of themselves, of Canada, and of their own beliefs in 

the “goodness” of being Canadian. Regan (2010) argues that Canada established the peacemaker 

myth to set itself apart from the United States and its “horrific ‘Indian’ wars of frontier settlement” 

(p. 83). Regan also theorizes that non-Indigenous Canadians support the peacemaker myth as a 

means of avoiding discussion on or change because of reconciliation (2010). Reconciliation begins 
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with truth and forgiveness. This means that Canada would have to admit to wrongdoing, which 

Canada will not do because, as the peacemaker myth states, Canada does not see itself as a 

wrongdoer (Regan, 2010). Through non-Indigenous Canadians’ continued support of the 

peacemaker myth, any potential for reconciliation is greatly reduced.  

Yet, it is important to examine the contrary: non-Indigenous Canadians who do 

acknowledge that Canada has wronged Indigenous peoples. Regan (2010) argues that the 

peacemaker myth is still relevant. Some non-Indigenous Canadians argue that settler colonialism 

is unrelated to the present and that while their ancestors may have committed questionable offences 

against Indigenous peoples, current non-Indigenous Canadians have learned from those mistakes 

and “cast themselves as morally superior to them” (Regan, 2010, p. 108). Non-Indigenous 

Canadians now turn their attention to “improving the lives of Indigenous people” (Regan, 2010, 

p. 108). Central to the actions of these non-Indigenous Canadians is still the foundational belief of 

the peacemaker myth: non-Indigenous Canadians believing that they are morally good people who 

have the best of intentions for Indigenous peoples. Building on this theory, Lynne Davis et al. 

(2017) argues that because of this assertion of the goodness of non-Indigenous Canadians, 

reconciliation becomes part of the peacemaker myth. Discussions on reconciliation make it appear 

as if non-Indigenous Canadians are interested in repairing their relationships with Indigenous 

people, when they are just supporting a myth that is central to their identity.  

If the peacemaker myth is just that, a falsity, then why should it be analyzed? Regan (2010) 

argues that myths, like any social construction, are real in their consequences. Non-Indigenous 

Canadians believe many stereotypes or generational/historical assumptions about Indigenous 

peoples which may encourage or discourage their participation in reconciliation efforts. If non-

Indigenous Canadians do not view Indigenous people as worthy of reconciliation and improved 
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social standing, then they will not want to discuss reconciliation (Regan, 2010). Through these 

practices and beliefs, non-Indigenous Canadians continue to deny their colonial history and present 

and, in turn, deny opportunities to partake in reconciliation (Regan, 2010). 

b. Education as Assimilation  

The Canadian education system has and remains a means of assimilation. The legacies of 

residential schools and the Sixties Scoop are still alive today where education and separation from 

one’s culture, community, and family were used to assimilate Indigenous peoples into Eurocentric 

Canadian society. Jan Hare and Michelle Pidgeon (2011) argue that education has historically and 

contemporarily been the tool of assimilation and domination “masking religious and government 

efforts to do away with Indigenous peoples in their own lands thereby reducing Indigenous threat 

to national unity and modernity” (p. 95). If Indigenous students wish to “succeed” in this education 

system, they must deny and/or kill their own identity and culture and instead imitate and live in a 

culture that values market principles of obedience, competition, and commodification (Kennedy, 

McGowan, & El-Hussein, 2019). Instead of learning from the worldview that one is a created 

being called to live in relationship with the human and non-human community, Indigenous 

students must adopt the worldview that they are students being trained to be law-abiding citizens, 

and ultimately, labourers (as settler colonialism borrows many of the market principles of 

capitalism).  

 One could argue, “if it is recognized that the Canadian education system is assimilative (or 

more specifically for this project, the Ontario education system particularly from 2000-2018), then 

could Indigenous people not resist this system and educate themselves?”. While there is merit to 

this argument as there are a growing number of alternatives to formal settler colonial/capitalist 
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education, one must recognize that settler colonialism is a pervasive and all-encompassing system. 

Indigenous peoples living in Canada are governed by settler colonial legislation like the Indian 

Act which dictates that the Canadian state has total control over them, as comprehensively argued 

by Bob Joseph (2018) in his book 21 Things You May Not Know About the Indian Act. Indigenous 

people must learn to be Indigenous within a settler colonial system that actively works towards 

assimilating them.  

c. Residential Schools  

In this discussion on the Canadian education system, it is important to take time to examine 

the residential school system that was in place 1831 to 1996 (Miller, 2020). Residential schools 

were one of many assimilation policies7 established by the Canadian federal government to 

assimilate and eliminate Indigenous peoples and their unique communities and nations8 (Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015). The foundational core tenets of the residential 

school system were that white Canadians9 were superior morally, spiritually, intellectually, and 

physically to Indigenous peoples. As a result, the purpose of these schools was not about formally 

educating Indigenous children, but rather about “break[ing] their link to their culture and identity” 

(Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015, p. 2). These attitudes allowed for heinous 

physical, mental, sexual, emotional, and spiritual abuse to occur to Indigenous students (Truth and 

 
7 Other assimilation policies include the Indian Act, the reserve system, the creation of “status” and “non-status” 

Indigenous peoples under the Indian Act, the banning of cultural and spiritual practices and ceremonies, such as the 

Potlatch and “the Prairie Thirst Dance (often referred to as the ‘Sun Dance’)” (Truth and Reconciliation Commission 

of Canada, 2015, p. 55) 
8 These assimilation and elimination practices also include the goals to eliminate treaties where although the federal 

government claimed to develop a long-term relationship with Indigenous nations, the end goal was that “Aboriginal 

people were expected to have ceased to exist as a distinct people with their own governments, cultures, and identities” 

(Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015, p. 53) 
9 Whiteness here refers to primarily to “British-ness” or “French-ness”. White Canada developed its identity out of its 

settler colonial history, which began when British and French colonists crossed the Atlantic Ocean to settler or “found” 

this “new land” that they had “discovered. In this context, whiteness is intimately related to settler colonialism.  
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Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015).  For the students who survived these schools, many 

were left broken and separated from their communities and identity.  

While residential schools are no longer running, their impacts are still felt in the Canadian 

education system. Some of these impacts have been summarized by the Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission of Canada (2015) as:  

 “The lack of role models and mentors, insufficient funds for the schools, inadequate 

teachers, and unsuitable curricula generally taught in a foreign language—and 

sometimes by teachers who were also not proficient in the language of instruction—

have all contributed to dismal success rates for Aboriginal education. These conditions 

were compounded for many students by the challenges of trying to learn in 

environments rendered traumatic by homesickness, hunger, fear, abuse, and 

institutionalized helplessness” (p. 145).  

These students were set up to fail in the Canadian education system and these trends of abuse and 

trauma have continued to the current generation. As a result, the Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission established 94 Calls to Action calling on all Canadians to work towards reconciliation 

and to restore their treaty relationships and responsibilities with Indigenous peoples. Calls 62-65 

are relevant to the current discussion on the failings of the Canadian education system.  

Truth and Reconciliation Commission Calls to Action on the Canadian Education System 

(2015) 

“62) We call upon the federal, provincial, and territorial governments, in consultation and 

collaboration with Survivors, Aboriginal peoples, and educators, to:  

i. Make age-appropriate curriculum on residential schools, Treaties, and 

Aboriginal peoples’ historical and contemporary contributions to Canada a 

mandatory education requirement for Kindergarten to Grade Twelve students.  

ii. Provide the necessary funding to post-secondary institutions to educate teachers 

on how to integrate Indigenous knowledge and teaching methods into 

classrooms.  
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iii. Provide the necessary funding to Aboriginal schools to utilize Indigenous 

knowledge and teaching methods in classrooms.  

iv. Establish senior-level positions in government at the assistant deputy minister 

level or higher dedicated to Aboriginal content in education.” (p. 238) 

“63) We call upon the Council of Ministers of Education, Canada to maintain an annual 

commitment to Aboriginal education issues, including:  

i. Developing and implementing Kindergarten to Grade Twelve curriculum and 

learning resources on Aboriginal peoples in Canadian history, and the history and 

legacy of residential schools.  

ii. Sharing information and best practices on teaching curriculum related to 

residential schools and Aboriginal history. 

iii. Building student capacity for intercultural understanding, empathy, and mutual 

respect.  

iv. Identifying teacher-training needs relating to the above.” (pp. 238-239) 

“64) We call upon all levels of government that provide public funds to denominational schools 

to require such schools to provide an education on comparative religious studies, which must 

include a segment on Aboriginal spiritual beliefs and practices developed in collaboration with 

Aboriginal Elders.” (p. 239) 

“65) We call upon the federal government, through the Social Sciences and Humanities 

Research Council, and in collaboration with Aboriginal peoples, post-secondary 

institutions and educators, and the National Centre for Truth and Reconciliation 

and its partner institutions, to establish a national research program with multiyear 

funding to advance understanding of reconciliation.” (p. 242) 

 Figure 1. Truth and Reconciliation Commission Calls to Action on the Canadian Education 

System.  

d. Who Holds Power: Gatekeeping and Controlling Narratives in the Canadian 

Education System 

The peacemaker myth and the assimilative practices of the settler colonial education 

system work in conjunction with gatekeeping and narrative controlling. Marie Battiste (2008) 

argues that “different groups in society use knowledge, and control of knowledge and its meanings, 

in order to exercise their power and privilege over others” (p. 187). Knowledge is power but 

controlling the type of knowledge that is disseminated is an ultimate form of power. While the 

curriculum that students are taught is powerful, who is determining that curriculum (both formal 

and informal) is even more powerful. In the settler colonial education system of Canada, teachers, 

school boards, principles, and other staff are gatekeepers (Neeganagwedgin, 2013). They 
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determine which students will be defined as “successful” and which students will be defined as 

“failures”. More often than not, it seems Indigenous students are considered “failures” in the 

education system simply because of their Indigenous identity (and their refusal to be assimilated). 

Historically and contemporarily (because of the legacies of residential schools), educators “believe 

they have the authority to impose their tutelage over Indigenous peoples and to remove from them 

the right to speak for themselves” (Battiste, 2008, p. 184). If non-Indigenous Canadians can control 

the narrative about Indigenous peoples and their history (and the associated attitudes towards 

Indigenous peoples), then they maintain their power, positions of privilege, and the comfort in 

settler society (Denis, 2020). When Indigenous peoples share their histories, it often challenges 

non-Indigenous Canadians and can lead to confrontation over what is the “right” version of history. 

As a result, these methods of gatekeeping and narrative controlling seek to strengthen their efforts 

to quell any rebellion.  

e. The Exclusion of Indigenous Voices  

Gatekeeping and assimilation in the Canadian education system rely on the exclusion of 

Indigenous voices from the curriculum to school boards and decision-making processes. The 

Canadian education system tends to fight to keep Indigenous epistemologies and knowledges out, 

which Andrea Kennedy, Katherine McGowan, & Mohamed El-Hussein (2019) define as 

“shielding” (pp. 7-8). Shielding is evident in curriculum and textbooks. Battiste (2008) argues that 

“the conventional provincial curriculum ignores First Nations languages, traditions and 

knowledge, their rich ecological and spiritual understanding, and their ways of knowing in the 

humanities and sciences” (p. 171), a sentiment echoed by Neeganagwedgin (2013) who posits that 

Canadian textbooks are not relevant to Indigenous students because they are extremely 

Eurocentric. One rationalization for shielding is that faculty or others in authority in schools claim 
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that they do not have time in their busy schedules to modify curriculum or include the Calls to 

Action (Kennedy, McGowan, & El-Hussein, 2019). Rather than taking action, educators may pass 

blame onto others. This is not to say that educators are lazy, but to argue there is not a motivation 

or push to include more Indigenous content and epistemologies in the classroom. For education to 

be decolonized (and to be an aid to reconciliation), the perspectives of Indigenous peoples must 

be included in all aspects of education, from curriculum to the structure of the education system. 

f. The Foundational Opposition Between Indigenous and Colonial Ways of Being 

and Learning  

In each of the three previous themes analyzed about the settler colonial education system, 

there is a fundamental opposition between Indigenous and colonial epistemologies. These attitudes 

of superiority/inferiority that may seem “archaic” or “outdated” are still active in the Canadian 

education system (Neeganagwedgin, 2013). Indigenous ways of learning are in direct opposition 

to Western forms of education. For many Indigenous peoples, learning is a holistic process, 

including the mind, body, emotions, and spirit. Western education regularly “separate[s] 

knowledge from the sacred” (Neeganagwedgin, 2013, p. 16). For Indigenous communities, 

knowledge is not simply information to be acquired, but it about learning how to be in community 

with all of Creation, from human to non-human relations. To “indigenize” or “decolonize” 

education, one must first reconceptualize learning as holistic and lifelong, rather than the 

accumulation of facts. 

g. Education as a Bridge?  

Some theorists may argue that education can serve as bridge between Indigenous and non-

Indigenous peoples in the hopes of reconciliation. However, in his study on Indigenous/non-
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Indigenous relations in a small Ontario community, Denis (2020) argues that these groups 

understand the bridge differently. Denis found that white interviewees in his study saw education 

as “a potential tool to ‘raise’ Natives ‘up’ to their own (presumed superior) level” (2020, p. 218). 

Education then was another demonstration of assimilation and colonization. Additionally, 

education can serve as a means to feed the peacemaker myth (Denis, 2020; Regan, 2010). 

Understanding education as a way to “help” Indigenous people without looking at the severe 

underfunding of schools on reserves “or the implications of multiple generations of non-

Indigenous Canadians having grown up with a one-sided, often racist curriculum” will only 

perpetuate the same attitudes present during early colonization, residential schools, and colonial 

acts now (Denis, 2020, p. 219).  

 In his qualitative and quantitative study, Denis (2020) found that of the white interviewees 

who supported more education on Indigenous issues and experiences, they wanted to learn more 

about “Aboriginal culture rather than history or treaty rights, let alone racism and colonialism or 

critical reflection on their own role in sustaining and benefitting from these ongoing processes” (p. 

220). Education then focused more on history and knowledge acquisition and less on heart/mind 

changes that would aid reconciliation efforts for generations to come. While it is important to have 

this knowledge, without a change in non-Indigenous Canadians’ foundational beliefs towards 

Indigenous peoples, tangible, long-lasting healing and growth will not occur.  

(ii) Education as an Aid to Reconciliation  

 While some may hold a pessimistic view that education is a deterrent to reconciliation, it 

is equally valid to hold an optimistic perspective that education is an important step on the 

reconciliation journey. It must be stated that education is not the path to reconciliation, however 

reconciliation cannot occur if Canadians do not know the truths of their country (Truth and 
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Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015). The TRC supports the dire need for improved 

education in stating,   

“We believe that children and youth must have a strong voice in developing reconciliation 

policy, programs, and practices into the future. It is therefore vital to develop appropriate 

public education strategies to support the ongoing involvement of children and youth in 

age-appropriate reconciliation initiatives and projects at community, regional, and national 

levels.” (TRC, 2015, p. 243) 

It is crucial to educate the next generation about colonialism because they are the hope to change 

the future. With the right tools, they will be able to significantly further reconciliation. But in order 

for them to further reconciliation, the education system that they are currently in needs to change. 

Education that focuses on a) decolonial thinking, b) critical reflections of privilege, c) using 

feelings of shame and discomfort to catalyze change, and d) an overall structural reconfiguration 

of the education system will greatly aid these future change makers.  

a. EnACTing a Decolonial Mindset  

Foundationally, the education system must cease to be colonial and instead hold to and 

enact decolonizing principles. This requires a significant heart change in multiple ways because 

not only should education challenge and eliminate “ignorance and racism”, but it should also 

“change both minds and hearts” in how it teaches about residential schools and other acts of 

colonialism (emphasis original, TRC, 2015, p. 234). When educators meaningfully reflect on how 

to decolonize education and how to address reconciliation through education, their efforts are more 

genuine and result in greater positive change in the classroom than if educators were required to 
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learn and then share this knowledge on reconciliation in a very dry and non-engaging way 

(Kennedy, McGowan, & El-Hussein, 2019).  

Part of this decolonizing framework is that educators need to recognize themselves not 

only as instructors of their students but as caretakers of their students (Kennedy, McGowan, & El-

Hussein, 2019). As caretakers, teachers are to look out for the wellbeing of their students in the 

present and the future. In this caretaking pedagogy, the hierarchy between teacher and student must 

cease in favour of a recognition that both teacher and student are on the same learning journey, 

just at possibly different stages. Caretaking guides educators and students alike to a transformation 

of the education system, not an adjustment that claims to support reconciliation but really allows 

the education system to continue to operate in a colonial manner (Kennedy, McGowan, & El-

Hussein, 2019). As Denis (2020) argues, while curricula may be helpful for reconciliation, students 

need to be propelled to take concrete reconciliatory action or else colonial systems and attitudes 

will not change in meaningful ways. This caretaking and decolonizing education includes giving 

students authority in the work they do and encouraging them to learn in new ways (in essence, 

recognizing that learning does not always happen through books). 

b. Encouraging Critical Reflection on Privilege  

Because it is insufficient for non-Indigenous Canadians to learn about Indigenous peoples 

and cultures, they must also learn and critically reflect on “white privilege and settler complicity 

in ongoing racism and colonialism” (Denis, 2020, p. 226). Likewise, when students learn about 

Indigenous cultures, it should not be taught as if Indigenous people are the “Exotic Other” but 

rather about the contributions that Indigenous people have made and their knowledges (Denis, 

2020, p. 227). Part of this critical reflection on privilege should translate to an analysis of how 

colonialism and colonial events are presented to students. Education should teach not only about 
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the history of colonialism, but how colonial events of the past (such as residential schools) are 

impacting the past, present, and possibly future lives of Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples in 

Canada. If Canadians are taught about colonialism and its intergenerational impacts, then they can 

better understand the challenges and issues that Indigenous communities are currently 

experiencing (which will encourage concrete decolonial and/or reconciliatory work) (TRC, 2015).  

c. Using Shame/Discomfort about Canada’s History to Catalyze Change 

Researchers such as Chris Hiller (2017), Robin Diangelo (2018), Ryan Koelwyn (2018), 

and Darren Zanussi (2018) found qualitative and quantitative evidence that guilt and shame 

prevent non-Indigenous Canadians from partaking in reconciliation work. Like reconciliation, 

shame can be both an individual and a collective journey (Koelwyn, 2018). When non-Indigenous 

Canadians are forced to address their settler identity, its benefits, and how those benefits were 

accrued, they must work through various emotions, such as “anger, fear, threat, betrayal, guilt, 

[and] shame” (Hiller, 2017, p. 422; Diangelo, 2018).  

When non-Indigenous Canadians understand their colonial history and its presence in the 

current moment, they may be more willing to take action towards reconciliation (Regan, 2010). 

Yet people are very afraid to deal with these emotions (Denis, 2020; Diangelo, 2018). It is for this 

reason that children, youth, and adults impacted by the Canadian education system need to learn 

about settler colonialism and Canada’s generational mistreatment of Indigenous peoples. Shame 

can be used to have uncomfortable, but absolutely necessary conversations on reconciliation.  

Koelwyn (2018) argues that most students already feel shame and uncomfortable emotions 

throughout their schooling. This is a time of personal change and development where students 

must work to figure out their identity and their relationship to those around them. There will be 
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awkward and uncomfortable moments because this always accompanies growth. Students can feel 

shame about their school performance, success, or identity, so Koelwyn (2018) proposes that this 

shame should be used to spark positive change rather than allowing students to wallow in it. He 

writes,  

“By developing a capacity for coping with shame, and maybe even mobilizing it from a 

younger age, future generations might become more resilient adults, maybe even more 

caring and responsible human beings. While there is no guarantee that an inclusion of 

reintegrative shame will achieve such lofty aspirations, the prospect of shame as a 

curricular intensity is a hopeful one, and certainly stands to interrupt the role of schools in 

perpetuating a cycle of shaming experiences.” (Koelwyn, 2018, p. 290).  

If shame is already present in an individual’s education journey, then that shame can be directed 

at a specific cause: the need to seek reconciliation and a positive future with Indigenous peoples. 

Denis (2020) states that “a major barrier to change is bringing settlers to the table; they know 

enough to know that furthering their education on these issues, particularly from an Indigenous or 

critical perspective, may be uncomfortable, and so they avoid it” (p. 303). It is for this reason that 

children need to be taught this shameful material about Canada’s history at an earlier age because 

it could prevent generations of adults who are passive towards and ashamed of Canada’s history. 

This may lead to concrete reconciliatory action. Canadian citizens need to learn about the history 

of their country and the land they are on before they have the independence and autonomy that 

comes with adulthood to avoid these uncomfortable lessons and conversations. 
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d. Reconstructing the Education System  

Finally, a decolonial, critically reflective education means that the current education system 

must be transformed. One of the most important steps to this transformation is that Indigenous 

voices and histories must be actively involved in and shaping the education system. The 

curriculum, physical organization of the classroom, and education personnel must all include 

Indigenous peoples, perspectives, and experiences in a way that empowers Indigenous peoples, 

particularly the Indigenous students in the classroom (Aboriginal Education Office & Ministry of 

Education, 2007). Moreover, Indigenous communities must be engaged in the curriculum 

development and implementation project (Aboriginal Education Office & Ministry of Education, 

2007). It is for this reason that Indigenous community partners are greatly emphasized as resources 

for school boards. School boards need to have connections with local Indigenous communities and 

organizations. When Indigenous leaders and community partners hold positions of power within 

school boards and Ministry of Education leaders, they promote an education that benefits greatly 

Indigenous students (because the curricula becomes relevant to them, their experiences, and their 

epistemologies), but also to non-Indigenous students because it encourages and helps students 

become future leaders and change-makers in their communities by teaching them a) to 

acknowledge their own privileges and oppressions, b) to look out for the needs of their neighbours 

and c) to actually do something to positively impact their future. As a result, a decolonizing and 

reconciliatory education system will lead to widespread societal benefits.  
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3. Looking to Policy: Viewing the TRC’s Calls to Action in Light of the United Nations 

Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples 

The Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s Calls to Action10 were developed following 

the United Nation’s Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP), which states that 

Indigenous peoples have been gravely wronged by colonial states and actions (2007). This 

legislation seeks to promote reconciliation and healing from these colonial wounds. Particularly, 

UNDRIP puts into policy that Indigenous communities have the right to educate their children in 

their own traditions and beliefs (United Nations, 2007). If Indigenous children are sent to public 

schools (due to a variety of reasons including the lack of schools on reserves), then the curriculum 

should still promote Indigenous cultures, traditions, and beliefs. This right to education is rooted 

in Article 8.1 of UNDRIP which states that “Indigenous peoples and individuals have the right not 

to be subjected to forced assimilation or destruction of their culture” (United Nations, 2007, p. 10). 

Institutions such as residential schools are severely prohibited. Extending this article further, 

education systems must be inclusive of Indigenous cultures and beliefs if they are to be in line with 

UNDRIP11. By not including Indigenous cultures and traditions in curriculum, government leaders 

arguably suggest that Indigenous peoples do not matter and do not need their voice heard. It is 

another act of elimination and assimilation.  

Interestingly, Article 43 of UNDRIP states that “the rights recognized herein constitute the 

minimum standards for the survival, dignity and well-being of the Indigenous peoples of the world” 

(emphasis added, United Nations, 2007, p. 28). These are the minimum standards set by the UN. 

In regard to the education system, at the very least, Indigenous cultures and traditions must be 

 
10 This project will primarily focus on Calls to Action 62-65. These Calls to Action are quoted on pp. 21-22.  
11 UNDRIP articles 15.1, 19, and 21 provide more information on how states are to consult and include Indigenous 

peoples in state education systems (United Nations, 2007).  
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present in the curriculum and Indigenous community members must be consulted on and active in 

the education system, from curriculum to being teachers, administrators, and school board 

members.  

On June 21, 2021, UNDRIP received royal assent and came into effect in Canada (fourteen 

years after UNDRIP was legitimized) (Government of Canada, 2021). Given this fourteen-year 

lull, it is evident that Canada was highly reluctant to sign on to UNDRIP because that would mean 

acknowledging that wrongs had been generationally and systemically committed against 

Indigenous peoples and that meaningful change needs to occur (CBC News, 2007). Canada now 

has a responsibility to implement and uphold these articles. It then becomes important to examine 

if the Canadian education system, both past and present, is either hindering or aiding UNDRIP and 

larger reconciliation efforts.  

4. Curriculum in Ontario High Schools 

 Until this point, it could appear that I am generalizing about the education systems across 

Canada (largely by referring to the Canadian education system as a singular entity). While it is 

valuable to acknowledge the many assumptions and beliefs that shape settler Canadian attitudes 

about Indigenous people which manifest themselves in the education that one receives, to do so 

would homogenize a vast array of education systems across what is currently known as Canada. 

This project, as will become more apparent in later sections, uses the Ontario education system 

with a particular focus on Canadian history textbooks and curriculum guidelines from 2000-2018 

as one example of the settler colonial education that non-Indigenous Canadians receive. Therefore, 

it is important to examine how the Ontario Ministry of Education functions, specifically in relation 

to the textbook approval process, as textbooks have been some of the key documents that educators 

historically have used to instruct their students.  
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(i) The Textbook Approval Process in Ontario 

In order for any textbook to be approved for use in any level of education, it must face 

rigorous scrutiny. The Ontario Ministry of Education has set up the Trillium List which states all 

the textbooks that are allowed to be used in the education system (Ontario Ministry of Education, 

2008). This list is established as part of the Education Act (1990) (Ontario Ministry of Education, 

2008). Put briefly, a textbook will be approved for use in the Ontario education system if it is 85% 

or more supportive of the learning expectations of a particular curriculum, includes a teacher’s 

resource guide, has a “Canadian orientation” (which is defined as “acknowledg[ing] Canadian 

contributions and achievements and us[ing] Canadian examples and references wherever possible” 

and using vocabulary and spelling that is familiar to a Canadian audience (Ontario Ministry of 

Education, 2008, p. 6)), and the textbook “must be manufactured in Canada and, wherever 

possible, are to be written, adapted, or translated by a Canadian citizen or citizens or by a 

permanent resident or residents of Canada” (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2008, p. 6). Additional 

requirements include:  

• Textbooks must be sophisticated and high quality. 

• Textbooks must encourage students to use technology.  

• Textbooks must support positive health and safety practices.  

• Textbooks must be representative and supportive of environmental responsibility. 

• Textbooks must be written at an age-appropriate language. 

• Textbooks must provide a variety “of instructional strategies and learning styles” that aid the 

majority of students (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2008, p. 7).  

• Textbooks “must be free from racial, ethnocultural, religious, regional, gender-related, or 

age-related bias; bias based on disability, sexual orientation, socioeconomic background, 

occupation, political affiliation, or membership in a specific group; and bias by omission” 

(Ontario Ministry of Education, 2008, p. 8). 
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• Textbooks must be written for a student-, not teacher-, audience.  

• Textbooks must be physically durable (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2008).  

 

These principles were reaffirmed in 2016 when the Ministry of Education published its 

“Guiding Principles of the Equity and Inclusive Education Strategy”. This report emphasizes that 

equitable and inclusive education:  

•  “is a foundation of excellence” (Ontario Public Service, 2014, p. 15);  

•  “meets individual needs” (Ontario Public Service, 2014, p. 15);  

•  “identifies and eliminates barriers” (Ontario Public Service, 2014, p. 15);  

• “promotes a sense of belonging [all students should see their histories and identities 

represented in the curriculum]” (Ontario Public Service, 2014, p. 15);  

•  “involves the broad community [teachers, schools, are school boards are strongly encouraged 

to engage community partners in their courses]” (Ontario Public Service, 2014, p. 15);  

•  “builds on and enhances previous and existing initiatives [education must work to support the 

Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s Call to Action (2015)]” (Ontario Public Service, 

2014, p. 15);  

•  “is demonstrated throughout the system [therefore Indigenous histories and identities must 

be present throughout all of the education system from curriculum to classroom design to 

school boards].”  (Ontario Public Service, 2014, p. 15) 

With this in mind, it appears that textbooks in Ontario are thoroughly reviewed before they 

are circulated for use in the school system as they must adhere to strict Ministry of Education 

guidelines supporting equitable and inclusive education for all students. However, as previous 

scholars have argued (Dussault, 2009), educational guidelines are often interpreted through the 

lens of the attitudes and beliefs of Canadian settler society in a particular moment of time. 

Therefore, it is important to examine how the Canadian history textbooks from 2000-2014 and the 

Canadian History curriculum guidelines from 2000-2018 that have been selected for this project, 

and which have been thoroughly vetted by the Ontario provincial government, speak to the 

foundational and often covert beliefs and attitudes that non-Indigenous Canadians may hold about 
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Indigenous peoples in Canada, particularly in the first approximately fifteen years of the twenty-

first century.  

Chapter 2: Methodology 

 Having explored some of the existing literature theorizing the relationship between 

reconciliation and the Canadian education system (both in favour of and against reconciliation), it 

is important to lay out the methodology of this Major Research Paper as the literature review guides 

how this project was conducted. In this section, I present the various steps taken in this project. 

First, I define the decolonizing framework that undergirded this project. This includes a discussion 

on researcher positionality as one of the foundational attitudes about decolonizing research is that 

the researcher must deeply reflect on their own biases, assumptions, and histories as it impacts the 

research they find, the results they include, and their relationship with the reader/audience. I then 

present how the content analysis for this project was conceptualized and then actualized. To begin, 

I first unpack the decolonizing framework that was central to this Major Research Paper.   

1. A Decolonizing Framework 

 This project is guided by a decolonizing framework. I present the need for social 

transformation, specifically the need to transform non-Indigenous Canadian/Indigenous relations 

and will offer suggestions on how to do so. Decolonizing research begins by first understanding 

the colonial and traditionally oppressive nature and purpose of research. Research has been used 

to further subjugate and conquer marginalized groups, particularly Indigenous peoples (Datta, 

2018; Simpson, 2001; Simpson, 2004). As a result, decolonizing research “critically examines the 

underlying assumptions that inform the research, and challenges the widely-accepted belief that 

Western methods and ways of knowing are the only objective, true science” (Datta, 2018, p. 11). 

To challenge these assumptions and foundational beliefs, decolonizing research is centred on 
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Indigenous voices, epistemologies, and/or experiences (Battiste, 2000; Smith, 1999; Absolon & 

Willett, 2005; Carlson, 2017; Chalmers, 2017; Kovach, 2005; Lavallée, 2009; Wilson & Restoule, 

2010). 

(i) Research as a Journey, Not an End Goal 

One must recognize that decolonizing research is a lifelong journey. Echoing the 

sentiments of Indigenous scholar Leanne Betasamosake Simpson (2001), Ranjan Datta (2018) 

writes, “I argue that decolonization is an on-going process of becoming, unlearning, and relearning 

regarding who we are as a researcher and educator, and taking responsibilities for participants” 

(emphasis original, p. 2). Therefore, my work as a researcher and student striving for 

decolonization will never be completed. There will always be room for growth. For this reason, I 

have chosen to describe my methodology as decolonizing research and not as decolonial research. 

By using the term “decolonizing” instead of “decolonial”, this communicates to the reader that this 

type of research is a long-term, active process rather than a passive or completed form of research 

(Gone, 2019). Although there is an ultimate goal of the repatriation of Indigenous lands and 

epistemologies (Tuck & Yang, 2012), the steps taken to achieve this goal are equally important. 

(ii) Relational Learning 

Decolonizing research, while long-term, is also based in relational learning. The researcher 

explores knowledge in relation to Indigenous peoples, other researchers, Knowledge Keepers, and 

the land on which one inhabits rather than “discovering” research about Indigenous peoples 

independent of them (Datta, 2018; Simpson, 2001; Chartrand, 2012; Gone, 2019; Lavallée, 2009; 

Ryder et al., 2020; Wilson, 2001; Chalmers, 2017; Absolon  & Willett, 2005). Part of this relational 

learning requires recognizing my perspective as a researcher and person is limited and that the 
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research I produce is richer when I draw from many voices, particularly Indigenous scholars and 

activists. Additionally, decolonizing research involves “the collective” (Kovach, 2005, pp. 30-31). 

Like relationality, within a collective understanding of research, the researcher recognizes that 

they are accountable to the community of study and are in a reciprocal relationship with the 

community members. As a result, researchers who practice decolonizing research must recognize 

their responsibilities to benefit their community of study. Ultimately, the decolonizing researcher 

must understand that their research develops through their relationships with their participants and 

research community.  

(iii) Researcher Humility 

In conjunction with relational learning, decolonizing research includes the researcher 

recognizing that they do not discover information. That knowledge has always existed, it is only 

being revealed to them through their current research (Datta, 2018). Decolonizing research 

requires the researcher to see themselves more as a student than a teacher (Simpson, 2001). The 

researcher has much to learn from their participants and is not the authority on the information 

they are gifted. To this extent, decolonizing research requires humility on the part of the researcher 

(Simpson, 2001). As a decolonizing researcher/student, I must ask: to whom am I responsible as a 

researcher? What are the impacts and consequences of my work? Part of this humility comes 

through great self-reflection, which will be explored in a later section titled “Practicing 

Reflexivity”.  

(iv) Decolonizing Research is Active 

Decolonizing research has the goal of social transformation and the uplifting of Indigenous 

voices, nations, and communities (Absolon & Willett, 2005). Leanne Betasamosake Simpson 
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states that if a researcher wants to utilize decolonizing research methodologies, then they must be 

willing to address and challenge the colonial structures, within and outside of academia (2004). 

Likewise, Datta (2018) argues, “We believe that with research we can speak up for our rights and 

justice and against oppression” (p. 19). Decolonizing research cannot be passive but must rather 

be rooted in a desire to concretely challenge systems of oppression. Simpson (2001) provides 

further clarification when she writes, 

“Change for Aboriginal peoples will come when the dominant society respects us as 

Peoples, honours our treaties to their full meaning and intent, acknowledges our land rights 

and treats us with the same respect any self-governing Nation would expect” (p. 145). 

The end goal of decolonizing research (and more broadly speaking, decolonization) is the 

celebration and re-establishment of Indigenous nations as sovereign, autonomous, and equal in 

authority and power to Canada as a nation (Tuck & Yang, 2012). There must be a restoration of 

the nation-to-nation relationship between Canada and Indigenous nations and between individual 

Indigenous nations if decolonization (as the final result) is to be achieved. Decolonizing research 

must keep this focus in mind.  

2. Practicing Reflexivity 

 As a researcher, it is important that I take time to reflect on my motivations for the research 

I am pursuing and the relationship that I have with those who are impacted by this research. Andrea 

Doucet (2008) argues that researchers must reflect on their relationships with their multiple selves, 

their respondents (their participants or subjects), and their audiences and epistemic communities. 

In this section, I will be engaging in the process of reflexivity.  
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(i) Researcher and Self  

I have chosen to examine Canadian history textbooks supported by the Ontario Ministry of 

Education because of my own past experiences as a secondary student in Ontario. In secondary 

school, the only time I learned about Canadian history was in grade ten in a course titled “Canadian 

History”. We largely focused on Canada’s involvement in the World Wars (1914-1945), which 

portrayed Canada as a hero. Outside of the World Wars, we briefly examined some cultural 

changes in Canada that followed the World Wars, such as subsequent wars like the Korean War, 

the Cultural Revolution of the 60s, and the repatriation of Canada’s Constitution in 1982. In all of 

this, there was very little discussion on Indigenous peoples in Canada or Canada as a nation-state’s 

and/or Canadians’ relationships with Indigenous peoples. I remember seeing one small paragraph 

(about 150-200 words) in our 300-page history textbook that discussed residential schools. This 

translated into the history teacher only very briefly mentioning residential schools in Canada. I 

was taught objectively and indifferently that residential schools happened and that they closed in 

1996. There was no more detail provided on what occurred in these schools or on the generational 

impacts of them. The image I held of Canada (and by extension, of white people because Canada 

was represented as a predominantly and historically white nation) was that of a hero and 

peacemaker (a theme which Regan (2010) theorizes in more detail). I was given the impression 

that Canada was/is actively involved in ending global conflicts and should therefore be esteemed 

as a benevolent protagonist. To summarize, I was left in the dark about Canada’s own history.  

It was not until my undergraduate studies that I heard more about Canada’s traumatic 

history. During a first-year introduction to psychology university course, I was taught about 

residential schools and read an introductory article explaining this system and the experiences of 

Indigenous children in it. This greatly challenged my own beliefs in the “goodness” of white 
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“Christian” Canada. I questioned what else I had not been taught. This encouraged me to pursue 

more education on the relationship between Canada and Indigenous peoples to the point that I 

minored in Indigenous studies during my undergraduate degree. This new information on Canada’s 

identity and history radically altered my life and I was shocked that I was not taught this 

information until I searched for it myself. It was from this point that I became motivated to learn 

more about Canada’s history and relationship with Indigenous peoples. I have been “unsettled” 

about Canada’s identity which has caused me to want to examine how non-Indigenous Canadians 

view their Indigenous neighbours and by extension, their historical, political, cultural, and social 

relationships with Indigenous peoples, both past and present.  

(ii) Researcher and Researched 

In addition to reflecting on my personal motivations for this research, I must also reflect 

on the impact that my research will have on Indigenous peoples and non-Indigenous Canadians. 

Although I am not doing primary research with Indigenous people, I am still conducting research 

that impacts them and is related to their lived experiences. As a settler, I recognize that I have 

historically and presently held a position of superiority in relation to Indigenous peoples. My 

culture, norms, values, and beliefs have been accepted as the standard against which Indigenous 

ways of being and doing have been judged as “deviant” or “abnormal”. It is important that I 

recognize this hierarchy and privilege because it means that I have historically been given the 

authority to study the so-called “Other” without being studied myself. I wish to challenge this 

power dynamic through my research by elevating the voices of Indigenous scholars and allowing 

them to speak for themselves. I am not Indigenous and therefore do not fully understand the 

perspectives of Indigenous people, yet there are steps I can take to better understand these 

perspectives. This can be done through reading a variety of Indigenous authors and scholars and 
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through recognizing my own limitations as a student and Canadian citizen who still has much to 

learn. Doucet (2008) writes,  

“I came to the realization that I could not know these ‘others’ because the walls between 

us were more solid than I had anticipated; I could only hear and know something about 

their stories” (emphasis original, p. 80).  

I am not going to be able to understand Indigenous peoples’ lived experiences in relationship to 

the Canadian state or their attitudes towards reconciliation. However, I can learn a piece of their 

stories about their relationships with the Crown and reconciliation.  

 Additionally, I am not going to know the full lived experiences of non-Indigenous 

Canadians and their attitudes towards reconciliation, especially the attitudes of non-white non-

Indigenous Canadians because those are not my realities as a white settler. This is far too large a 

task for one project nor have I experienced the wide range of attitudes towards reconciliation. I 

can however learn from the stories and articles I read to get a better sense of certain aspects of 

these attitudes.  

(iii)  Researcher and Readers/Audience 

Finally, I must reflect on the relationship between myself and my audience, particularly 

“the theoretical and epistemological, or epistemic, communities that influence our work in subtle 

and explicit ways” (Doucet, 2008, p. 80). I recognize that my work interacts with decolonizing 

research that ultimately has the goal of the complete social transformation of non-

Indigenous/Indigenous relationships to each other and to the land (Datta, 2018; Simpson, 2001; 

Tuck & Yang, 2012). I am guided by this desire, although challenging, to not fix a broken system 

(namely Canada as a settler colonial nation) but to transform how people currently and in the future 
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live on and in relation to Turtle Island and their human and non-human relations. This study seeks 

to examine the possibilities to ameliorate the relationship between non-Indigenous and Indigenous 

people living in the territory of Canada.  

 In addition, this area of reflexivity also requires that I reflect on the potential consequences 

of my research (Doucet, 2008). I must examine how my work may be used both positively and 

negatively by others. In one respect, I believe my research may cause irritation or hostility from 

non-Indigenous people who think that this research is portraying them in a negative light (as 

Canadians who have been complicit and benefitted from a relationship of dominance and violence 

with Indigenous peoples). When these negative emotions occur, it may either encourage these 

readers to shut down emotionally and remain “stuck in their ways” about Indigenous people. 

However, I hope that for some readers it encourages the same practices of reflexivity with which 

I am currently engaging. This reflexivity can lead to personal growth and possibly action to repair 

relationships with Indigenous peoples.  

Another consequence of this research could be that Indigenous people may worry that this 

research could be stroking the egos or comfort of non-Indigenous people without producing any 

real change. This is a valid concern as there have been various studies and state apologies from 

Canada that have produced little concrete change. My hope is that this research encourages non-

Indigenous readers to examine their own beliefs and to recognize changes they can make in their 

own lives, be they large or small, to improve their relationships with Indigenous peoples in tangible 

ways.  
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3. Methods 

I began this study in September 2021 by examining the Ontario Ministry of Education’s 

online curriculum documents, focusing on secondary curriculum.12 I first searched by curriculum 

subjects, looking specifically at “Canadian and World Studies”. I conducted an in-depth analysis 

of the Canadian and World Studies curriculum guidelines for grades nine/ten and eleven/twelve. 

These guidelines were established by the Ontario Ministry of Education to specify in detail the 

content that Ontario students are to learn about a given subject. For each set of guidelines, there 

were three available editions. The grades nine and ten history curriculum had editions from 2005, 

2013, and 2018. The grades eleven and twelve history curriculum had editions written in 2000, 

2005, and 2015. These variety of dates allowed me to examine changes and continuities to the 

curriculum. Following an examination of the curriculum guidelines, I went to the Instructional 

Resource Centre at Brock University. This is the library that houses curriculum material, such as 

textbooks, curriculum guidelines, and other materials necessary for a classroom and it is designated 

for future teachers. I searched the Trillium List for secondary history textbooks but was unable to 

find any. I then had a colleague suggest I search the “Purchase Period Expired” section of the 

Trillium List, but this was to no avail. I had asked other colleagues at Brock University if they 

knew of a list of history textbooks that I needed. The majority of them stated that the Ministry does 

not provide a list of textbooks that have been in circulation since a specific time period.  

I then modified my search. Within the Instructional Resource Centre, there is a sizable 

collection of history textbooks that have been used by teachers in Ontario. Because these textbooks 

 
12 When conceptualizing this project, I had originally planned on examining both elementary and secondary history 

curriculum. However, as the project progressed, I was advised that studying both this wide range of curriculum would 

be far too large a task for one project. I then chose to focus on Ontario secondary history curriculum.  



48 

were housed in a library designated for teacher candidates and provides materials for these 

teachers, I argued that these textbooks would be representative of the curriculum that high school 

students are taught. I then took a sample of four of these textbooks that were published in different 

years to form the basis of my examination.  

Within these textbooks, I was guided by key themes and/or terms that I believed were 

necessary for students to learn about in their formal education journey. These included 

“colonialism/colonization”, “assimilation”, “residential schools”, “apologies for residential 

schools”, “missing and murdered Indigenous women and girls”, “treaties”, “the Sixties Scoop”, 

“land claims and/or sovereignty”, “Indigenous resistance”, and “Indigenous cultural revival”. I 

wanted to examine terms that a) I learned minimally about in my own secondary education 

experience and b) have become increasingly recognized within Canadian public discourses as 

important to education about the experiences of Indigenous peoples in Canada and to reconciliation 

efforts. While not all of these terms were explicitly used in each textbook, I studied the discussions 

that the textbooks presented related to each of these terms. 

Chapter 3: Findings 

 In this section, I will address the key research questions guiding this project. First, I use 

the Ontario Ministry of Education curriculum guidelines for Canadian history courses to examine 

how the TRC’s Calls to Actions 62-65 are implemented (or not) to encourage students to pursue 

reconciliation between Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples13. In the second section, I analyze 

four specific Canadian history textbooks to explore 1) the attitudes and beliefs about Indigenous 

 
13 This responds to the first research questions which asks, “Following the Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s 

Final Report and Calls to Action (2015), how have Canadian history curriculum guidelines in Ontario, from 2015 to 

the present, addressed Calls to Action 62-65, which state that education curriculum must be developed with the 

support of and knowledge from Indigenous Knowledge Keepers and Elders?” 
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peoples that are presented to students14 and 2) the textbooks’ discussions on various settler colonial 

events15. To begin, I address the first research question.  

1. Contextualizing the TRC’s Calls to Action 62-65 in Ontario Ministry of Education 

Canadian History Curriculum Guidelines 

The Ontario Ministry of Education establishes clear guidelines and learning objectives for 

each of the courses it circulates. Instructors are to work in conjunction with the Ministry of 

Education, their local school board, and school administrators to determine and execute the 

curriculum in a “locally meaningful” way (Queen’s Printer for Ontario, 2021). The curriculum 

documents provided by the Ministry of Education (and analyzed below) establish the guidelines 

and learning objectives for the courses in question. Teachers are required to instruct students on 

the material stated in the Ministry of Education guidelines. Textbooks are to satisfy and work in 

conjunction with these Ministry expectations. In this section, I will present a comparison of the 

three available editions of the grades nine and ten Canadian and World Studies and the grades 

eleven and twelve Canadian and World Studies. I begin with the grades nine and ten curriculum.  

(i) Grades 9 and 10: Canadian and World Studies (2005, 2013, and 2018 Editions)  

This curriculum is comprised of geography, civics, and history courses. For this study, I 

focused on the Canadian history courses that were offered. The curriculum is subdivided into 

 
14 This responds to the second set of research questions, which asks, “How are Indigenous people presented in these 

textbooks? How are they described? Are they presented as a homogenous or heterogenous group? Are they 

presented as independent and autonomous or dependent on the Canadian state? Are they presented as conquerors or 

the conquered?”.   
15 This responds to the final set of research questions, which asks, “How are settler colonial events in Canada, such 

as residential schools, Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls, the 60s Scoop, and other forms of 

genocide enacted under settler colonialism presented? What percentage of the textbook pages compared to the total 

volume of the textbook is devoted to discussing these topics, particularly in relation to other events in Canadian 

history? How much depth and detail do these textbooks provide on these events?” 
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academic (to prepare students wishing to take university-preparation courses) and applied streams 

(for students wishing to take college-preparation courses). It is also designed for grade ten students, 

as Ontario high school students are required to take a Canadian history course in grade ten. In 

subsequent years (grades eleven and twelve), a student may choose to do so to satisfy graduation 

requirements or pre-requisites for university or college programs. Because the content for the 

academic and applied streams are very similar (with only slight modifications but the same 

foundational objectives), they will be examined singularly. 

a. Similarities Between the 2005, 2013, and 2018 Editions 

Across the three available editions of this history curriculum, there were various 

continuities in the material that students are taught, the learning objectives, and the language that 

is used. First, while there is some discussion on Indigenous peoples in Canada, it is fairly minimal. 

There is a large focus on Canada as a nation at war, war efforts and the aftermath of the World 

Wars, and French-English relations in Canada post-First World War than on Indigenous peoples’ 

experiences. The 2013 Canadian and World Studies curriculum guidelines diverts slightly from 

this overall presentation (by introducing the importance of students recognizing themselves as 

global citizens and understanding Canada in relation to the rest of the global community) but there 

still seems to be a very minor focus on Canada as a nation in relationship to Indigenous 

communities.  

Following the 2005 edition of these curriculum guidelines, the 2013 and 2018 editions 

offer a key difference. These editions place a heavy focus on the importance of community partners 

when teaching students about Canadian history (which is supportive of the TRC’s Call to Action 

63). Within the curriculum documents, there was a specific section on the importance of 
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community partners as a resource for teachers and students. The Ontario Ministry of Education 

(2013a) writes that community partners  

“Can be models of how the knowledge and skills acquired through the study of the 

curriculum relate to life beyond school. Partnerships with community organizations can 

enrich not only the educational experience of students but also the life of the community” 

(p. 17).  

While this document does not explicitly state it, one can assume that teachers could include 

Indigenous community partners in their curriculum and teaching. This is a positive development 

from the 2005 edition because community partners provide students with a richer and arguably 

more impactful understanding of Canadian and Indigenous histories.  

The Ontario Ministry of Education provides one caveat regarding community partners. 

They write, “In choosing community partners, schools should build on existing links with their 

local communities and create new partnerships in conjunction with ministry and school board 

policies” (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2013, p. 17). If a school does not have an existing 

relationship with an Indigenous community or group, then they may be significantly less inclined 

to utilize them as a resource. Additionally, one must ask if teachers have been denied from using 

Indigenous community leaders as resources, possibly due to a limited or non-existent budget for 

compensating Indigenous Knowledge Keepers who may wish to support Ontario educators. 

Teachers in the post-Truth and Reconciliation Commission “era” may be less likely to experience 

this, but it is nonetheless important to explore.  

Additionally, the Canadian and World Studies curriculum for grades nine and ten students 

emphasized the importance of “diversity and diverse perspectives”. This is defined as “drawing 
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attention to the contributions of… First Nations, Métis, and Inuit peoples” with the purpose of 

students seeing “themselves reflected in the curriculum” (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2013, p. 

48). The significance of diversity further bolsters the need for community partners in the 

curriculum and classroom and demonstrates further support for the TRC’s Calls to Action 62-63. 

These partners teach students about a wide range of stories that textbooks may either ignore or 

diminish.  

Finally, this curriculum draws attention to the importance of teaching current 

events/flexibility. There is a flexibility and encouragement to contextualize possibly abstract 

curriculum to current events allows instructors to include Indigenous content if they so choose. 

There is also an expectation from the Ministry of Education that teachers will include current 

events and issues in their teaching 16 (2013a). Therefore, teachers should be discussing Indigenous 

issues, such as residential schools, missing and murdered Indigenous women and girls, and the 

development of the TRC. 

b. Content Analysis of the 2005, 2013, and 2018 Editions 

Each of the three editions of the Canada and World Studies history curriculum for grade 

nine and ten students utilizes the same organization. The curriculum consists of four units focusing 

on specific time periods: 1914-1929, 1929-1945, 1945-1982, and 1982-the present. In this section, 

I will summarize the discussions on Indigenous peoples and Indigenous issues that students are 

expected to be taught. In studying the three editions of these curriculum documents, it was 

 

16 The Ontario Ministry of Education states that “Teachers need to integrate current events and issues within the 

curriculum expectations, and not treat them as separate topics. The integration of current events and issues into the 

curriculum will help students make connections between what they are learning in class and past and present-day 

local, national, and global events, developments, and issues” (2013a, p. 41).  

 



53 

determined that the 2005 and the 2013 edition had very few marked changes between them. The 

larger developments came in the 2018 edition (following the TRC’s period of activity). Therefore, 

I will compare the discussions on Indigenous peoples in the 2005/2013 editions (understanding 

them as one unit of comparison) and the 2018 edition.  

2005/2013 Edition Learning Goals. In these curricula, there was a pattern of significantly 

less content on/about Indigenous peoples and cultures for the earlier units and as the curriculum 

examined more recent time periods, the amount of this content has increased. To begin, in the unit 

of Canada from 1914-1929 (with a very heavy focus on Canada’s involvement in the First World 

War), there was almost non-existent discussion on Indigenous peoples. For instance, the framing 

questions (the questions that guide the lessons or that students should be able to answer) for the 

unit/section on Canada from 1914-1929 does not include any mention of Indigenous peoples or 

their social issues. This indicates a lack of representation/inclusion of Indigenous peoples in the 

curriculum. Additionally, the curriculum specifically outlines that students will learn about the 

perspective of women and immigrants during the wartime period in Canada rather than those of 

Indigenous peoples (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2013, p. 114). While these are important topics 

to examine with secondary students, this builds on Canada’s founding image of itself as “the land 

of immigrants17 and opportunity” and not as the stolen land of communities that existed here long 

before the first settlers arrived.  

 Following this first unit, it appears that the latter units offer more Indigenous content, 

although it is still lacking. For the unit on Canada from 1929-1945, the focus remains on Canada’s 

involvement in the Second World War and the immediate and long-term impacts of the war. There 

 
17 Immigrants who come to a new land bringing their own laws and values to follow, not immigrants who subject 

themselves to the existing laws and values of the land where they arrive.  
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is some discussion on amendments to the Indian Act but largely in relation to how Indigenous 

veterans were denied benefits that non-Indigenous veterans received. Again, this is important to 

discuss with secondary students, but it negates the other work that Indigenous activists were doing 

and the ongoing experiences of Indigenous communities during this period.  

For the unit on Canada from 1945-1982, there is more discussion on Indigenous peoples 

and histories. There is brief mention of “the key political developments and/or government policies 

in Canada during this period” that impacted or included Indigenous peoples (Ontario Ministry of 

Education, 2013, p. 119). The only one included is the 1969 White Paper (Ontario Ministry of 

Education, 2013, p. 119). In one section about conflict (and inequality) in Canada (Ontario 

Ministry of Education, 2013, p. 119), Indigenous people were included. Yet, to a certain degree, 

this presents an antagonistic view of Indigenous peoples as people who are in conflict with the 

leading government. This could harken back to notions of “us vs. them” attitudes. Educators and 

students alike should be aware of these potentially problematic discussions on Indigenous peoples. 

Although it is a positive development that there is some Indigenous content in the curriculum, 

there is still a great amount of Indigenous content that is lacking in the units on Canada prior to 

1945. One must ask, although Indigenous peoples have been active and present in what is now 

politically known as Canada, why were their stories not included in the curriculum requirements 

for units of Canada before 1982? 

In the final unit on Canada from 1982 to the present, there appears to be more discussion 

of Indigenous peoples, with a particular focus on Indigenous activism, such as Idle No More and 

“continuing legal conflict and/or political protests over Aboriginal title and land claims” (Ontario 

Ministry of Education, 2013, p. 123). One of the learning outcomes of this unit is to “identify some 

key developments and issues that have affected the relationship between the federal/provincial 
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governments and First Nations, Métis, and Inuit peoples since 1982… and analyse them from 

various perspectives” (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2013, p. 123)18. This learning outcome 

allows teachers to explore Indigenous issues. Moreover, while the curriculum offers many 

suggestions on the Indigenous activism that can be examined, teachers are also given the liberty 

to illuminate students to current conflicts and struggles in which Indigenous people are involved. 

Additionally, this section also provides more time to examine important Indigenous thinkers and 

figures in Canadian society (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2013). This is an important 

development because Indigenous activism and Indigenous scholarly work often have an iterative 

relationship where both fields of activity influence each other.  

2018 Edition Learning Goals. There are some rather sweeping changes between the 

2005/2013 and the 2018 editions of the Canada and World Studies History curriculum for grades 

nine and ten students. The 2018 edition has an arguably stronger focus on Indigenous content and 

decolonial education, which should be viewed as a positive development.  

This curriculum document includes a section devoted to “Indigenous Education in 

Ontario”, a section that was not present in the 2005/2013 documents which identifies that 

“The present revision of the social studies and history curriculum was developed in 

collaboration with First Nations, Métis, and Inuit educators, community members, and 

 
18 Full Quotation: “identify some key developments and issues that have affected the relationship between the 

federal/provincial governments and First Nations, Métis, and Inuit peoples since 1982 (e.g., Bill C-31 [1985]; the 

Meech Lake Accord; disputes over land at Oka, Ipperwash, and/or Caledonia; land claims by the Lubicon Lake 

Nation; Delgamuukw v. British Columbia [1997]; the Nisga’a Final Agreement [1988]; the creation of Nunavut; R 

v. Powley [2003]; the McIvor decision; the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada; the Idle No More 

movement; Justice Phelan’s 2013 ruling on the Constitution Act, 1867), and analyse them from various 

perspectives” (emphasis original, Ontario Ministry of Education, 2013, p. 123).  
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organizations in response to the Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s calls to action 

numbers 62 and 63” (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2018, p. 15).  

The purpose of this revision is to include more Indigenous voices in the curriculum in order to 

strengthen them and to provide students with a better understanding of their local and national 

histories (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2018, p. 15). A subsection of this section discusses 

“Cultural Safety”, a concept that has been increasingly common since the inception of the TRC 

but that was not present in the 2005 or 2013 editions of these curriculum documents (Ontario 

Ministry of Education, 2018, p. 15).  

Additionally, there is a call for teachers to seek the expertise from Indigenous leaders and 

Elders when developing their curriculum (which was again not present in the 2005 or 2013 editions 

of these curriculum documents), again striving to satisfy the TRC’s Calls to Action 62 and 63 

(Ontario Ministry of Education, 2018). One caveat for this important addition is that the inclusion 

and invitation of Indigenous leaders must be done in a culturally respectful way (Ontario Ministry 

of Education, 2018).  

Overall, there is a much greater emphasis on the inclusion of Indigenous voices in the 

curriculum. For instance, in the 2005/2013 editions, questions about the lived experiences of 

Indigenous peoples were not included in the first unit on Canada’s history from 1914-1929. In the 

2018 edition, these questions are explored (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2018). This trend 

continues into each of the next units. This is an important development because students learn that 

Indigenous peoples were not invisible or even politically (or culturally) dead during these early 

units, which challenges some of the settler colonial attitudes about Indigenous peoples as dying or 

dead groups. Moreover, there appears to be a constant refrain of  “and their impact [or significance] 

on different groups and communities in Canada, including First Nations, Métis, and Inuit 
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communities” (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2018, p. 116). All advancements and changes in 

Canadian society were examined partially in relation to the impacts on Indigenous communities in 

a specific time period. This was not part of the 2005 or 2013 editions.   

Below is a chart of the topics discussed related to Indigenous peoples that grades nine and 

ten students are expected to learn. I have identified which topics are present across all three 

curriculum editions and which are only present in the 2018 edition, which appears to present 

students with a greater amount of Indigenous content.  

Indigenous Content in the Canada and World Studies History Content for Grades Nine 

and Ten Students (2005/2013 and 2018 Editions) 

Indigenous Content Present in All Three 

Editions (2005, 2013, and 2018) 

Indigenous Content Present Only in the 2018 

Edition19 

• Residential schools 

• The Indian Act 

• The demographics of First Nations, 

Métis, and Inuit communities in each 

of the time periods examined.  

• The Canadian government’s 

discriminatory identification practices 

and policies of Indigenous peoples 

(Ontario Ministry of Education, 2018, 

p. 117) 

• The United Nation’s Declaration on 

the Rights of Indigenous People 

(Ontario Ministry of Education, 2018, 

p. 126) 

 

• An explicit discussion on colonialism 

and colonial events  

• Treaty rights and questions of 

sovereignty and land rights  

• Sexual sterilization of Indigenous 

peoples  

• The Sixties Scoop (Ontario Ministry 

of Education, 2018, p. 121)  

• The development of the Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission (Ontario 

Ministry of Education, 2018, p. 126)20  

• Missing and murdered Indigenous 

Women and Girls (Ontario Ministry of 

Education, 2018, p. 126)  

• Canada’s apologies to Indigenous 

communities (Ontario Ministry of 

Education, 2018, p. 129)  

Figure 2. Indigenous Content in the Curriculum. 

 

 
19 While some of this content may have been present in the 2005 and 2013 editions of this curriculum, its presence 

was so minimal that it was not considered one of the major discussions of the curriculum.  
20 Arguably this content would not have been present in the 2005 edition of the curriculum because the TRC was not 

founded until 2008.  
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(ii) Grades 11 and 12: Canadian and World Studies (2000, 2005, and 2015 Editions) 

Having examined the Canadian and World Studies History curriculum for grades nine and 

ten students, an examination of the related curriculum for grades eleven and twelve students will 

follow. The grade eleven and twelve curricula offer a much wider scope of subjects for students to 

explore, particularly on the history of countries other than Canada. For the purpose of this 

examination, I will only focus on the courses dealing with Canadian history. These courses are 

“Canadian History and Politics Since 1945, Grade 11, College Preparation (CHH3C) and 

Workplace Preparation (CHH3E)”, “Canada: History, Identity, and Culture, Grade 12, University 

Preparation (CHI4U)”, and “Origins and Citizenship: The History of a Canadian Ethnic Group, 

Grade 11 (CHE3O)”. I will compare the curriculum guidelines for each applicable course between 

the three available editions (2000, 2005, and 2015). 

a. “Canadian History and Politics Since 1945, Grade 11, College Preparation 

(CHH3C) and Workplace Preparation (CHH3E)” 

2000 Edition.  In the first available edition of this history course for grade eleven and 

twelve students, there is often a possibility for discussion on Indigenous issues and experiences, 

but it is not a requirement for the course. Therefore, it is up to the teacher’s discretion to include 

this material or not21. While these are very important subjects for students to learn, the issue arises 

when students are not required to be taught this material. These subjects appear more as 

suggestions for instructors rather than as requirements.  

 This curriculum edition however does include one very specific requirement on Indigenous 

content. Students are expected to “demonstrate an understanding of key unresolved issues of 

 
21 See Appendix A for further information.  
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identity and sovereignty involving Aboriginal communities and local, provincial, and federal 

governments (e.g., land claims, taxation, justice)” (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2000, p. 137, 

p. 148). This learning expectation could serve as a strong encouragement to instructors to teach 

this material as a means to satisfy curriculum requirements.  

 With all of this in mind, the Indigenous content in the 2000 edition is very minimal (which 

is also echoed in the textbook of the corresponding era (Hundey & Magarrey, 2000)). Students are 

given a rather incomplete understanding of the experiences and histories of Indigenous peoples, 

which could negatively impact their comprehension and/or involvement in reconciliation. 

2005 Edition.  Overall, this curriculum edition is largely similar to the 2000 version. There 

is the possibility for discussion on the same Indigenous subjects. However, there are various 

revisions from the 2000 edition. First, students are expected to “explain the difficulties in resolving 

issues of identity and autonomy involving Aboriginal communities and local, provincial, and 

federal governments (e.g., Aboriginal self-government, land claims, taxation, and justice system)” 

(emphasis added, Ontario Ministry of Education, 2005a, p. 154). Second, there appears to be a 

possibility for discussion on the Indian Act to “assess the importance of Canadian society of the 

cultural mosaic and of the right of individual self-expression, as reflected in government policies 

and popular attitudes” (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2005a, p. 156). These revisions would allow 

students to engage with topics of sovereignty and autonomy more critically, topics that were not 

present in the 2000 edition. As a result, I argue that this is a positive development for the 

curriculum.  

A Final Note on this Course (CHH3C and CHH3E). It appears that this course is no 

longer offered in the 2015 edition of the Canadian and World Studies curriculum. It may have been 
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replaced by “Origins and Citizenship: The History of a Canadian Ethnic Group, Grade 11, Open 

(CHE3O)”, which is discussed in greater detail in a subsequent section.  

b. “Canada: History, Identity, and Culture, Grade 12, University Preparation 

(CHI4U)” 

2000 Edition. This curriculum encourages students to ask more questions and critically 

engage with the material they encounter (as should be expected in a grade twelve level course). 

For instance, students are asked to  

“Evaluate the extent to which Canada’s reputation as a humanitarian nation is merited (e.g., 

Canadian treatment of Aboriginal peoples, Canadian as a destination for escaping slaves in 

the nineteenth century and refugees in the twentieth century, peacekeeping efforts, United 

Nations ranking)” (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2000, p. 165).  

This exploration may cast doubt on Canada’s positive self-image, a myth that is regularly presented 

to Canadian citizens and students. Additionally, another avenue of critical thinking/reflection is 

the discussions on Indigenous citizenship, status, and residential schools as an “incident of 

prejudice and discrimination in Canada’s history” (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2000, p. 169). 

Students must reflect on the consequences and damages of the settler colonial systems put in place 

by the Canadian government.  

 While there are some beneficial elements in this curriculum, there are also areas of concern. 

First, there is a section devoted to the lives of Indigenous peoples prior to contact with settlers, the 

experiences of contact that Indigenous peoples had with settlers, and “the contributions of 

Aboriginal peoples to the development of Canadian identity and culture” (Ontario Ministry of 

Education, 2000, p. 164). This possibly feeds into the attitude that Indigenous peoples are part of 
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Canada and can appear to be a dismissal of Indigenous sovereignty. Second, students are required 

to “assess the extent to which education has been used in Canada as an instrument for shaping 

regional, provincial, and national identities (e.g., … residential schools for Aboriginal children)” 

(Ontario Ministry of Education, 2000, p. 170). This could possibly contradict the previous course 

outcomes related to encouraging students’ critical thinking skills because it might encourage 

students to reflect on the residential school system as either a beneficial or in the least, neutral 

system. These are grave areas of concern that work against the strivings of reconciliation.  

2005 Edition. Compared to the 2000 edition, the 2005 curriculum guidelines for CHI4U 

contain only marginal changes. To begin, students are still encouraged to critically examine “the 

causes and effects of prejudice and discrimination throughout Canadian history” as evidenced by 

the denial of Indigenous citizenship and status and residential schools (Ontario Ministry of 

Education, 2005a, p. 188). Additionally, there continues to be discussion on “past and present 

Aboriginal political organizations” (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2005a, p. 190). Furthermore, 

there is also a continued discussion on the lives of Indigenous peoples prior to contact with settlers, 

the experiences of contact that Indigenous peoples had with settlers, and students are to “assess 

the extent to which Canadian identity and culture have been influenced by Aboriginal peoples” 

(Ontario Ministry of Education, 2005a, p. 183). In this discussion on Indigenous contact with 

settlers, it appears that the curriculum once again works against the goals of reconciliation. There 

is a central focus on the Canadian perspective (as students are asked to examine how Canadian 

culture and identity is shaped by Indigenous peoples) with a significant disregard and/or negation 

of the sovereignty and autonomy of Indigenous peoples in relation to the Canadian state. As the 

discussions on Indigenous sovereignties and autonomies are minimized, so are the objectives of 

and opportunities for reconciliation.  
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2015 Edition. This final edition for analysis contains again only marginal changes. Like 

previous editions, students are once again taught that Indigenous peoples are Canadians. While 

there is discussion on Indigenous communities prior to first contact with European settlers, these 

discussions are all linked back to being part of “the development of identity in Canada” (Ontario 

Ministry of Education, 2015, p. 376). For instance, learning objective B3.2 states, “analyse ways 

in which Aboriginal culture contributed to the development of Canada prior to 1774 as well as to 

the development of heritage and identity in Canada” (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2015, p. 377). 

This can be interpreted as the development of Canada’s identity. Indigeneity and Indigenous 

nations are considered part of the Canadian identity. This teaches students that Indigenous nations 

are not sovereign or independent. Rather, they fall under and shape the Canadian identity, thus 

arguably losing their nationhood.  

While the units on Canada from Confederation to the present offer some discussion on 

Indigenous peoples, it varies greatly. For instance, when discussing Canada from 1867-1945, there 

is less discussion on Indigenous peoples and their experiences than when discussing Indigenous 

experiences prior to and at first contact (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2015). One could interpret 

this as possibly teaching students that Indigenous peoples are less relevant to the current era (or to 

contemporary Canadian identity and/or history) than prior to Confederation. This could reaffirm 

the racist belief that Indigenous peoples are dying communities and nations. In the unit of Canada 

from 1945 to the present, there is greater opportunity for a discussion of a variety of Indigenous 

issues, social movements, and experiences (such as residential schools, the Oka Crisis, the Indian 

Act, the creation of Indigenous political organizations like the Assembly of First Nations, Idle No 

More, and pipeline protests) (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2015, p. 386). However, it should be 

noted that the Canadian identity in this unit is still largely formed in relation to other global nations. 
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For instance, trade agreements and Canada’s involvement in international wars and conflicts are 

explored as part of defining Canada’s identity (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2015, p. 387). As a 

result, students may come to conclusions reflective of settler colonial attitudes, which starkly 

undermine reconciliation and decolonial efforts.  

c. “Origins and Citizenship: The History of a Canadian Ethnic Group, Grade 11 

(CHE3O)” 

The final course and related curriculum expectations to be examined is CHE30. This course 

was not offered and/or part of the Canadian and World Studies curriculum until 2015. Therefore, 

it cannot be compared to previous editions.  

The focus of this course is on immigrants who came to Canada. It examines their home 

countries as well as the reasons or justifications for their emigration to Canada. While immigration 

is a very important discussion to have with students, it is also equally important for students to 

discuss the original inhabitants of Turtle Island. This lack of discussion on Indigenous peoples 

contributes to the rendering invisible and marginalization of Indigenous peoples by stating that 

they are not relevant to the history of this land. If this course is to describe the “Canadian 

experience”, then should it not also include Indigenous peoples and their interactions with minority 

groups who come to Canada? It appears that this specific course negates the fact that Indigenous 

peoples were the first peoples of this land now called Canada and that the interactions between 

Indigenous peoples and non-Indigenous peoples in Canada (from  historical to current inhabitants 

of this land) must also be told.  
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2. Textbook Findings: Attitudes Towards Indigenous Peoples and Discussions on Settler 

Colonial Events 

Having examined the curriculum guidelines established by the Ontario Ministry of 

Education, I then conducted an analysis of Canadian history textbooks for secondary students. I 

employed a content analysis of four history textbooks published between 2000-2014. These 

textbooks were chosen because of their various publication dates between 2000 and 2014 and their 

accessibility and availability through Brock University’s Instructional Resource Centre (IRC). 

They represent a small sample of the Canadian history textbooks that were (and possibly still are) 

circulated in Ontario for secondary students and educators prior to the publication and impacts of 

the TRC’s Final Report in 201522. The IRC did not house any Canadian history textbooks for 

secondary students that were published after 2015. Therefore, I could only include “pre-TRC era” 

textbooks in this study23. The chart below provides a complete list of all the textbooks analysed.  

Full Citations of the Ontario Secondary History Textbooks Included in Study 

1. Armstrong, J., Collishaw, R., Piper, J., & Ruypers, J. (2014). History Uncovered: 

Canadian History Since World War I. Nelson Education Ltd. ISBN: 0176584234.  

2. Brune, N., Bulgutch, M., Faulknor, A., Fielding, J., Hawes, R., O’Neill, M., & Shaine, 

C. (2002). Defining Canada: History, Identity, and Culture. McGraw-Hill Ryerson. 

ISBN: 0070913838.  

3. Hundey, I. M., & Magarrey, M. L. (2000). Canadian History. Irwin Publishing Ltd. 

ISBN: 0772527806.  

4. Quinlan, D., Baldwin, D., Mahoney, R., & Reed, K. (2008). The Canadian Challenge. 

Oxford University Press. ISBN: 0195426496.  

Figure 3. History Textbooks Included in this Study.  

In general, it appeared that the textbooks have many gaps. There was a very minimal 

amount of content devoted to Indigenous peoples, histories, and stories. Because Indigenous 

 
22 This Final Report includes the TRC’s 94 Calls to Action.  
23 As will be noted in the conclusion, this is both a limitation of the study as well as an opportunity for future 

comparative research on the content of Canadian history textbooks published before and after the TRC’s Final Report 

in 2015.  
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peoples were the first peoples of this land and because Canadian history developed through contact 

and conflict with Indigenous peoples, it is necessary for Indigenous content to be a regular and 

active part of Canadian history textbooks for secondary students. The following chart and bar 

graph provide a visual overview of the lack of Indigenous content in the examined textbooks versus 

the overall page count of these textbooks. While it is difficult to determine the minimum 

percentage of Indigenous content that the textbooks should have, if Canada (and more concretely, 

the Ontario Ministry of Education) is claiming to be interested in Indigenous peoples’ experiences 

and histories, and the need for reconciliation, then I would argue that Canadian history textbooks 

should include more than what some of the textbooks had included (such as Hundey & Magarrey 

(2000) who include only 7.55% of Indigenous content). Indigenous histories and stories should be 

interwoven within the narrative about Canadian histories because Canadian histories are 

inseparable from Indigenous histories.  

Indigenous Content in High School Canadian History Textbooks  
Total Number of 

Pages Devoted to 

Indigenous Issues 

Total number of 

pages in 

textbook 

(including index 

and appendices) 

Percentage of 

Indigenous 

content to total 

size of 

textbook 

Canadian History (Hundey & 

Magarrey, 2000) 

38 465 7.55% 

Defining Canada: History, Identity, 

and Culture (Brune, Bulgutch, 

Faulknor, Fielding, Hawes, & 

O’Neill, 2003) 

164 686 19.29% 

The Canadian Challenge (Quinlan, 

Baldwin, Mahoney, & Reed, 2008) 

65 472 12.10% 

History Uncovered: Canadian 

History Since World War I 

(Armstrong, Collishaw, Piper, & 

Ruypers, 2014) 

33 254 11.50% 

Figure 4. Chart of Indigenous Content in High School Canadian History Textbooks.  
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If textbooks are one of the tools to aid students in learning, should they not be more 

comprehensive than they are (particularly when reflecting on the impacts of online learning due to 

the COVID-19 pandemic where some students had more self-directed studies)? Curriculum 

documents and goals are helpful for filling in these gaps, but it should still cause the researcher to 

question what students do and do not learn (and the impacts that this has on their attitudes towards 

Indigenous peoples and settler colonial events). With this in mind, a summary of the findings from 

these history textbooks approved by the Ontario Ministry of Education for secondary students in 

this province are presented. Through content analysis, nine areas of discussion emerged and will 

be discussed in detail in sections (i) and (ii) of Chapter 3: Findings:  

• Attitudes towards Indigenous Peoples/Descriptions of Indigenous Peoples24 

• Discussions on Colonialism 

• Discussions on Residential Schools 

• Discussions on Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls (MMIWG) 

• Discussions on the Sixties Scoop 

• Discussions on Treaties 

• Discussions on Land Claims/Self-Governance/Indigenous Sovereignties 

• Discussions on Indigenous Resistances 

• Discussions on Indigenous Cultural Revivals25  

While this is not a comprehensive exploration of all possible discussions related to Indigenous 

peoples and/or reconciliation, it does provide the researcher and reader with a rather rich collection 

 
24 This discussion will be part of section (i) of Section 2 of Chapter 3: Findings.  
25 The discussions on colonialism, residential schools, MMIWG, the Sixties Scoop, Treaties, Land Claims/Self-

Governance/Indigenous Sovereignties, Indigenous Resistances, and Indigenous Cultural Revivals will be discussed in 

section (ii) of Section 2 of Chapter 3: Findings.  
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on the quantity and quality of content devoted to subjects related to Indigenous peoples and 

reconciliation within these secondary school Canadian history textbooks 26.  

(i) Attitudes Towards Indigenous Peoples/Descriptions of Indigenous Peoples 

a. Terminology about Indigenous Peoples  

Various themes arose across the textbooks in their descriptions of and attitudes towards 

Indigenous peoples. First, there was a variety of terminology used to describe Indigenous peoples. 

Overall, the textbooks (and supporting curriculum documents) used general terms (such as 

“Indigenous” or “Aboriginal”) to describe Indigenous peoples and communities. Specific 

communities/nations were rarely referenced and only in cases related to either land claims and/or 

issues that garnered national interest in the media. Hundey & Magarrey (2000) does not use the 

term “Indigenous”, but rather Native, Native peoples, Indian, or Aboriginal. Brune et al. (2004) 

use the term “Aboriginal Canadians” (p. 646). This communicates to the reader that Indigenous 

people are first and foremost Canadian and “Aboriginal” just qualifies what type of Canadian they 

are. Quinlan et al. (2008) often refer to “First Nations and Métis people” (p. 85) and “Inuit” (pp. 

88-89) which acknowledges the distinction between these groups and avoid more homogenous 

terms, such as Indigenous. This textbook also uses “Aboriginal” and “Indigenous” but normally 

differentiates between First Nations, Metis, and Inuit (Quinlan et al., 2008). Additionally, when 

Quinlan et al. (2008) use “Aboriginal” and “Indigenous”, Aboriginal is often capitalized whereas 

Indigenous is often in lowercase. Armstrong et al. (2014) follow similar patterns from the other 

textbook. They use the terms ““First Nations, Métis, and Inuit” (p. 24) which is a more specific 

 
26 Please see the section “Opportunities for Future Research” which offers suggestions to continue and improve this 

research.  
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term than “Indigenous” or “Aboriginal” (p. 24). Yet, when speaking generally about Indigenous 

people, the textbook uses the term “Aboriginal” (p. 145). Like Brune et al. (2004), Armstrong et 

al. (2014) also write “Aboriginal Canadians”, thereby undermining and denigrating the sovereignty 

of Indigenous nations. However, Armstrong et al. (2014) appear to contradict themselves later in 

the textbook when they use the term “Aboriginal peoples in Canada” (p. 185). There are mixed 

messages from the textbook: are Indigenous people Canadians or not? While overall there are 

consistencies in the terminology that is used, there seems to be varying degrees of specificity and 

accuracy across the textbooks.  

b. Indigenous Peoples as Wronged by the Canadian Government  

Additionally, there tends to be a general understanding that Indigenous peoples have been 

wronged by the Canadian government. Indigenous peoples have faced undue hardship because of 

the Canadian government’s legislation and practices since first contact with Indigenous peoples to 

the present. Each textbook explores various moments in history that demonstrate this27. These 

discussions should cause the textbook reader to better understand why Indigenous communities 

have resisted and fought against the actions of the Canadian government (which is explored in a 

later section titled “Discussions in Textbooks on Indigenous Resistances”).  

c. Indigenous Peoples as Dying/Dead Groups 

In some instances, the textbooks (particularly Brune et al. [2004]) seemed to argue that 

Indigenous peoples were dying and/or dead people groups that were only marginally relevant to 

the current state of Canada. For instance, Brune et al. (2004) describe “the demise of the Huron, 

Neutral, and Petun”. This makes it sound like these peoples are no longer present today (although 

 
27 See Appendix C for further information.  
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the textbook specifies that the population size decreased drastically, but it does not say that the 

people died out). Additionally, the textbook states that these populations “were destroyed by a 

combination of epidemic disease… and warfare” (Brune et al., 2004, p. 36). Yet, it does not 

describe how these epidemics and warfare were the result of settlers. This continues the settler 

colonial attitude that Indigenous peoples were a dying/dead group and that settlers were not part 

of their destruction.  

 However, the textbooks also challenged these attitudes by examining many instances of 

Indigenous cultural revivals and resistances to settler colonialism in the current political territory 

of Canada (see the sections on “Indigenous Cultural Revivals” and “Indigenous Resistances”). 

Therefore, it would be unfair to assume that the textbooks were completely supportive of this very 

damaging presupposition.  

d. Inconsistencies and Claiming Language  

In reading these Canadian history textbooks, there were various instances where the authors 

appeared to present conflicting or inconsistent information about Indigenous peoples and/or 

Indigenous histories. This was most apparent in Brune et.al. (2004) and Quinlan et al. (2008)’s 

textbooks. To begin, Brune et al. (2004) first ignore the involvement of European settlers in wars 

and diseases that led to the genocide of various Indigenous groups (p. 36). Yet, when discussing 

settlers’ contact with the Plateau and Coastal peoples, the textbook states that the Europeans caused 

the smallpox epidemic that devastated these nations (Brune et al., 2004, p. 51). Later on, the text 

clearly states the damages and evil that the first European settlers caused to Indigenous nations 

(Brune et al., 2004, pp. 72-76). The textbook argues that the Europeans were responsible for the 

devastation of these nations. This is an inconsistent message in the textbook, leaving the critical 
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reader confused: Are European settlers to blame for the genocides of Indigenous peoples or not? 

One must ask if this could be in an effort to cast doubt on the ills of settler colonialism so as to 

leave this system of oppression and domination unquestioned by the critical mind of a young 

student (or researcher).   

Similarly, Quinlan et al. (2008) seem to belittle or downplay the significance of Indigenous 

activists’ work. They write,  

“At times, violence has strained land claims issues. A younger generation of Aboriginal 

activists, inspired by Oka28, has been prepared to take more direct steps in what they see as 

a defence of their land and treaty rights.” (emphasis added, Quinlan et al., 2008, p. 376) 

“In what they see” casts doubt on the claims that Indigenous activists are making. It makes it sound 

like their claims are false or at least somewhat incorrect. The reader is reminded that what the 

Canadian government states as truth is “Truth” whereas what Indigenous groups claim is simply 

that, a claim and not a reality. It is a “truth”, one of many. The audience is left in a conflict between 

upholding “facts” and determining “opinions”.  

 Quinlan et al. (2008) further maintain the “fact vs. opinion” writing style when discussing 

the Ipperwash standoff. Here, the textbook states that following the murder of one Indigenous 

protestor, “the police claimed the protestors were armed and had fired first. The protestors 

maintained they were unarmed and the police had used excessive force” (Quinlan et al., 2008, p. 

377). The opinions of two groups (the police and the Indigenous protestors) are seen as in direct 

 
28 The Oka Crisis. 
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conflict with each other. It then appears that the reader must choose whose story (or “opinion”) 

they believe.  

 Finally, Quinlan et al. (2008) use “claiming” language in regard to land claims except the 

authors use the term “believes”. They state, “Many Aboriginal communities believe that the 

government has failed to provide them with land to which they are legally entitled” (Quinlan et 

al., 2008, p. p. 442). To “believe” could be interpreted as “to hold an opinion” and therefore, it 

might not be “capital ‘T’” truth. As a result, the reader is once again faced with determining if they 

interpret the “claims” of Indigenous peoples and communities as “fact” or “opinion”.  

e. Paternalism in the Textbooks  

Three of the four textbooks (all but Armstrong et al., 2014) demonstrated possessive and 

paternalistic attitudes about Canada’s relationship with Indigenous peoples. There were various 

instances in which the authors appear to encourage the readers to see Indigenous peoples as 

Canadians or as the possession of Canada. First, Hundey & Magarrey (2000) and Brune et al. 

(2004) include statements that suggest to the reader that Indigenous peoples are Canadians, an 

attitude that many Indigenous peoples challenge because it negates the sovereignty and autonomy 

of Indigenous nations29. Second, there were possessive attitudes about Indigenous peoples in the 

textbooks. Hundey & Magarrey (2000) overtly write “Canada’s Native peoples” on at least four 

occasions (pp. 125, 267, 275, and 349). Brune et al. (2004) use the term “Canadian Aboriginal 

nation”, echoing the attitudes held by Hundey & Magarrey (2000) that Indigenous people belong 

 
29 For example, when discussing Nunavut, the Brune et al. (2004) write, “Nunavut was created to bring the people of 

the eastern Arctic closer to their government” (emphasis added, p. 652). This implies that the people of Nunavut are 

Canadians because the government this quotation references is the federal Canadian government. 
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to Canada. Likewise, Quinlan et al. (2008) write, “Since the nineteenth century, they [Inuit, First 

Nations, and Métis peoples] had been Canada’s ‘forgotten people’” (emphasis added, p. 90). This 

is a repetition of the paternalistic attitude that Indigenous peoples are property of Canada. While 

there is truth to Quinlan et al.’s statement that Indigenous peoples have been wronged by Canada, 

the authors continue this wronging by stating that Indigenous people are objects belonging to 

Canada (2008).  

The only textbook that does not demonstrate overt paternalism is Armstrong et al. (2014). 

This textbook appears to have a much more positive and supportive attitude towards Indigenous 

people in that it presented the sovereignty and uniqueness of Indigenous nations more than the 

other textbooks. This is possibly because this textbook was published in 2014 and implemented 

the attitudes of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission that began in 2008. Overall, Armstrong 

et al.’s textbook is more progressive than the others.  

f. The Heterogeneity of Indigenous Peoples   

Largely speaking, the Canadian history textbooks under examination used language and 

images that correctly presented Indigenous peoples as heterogenous communities and nations. 

While Hundey & Magarrey (2000) contained one discussion about Indigenous culture as singular 

across Turtle Island (p. 277), this was a relatively minor section. The authors (of this textbook in 

question and the others) generally understand Indigenous nations as varied. This heterogeneity was 

greatly ensured through the use of maps to demonstrate the geographic location and relationship 

between different nations and communities. This is an excellent visual aid for students to 

differentiate Indigenous groups and challenge the homogeneity often placed on Indigenous 

peoples. For instance, Hundey & Magarrey (2000) include the following map:  



73 

  

  

 

 

 

 

Brune et al. (2004) also use maps to differentiate Indigenous groups. The beginnings of the 

text present Indigenous peoples as heterogenous because it describes different groups as unique 

and original to themselves, not as descriptors of a fictive homogenous “Indigenous nation”. For 

instance, the text describes the Iroquois, Plains People, Plateau People, the Inuit, and the Coastal 

Peoples, in addition to other groups (as demonstrated in the below maps). Additionally, a large 

part of the early pages of this textbook is dedicated to the origins and early practices of the first 

peoples of Turtle Island. The textbook goes into great detail on the different groups that lived here 

(according to geographic region), some of their creation stories, and survival practices.  

Figure 5. Hundey & Magarrey, 2000, p. 126. This page contains a map from the British 

Columbia Department of Lands from 1922 that uses the nation terms of different groups and 

further divides these groups according to their clans. This challenges the homogenous view of 

Indigenous peoples, even if it is only in one smaller area of Turtle Island. 
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g. “Canada Versus Indigenous Peoples”  

The final theme related to attitudes towards and descriptions of Indigenous people is the 

dichotomy and conflict between Canada and Indigenous peoples. This theme was largely evident 

in Hundey & Magarrey’s (2000) textbook and became less evident in subsequent textbooks30. To 

begin, Indigenous peoples are seen as somewhat of an inconvenience or additional “hoop to jump 

through” when discussing Québec nationalism and/or separation (Hundey & Magarrey, 2000)31. 

While it is important that the authors recognize the need for Indigenous voices when discussing 

Québec sovereignty, it appears that the authors make this statement somewhat begrudgingly, as if 

 
30 However, this theme of conflict between Canada and Indigenous peoples is present in each textbook as discussed 

later on in the section on Indigenous resistances.  
31 The authors write, “Resolving the issue [of Québec sovereignty] is more complex today because the rights of 

Aboriginal peoples living in Québec must be considered in any discussion about separation” (Hundey & Magarrey, 

2000, p. 428). 

 

Figure 7. Brune et al., 2004, p. 47. 

 

Figure 6. Brune et al., 2004, p. 35. 
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Indigenous peoples are an additional challenge to an already challenging situation. Additionally, 

when discussing Indigenous opposition to Prime Minister Pierre E. Trudeau’s White Paper (where 

Trudeau fought for the assimilation of Indigenous peoples into settler society), Hundey & 

Magarrey (2000) almost appear to further victimize Indigenous peoples when they state, “Trudeau 

opposed the isolation of Native peoples from the rest of Canada” (p. 347). This could be interpreted 

as Indigenous peoples choosing to self-isolate from the rest of Canada. Whether this is correct or 

not, the authors’ statements further strengthen the “Canada versus Indigenous peoples” divide, 

which does not serve reconciliation well because it prevents meaningful discussion between both 

parties.  

(ii) Discussions in Textbooks on Settler Colonial Events 

In this section, I explore the various conversations on settler colonial events that the 

textbooks present and facilitate. These discussions include colonialism, residential schools, 

missing and murdered Indigenous women and girls (MMIWG), the Sixties Scoop, treaties, land 

claims/self-governance/Indigenous sovereignty, Indigenous resistances to settler colonialism, and 

Indigenous cultural revivals.  

a. Discussions in Textbooks on Colonialism 

 After reviewing the four textbooks in question, it became apparent that very few of them 

use the term “colonization” explicitly. They tend to refer more to assimilation. The only textbook 

that does use the term “colonization” is Brune et al. (2004) which it defines as the process of 

establishing European colonies throughout what is currently North America. This was done 

through contact and trade with Indigenous peoples (which is explored by the authors as both a 

positive and negative process) (Brune et al., 2004). When colonization is discussed, it is largely 
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seen as a negative and detrimental process for Indigenous communities and individuals. 

Colonization is closely related to losses for Indigenous communities (and rightfully so): the loss 

of ceremonies and traditions, like the Potlach and Sun Dance (Hundey & Magarrey, 2000),  the 

residential school system (Hundey & Magarrey, 2000; Brune et al., 2004; Quinlan et al., 2008; 

Armstrong et al., 2014) and the loss of identity, sovereignty, and autonomy, particularly through 

the Indian Act (Hundey & Magarrey, 2000; Brune et al., 2004; Quinlan et al., 2008). It is important 

that this is a consistent message so that students reading these textbooks understand the destruction 

that colonialism has caused in Indigenous communities generationally. Interestingly (and 

concerningly), colonization is often presented as a series of events that occurred in the past. This 

may lead students to believe that colonization is no longer active in the present time (which could 

undermine students’ understandings of the scope of the destruction of colonialism).   

 It is also intriguing to note that Armstrong et al. (2014) is the only textbook that explicitly 

encourages students to reflect on the impacts of colonization, particularly through reflections on 

the impacts forced relocations of Indigenous communities32. If an instructor were to use the other 

three textbooks, they would have to create their own reflection questions and space whereas 

Armstrong et al. (2014) make that reflection part of their discussion. This is not to say that 

instructors would avoid student reflection on colonialism but to argue that Armstrong et al. (2014) 

are very intentional about encouraging these reflections compared to the three earlier textbooks.   

 

 

 
32 To be more specific, this reflection is in relation to the relocation of Inuit people to southern Canada during the 

1950s when tuberculosis cases were very high and individuals were forced to seek treatment in southern Canada 

(Armstrong et al., 2014).  
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b. Discussions in Textbooks on Residential Schools 

 Overall, there seems to be a lack of content surrounding residential schools in these four 

textbooks (see Figure 8). The information that is presented is rather superficial. Students are taught 

that residential schools were very detrimental experiences for Indigenous individuals and 

communities, that abuse occurred in these schools (to varying degrees), and that students were 

neglected and were not educated. Students may be left with an understanding that residential 

schools were an event in Canada’s history but that there are minimal impacts today. Generally 

speaking, these textbooks do a very poor job of emphasizing the impacts that residential schools, 

the associated apologies, and any government compensation for survivors has on Indigenous 

individuals and communities. Once again, it is the educator’s responsibility to fill in these gaps 

with supplementary resources and discussions.  

 
Figure 8. Discussion on the Residential School System Bar Graph.  

It appeared that some textbooks downplayed the trauma that occurred in the residential 

schools. For instance, Hundey & Magarrey (2000) write, “sometimes they [the children] were 
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abused” (p. 42). By saying “sometimes”, it almost minimizes the damages and trauma that 

occurred in residential schools. While not all children were abused in these schools and it would 

be incorrect to assume so, one must still be careful about how they discuss this abuse as to not 

downplay it because residential schools were very traumatic places for many Indigenous children 

and communities (Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015). Later on, Hundey & 

Magarrey (2000) change their message slightly when they state that “these children [Indigenous 

children who were sent to residential schools] were forced to abandon their own language and 

culture, and sometimes were criminally abused” (emphasis added, p. 398). This phrase maintains 

that abuse was not universal, however it builds on the idea that the abuse was criminal in nature. 

This is possibly a maintenance of the status quo or “party line” while at the same time challenging 

the belief that residential schools were minimal in their damage.  

Similar to Hundey & Magarrey (2000), Brune et al. (2004) underemphasized what occurred 

in residential schools and the impacts it had on students and their families and overemphasized the 

financial compensation that the Canadian government has “provided” for survivors. The textbook 

does not discuss the impacts or efficacy of the federal government’s action to remedy the 

residential school system. It only states that “in 1998 the federal government offered a formal 

apology for the residential school system, set up a $350 million healing fund, and offered 

counselling for victims33” (Brune et al., 2004, p. 642). While it is important to discuss financial 

compensation, these figures are void of meaning for students if they are not explained. Students 

 
33 It is interesting to note here that Brune et al. (2004) choose the term “victims” instead of “survivors”. In recent years 

since the inception and active work of the TRC, the common language surrounding Indigenous people who went to 

residential schools and returned home is “survivors” because it recognizes not only that these students were victims, 

but that they survived the trauma (but have been left with generational impacts).  
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must be taught about how this money is utilized to help survivors (such as through programming, 

support for counselling services, peer support groups, and physical wellness programs).  

Apologies and Residential Schools. Hundey & Magarrey (2000) and Armstrong et al. 

(2014) both include discussions on various apologies to residential school survivors. Students learn 

that the Canadian federal government and various churches have apologized for their involvement 

and perpetuation of residential schools, but students are not taught about some Indigenous 

perspectives on apologies34. In fact, Hundey & Magarrey (2000) tend to glorify apologies, 

particularly the Statement on Reconciliation (1988) that was released by the Canadian federal 

government. It states,  

“The Statement of Reconciliation may be seen as an important turning point in relations 

between federal government and Aboriginal peoples. It reversed 200 years of tradition 

where the government acted in a paternal (father-like) way towards Aboriginal peoples” 

(emphasis added, p. 398).  

One could argue that the textbook teaches that this apology “fixed” Indigenous/non-Indigenous 

relations in Canada. However, if we reflect on the last 20 years, we can see that this relationship 

is far from healed (and the work of the TRC will further support this argument). The Canadian 

government still has a paternal relationship with Indigenous peoples (given that the Indian Act and 

other settler-colonial legislation are still in practice and are deeply embedded within settler 

Canadian society).  

 
34 Apologies tend to be understood as a positive step towards healing for residential school survivors and their 

communities. While this may be true, apologies, in the words of King (2012), “are cheap… An apology without any 

action behind it [is] an empty apology, and [is] simply a bit of ceremony, a bit of theatre, just aping for the cameras” 

(p. 269). 
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Similarly, Armstrong et al.’s (2014) textbook states that when, in 2008, Prime Minister 

Harper “apologized to Aboriginal peoples on behalf of Canada for the residential school system”, 

it “was a significant step in restoring harmony between Aboriginal peoples and Canada” (p. 230). 

While many others have made this statement, the textbook does not explain why the apology was 

important, nor does it examine some contradicting Indigenous perspectives on the apology. 

Additionally, the textbook does not explore the long-term impacts of the apology (in essence, has 

anything really changed positively for Indigenous communities or has the Canadian government 

taken action beyond the apology to demonstrate their commitment to reconciliation?). The 

textbook asks the reader to reflect on these impacts and (lack of) changes but does not provide 

much direction or information on these areas. Once again, Armstrong et al. (2014), like the other 

textbooks, celebrate the apology without critically examining it. 

It should be noted that Armstrong et al. (2014) is the only textbook that directly encourages 

the students to reflect on the impacts of the residential school system. It has been previously stated 

that this textbook encouraged students to reflect on the impacts of colonialism, so it is fitting for 

them to again ask students to reflect on the residential school system (even if their examination of 

apologies was lacking). This is repeatedly the only textbook that asks directed reflection questions 

whereas the others may rely more on the teacher to initiate these discussions.  

Encouragement From These Discussions. While it can be discouraging to acknowledge 

that Canadian history textbooks supported by the Ontario Ministry of Education provide 

inadequate information on residential schools, one should note that there are some positive and 

beneficial elements. Students are left with the conclusion that residential schools were the result 

of assimilation policies and were places and spaces of trauma. Students know that residential 

schools were horrible (whereas past public Canadian attitudes towards residential schools were 
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either non-existent in the classroom or were expressed in public narratives as positive or as places 

for Indigenous students to “progress” or become “civilized” like White35 Canadians36, an attitude 

that continues to linger among some very privileged non-Indigenous Canadians). It is necessary 

for students to recognize and believe that residential schools as a system of assimilation and 

genocide were beyond horrific. This is part of the foundational attitudes that should lead students 

and educators alike to pursuing reconciliation. Yet, the extent of this trauma is not explored in 

enough detail. It has been argued that students may be traumatized by learning about residential 

schools. Yet, many Indigenous activists argue that if Indigenous children were old enough to be 

subjected to these “schools”, then non-Indigenous children of the same age are old enough to learn 

about the trauma. There is no excuse for non-education and ignorance. 

c. Discussions in Textbooks on Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls 

(MMIWG) 

In each of the textbooks analyzed, there was no discussion on missing and murdered 

Indigenous women and girls. While one could argue that public discussions on missing and 

murdered Indigenous women and girls are relatively more common now than they were even ten 

years ago, this does not erase the fact that Indigenous women and girls have and continue to 

experience higher rates of violence and murder. If these textbooks can discuss residential schools 

 
35 Again, this notion of “White Canadians” refers to settler colonial Canadians and their descendants.  
36 These narratives are greatly evidenced in attitudes like “Kill the Indian in the Child” stated by an American military 

officer Captain Richard H. Pratt (Facing History and Ourselves, 2022) and in the Canadian context, Sir Duncan 

Campbell Scott’s quote:  

“I want to get rid of the Indian problem… Our object [of the Department of Indian Affairs in 1920 just before 

amending the Indian Act further] is to continue until there is not a single Indian in Canada that has not been 

absorbed into the body politic, and there is no Indian question, and no Indian department” (McDougall, 2018). 

While these quotes were spoken long before the first textbook of this project was published, the underlying attitudes 

of these speakers still remained active in settler Canadian notions of Canadian history and identity until the era of 

these “pre-TRC Final Report/Calls to Action” textbooks (2000-2014).  
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(which were spaces of immediate and intergenerational violence and murder), then these textbooks 

should also examine MMIWG.  

As part of this analysis, one must question why these stories are left out of the textbooks. I 

argue that it is largely because to discuss the stories of Indigenous people who have gone missing 

or been murdered is to contradict Canada’s fictive peacemaker self-image (Regan, 2010). By 

erasing these stories from Canadian history textbooks, the stories of Indigenous peoples are erased. 

This serves to further erase them from settler colonial society. It is important to remember that 

settler colonialism seeks to eliminate Indigenous peoples. If one simply does not talk about 

Indigenous peoples, then there is a greater likelihood that they will cease to exist in the minds of 

non-Indigenous Canadians37.  

While it is easy to criticize these Canadian history textbooks for avoiding discussions on 

MMIWG, to do so is rather simplistic and silences the voices of many Indigenous activists like 

Beverly Jacobs, Pamela Palmater, and the Native Women’s Association of Canada who refused to 

be ignored or silenced about the fact that their daughters, sisters, mothers, and aunties were 

disappearing while the Canadian public turned a blind eye. These Indigenous women (and other 

Indigenous women and men) pushed for the National Inquiry into MMIWG, which resulted in the 

publication of Reclaiming Power and Place: The Final Report of the National Inquiry into Missing 

and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls in 2015. It is important to recognize the significance 

of Reclaiming Power and Place in 2015 as it coincides with the work of the TRC from 2008-2014. 

Together, this large collection of Indigenous activists and thinkers pushed the Canadian populace 

 
37 While the textbooks do not discuss MMIWG, teachers might take on the responsibility to examine it with their 

students. Because this present study focused more heavily on the content of textbooks, I cannot discuss in detail what 

educators are teaching in addition to the Canadian history textbooks supported by the Ontario Ministry of Education. 

Future research should examine this field of study.  
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to face the reality of MMIWG and what inaction at many levels of government says about 

Canadian identity, ideals, and their valuing of Indigenous lives.  

d. Discussions in Textbooks on the Sixties Scoop 

Only one of the four textbooks discusses the Sixties Scoop. Interestingly, it is also the 

newest textbook, published in 2014 (Armstrong et al.). This textbook states that “many non-

Aboriginal families fostered or adopted Aboriginal children without the full consent of the 

children’s families” which makes it very clear to students that, like residential schools, this practice 

was wrong and very damaging (emphasis added, Armstrong et al., 2014, p. 154). This section also 

has a quote from Justice Edwin Kimelman where he calls the Sixties Scoop an act of “cultural 

genocide” (p. 154). Armstrong et al. (2014) go on to teach that non-Indigenous parents are not 

prepared to raise Indigenous children in “an environment in which a positive Aboriginal self-image 

can develop” (p. 154). Here students and educators alike are given a very outright statement on the 

damage and horrible nature of the Sixties Scoop (and more broadly, colonialism).  

Similar to the conclusion of the previous section on the lack of discussions about MMIWG 

in the four selected Canadian history textbooks, while the Sixties Scoop has only been discussed 

more publicly since the inception of the TRC, these four textbooks that were published in the last 

twenty years should include this history that occurred between the 1960s and 80s. These textbooks 

examine other aspects of life in Canada from 1960-1980. The Sixties Scoop (to denote the time 

period in which this event largely occurred) should be one of these discussions with students.38 

 
38 The above comment on the lack of research into what educators are currently teaching students about MMIWG 

equally applies to the current curriculum’s discussions on the Sixties Scoop. This study focused on textbooks and 

cannot comment in-depth about the content that educators are sharing with their students outside of ministry-supported 

textbooks.  
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e. Discussions in Textbooks on Treaties 

There was generally minimal discussion directly on treaties in the textbooks under 

investigation (see Figure 9). When the textbooks discussed treaties, it was often within the context 

of discussing Indigenous resistances and land claims. As a result, it appears that more space is 

devoted to discussing Indigenous land claims and resistances than on describing specific treaties 

that have been signed.  

 
Figure 9. Bar Graph on Discussions of Treaties.  

Brune et al. (2004) do devote more space to treaties than the other textbooks. There seem 

to be three key themes that they develop. First, the authors present treaties as challenging and 

unfair to Indigenous nations, from their conception to the present day. They state that treaties were 

often written in convoluted and vague language and in a language foreign to Indigenous nations 

(Brune et al., 2004)39. The textbook recognizes that treaties were a broken system with generational 

 
39 The authors write, “The British had little knowledge of the peoples, the culture, or the land over which they now 

held power [in 1774] and did not realize the geographic boundaries of each Aboriginal group. Eventually they 
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consequences. The reader learns that treaties were not written with the interests of Indigenous 

nations in mind, but rather the greedy desires of the colonial governments. This is important for 

students to learn because it demonstrates to them that, from first contact, there has been an 

inequitable and hierarchical relationship between Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples (broken 

up by small periods of peace and cohesion).  

Second, although treaties are taught as a disservice to Indigenous communities and nations, 

Brune et al. (2004) also seem to glorify British settler colonists for its development of treaties. For 

instance, when discussing the Royal Proclamation of 1763, the textbook portrays it as beneficial 

to Indigenous nations because it guaranteed land to these nations by the British Crown (Brune et  

al., 2004). It does not examine how such attitudes are backwards and detrimental to Indigenous 

peoples because Indigenous peoples were the first stewards of this land (not the British or French 

who saw themselves as conquerors of the land). It also ignores that the British settler colonists 

were not in a position to “give” land back to Indigenous nations when that land was never theirs 

to give in the first place. To summarize the argument of John Borrows (1997), the textbooks fail 

to teach that the Royal Proclamation of 1763 and many subsequent treaties that developed from 

this Proclamation “should be recognized for what they are – a discourse that dispossesses First 

Nations [Indigenous peoples] of their rights” (pp. 171-172).  

Third, treaties are described in relation to Canada’s national identity (particularly through 

the North-West Mounted Police). Brune et al. (2004) write,  

 
signed treaties that left ambiguities for later legislators to try to resolve, with many of these treaty issues remaining 

problematic to this day” (emphasis added, Brune et al., 2004, p. 192). 



86 

“A series of numbered treaties in the 1870s and 1880s was signed whereby Aboriginal 

claims to huge tracts of land were exchanged for reserves of much less attractive land. It 

was the NWMP [North-West Mounted Police] that was entrusted with enforcing the unfair 

treaties. It was a clash of cultures, and values. Just as Aboriginals were being shunted off 

their land, so too their culture was being sacrificed. The early Canadian sense of nationhood 

did not put a premium on tolerance. Rather, it attempted to silence dissent and eliminate 

diversity” (emphasis added, p. 290). 

Here there is a distinction between “early Canada” and present Canada. One must ask, is there a 

possibly covert message that Canada has changed and has improved its relationship with 

Indigenous peoples? Whereas in the past Canada was intolerant, it seems that the textbook is 

suggesting that Canada has become a tolerant nation, particularly in regard to Indigenous nations 

and communities (yet the opposite could be argued as evidenced through various settler colonial 

practices such as residential schools, the Sixties Scoop, and the forced relocation of many 

Indigenous communities). Canada continues to “attempt to silence dissent and eliminate diversity” 

through its treatment of the original stewards of this land (Brune et al., 2004, p. 290).  

 It is important that students understand they are also treaty people, a learning outcome 

which the textbooks appear to minimize and/or ignore. Treaties impact all people residing in what 

is currently known as Canada. As a result, I argue that educators have the responsibility to teach 

their students about the treaties where they live and play. This personalizes an often abstract or 

distant history for students and demonstrates to them the need to act. When students know they 

have a stake in and responsibilities as a result of treaties, they may be more inclined to follow these 

treaty relationships of mutual respect, peace, and friendship with Indigenous peoples. By 

extension, this is an enactment of reconciliation, particularly as defined by the TRC which 
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emphasizes “establishing and maintaining a mutually respectful relationship between Aboriginal 

and non-Aboriginal peoples” (2015, pp. 6-7). 

f. Discussions in Textbooks on Land Claims/Self-Governance/Indigenous 

Sovereignties 

 While analyzing the textbooks, it became challenging to separate or differentiate this 

current discussion on land claims, self-governance, and Indigenous sovereignty clearly from 

Indigenous resistances because to fight for Indigenous sovereignties is to resist the settler colonial 

Canadian governments’40 attitudes and policies that state they own the land and resources that 

Indigenous peoples first stewarded. Each textbook offered brief information on land claims and 

related issues (see Figure 10).  

Figure 10. Bar Graph on Textbook Discussions of Indigenous Land Claims and Sovereignty.  

 
40 “Government” is used in the plural form here to denote the various levels of Canadian governments (federal, 

provincial, territorial, and municipal) as each of have a relationship with Indigenous land claims and fights for 

sovereignty.  
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Three major themes developed in these discussions on land claims and sovereignties across 

the textbooks. First, there was an apparent lack of lack of detail and/or misinformation about 

Indigenous land claims and self-governance. For instance, Quinlan et al. (2008) examine former 

Prime Minister Brian Mulroney’s attempted talks and action towards the furtherment of 

Indigenous self-governance, “referring to the fact that Canadians already had forms of self-

government through locally elected school boards and municipal councils” (Quinlan et al., 2008, 

p. 338). While it is true that “self-government” occurs throughout Canada in the forms of school 

boards, this is not the same as Indigenous self-governance. This comparison belittles what the 

significance and depth of meaning of Indigenous self-governance. Self-governance is more than 

having authority over some affairs but still ultimately being under the authority of the Crown (for 

instance, school boards still must answer to the Ministry of Education and municipal councils still 

must answer to the provincial or territorial government that governs where they reside). According 

to the Anishinabek Nation, self-governance means “restor[ing] nation-to-nation relationships, 

recogniz[ing] their inherent right to self-determination and support[ing] [Indigenous] communities 

as they move out from under the Indian Act and transition to self-government” (2022). This is a 

very long and slow transition to make but the process towards self-government for in Indigenous 

communities can be started.  

Like Quinlan et al. (2008), Armstrong et al.’s textbook also contains some inaccuracies or 

unanswered questions (2014). In their textbook, the James Bay Project is discussed in relation to 

the land settlement agreement that the Cree and Inuit signed (Armstrong et al., 2014, p. 157). The 

textbook makes it sound like these groups willingly gave up their land in exchange for $225 million 

and they could keep “some hunting and fishing rights” (a very vague term: which rights and to 

what degree?) (Armstrong et al., 2014, p. 157). However, this fails to examine the nuances of this 
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case and why these groups chose this outcome over fighting to maintain their land base. This is an 

overly simplistic discussion that can lead the reader to have incorrect conclusions (such as that 

money is an adequate compensation for relocation, land theft, and the resulting environmental 

crises that left the land uninhabitable and unable to support life). These inaccuracies and vague 

statements may leave secondary students with a simplistic and/or superficial level of understanding 

of Indigenous sovereignties and land claims, which could do a disservice to reconciliation efforts.  

Second, there appeared to be pessimism about land claims and self-governance. Hundey & 

Magarrey’s textbook briefly discussed land claims in regard to the lack of “simple” solutions 

(2000). The textbook states that land claims are very difficult to redress and as a result, lead to 

protests across the country by Indigenous peoples. Similarly, Brune et al.’s textbook could possibly 

be interpreted to cast doubt on Indigenous nations’ claims to the land (2004). They write, 

“Aboriginal groups often insist that they own any land that has not been ceded by treaty or through 

negotiations” (p. 643). The reader may interpret that Indigenous nations are seeking claim to land 

that is not theirs, therefore furthering the settler Canadian agenda that they own the land. 

Additionally, Brune et al. (2004) rightfully teach that Indigenous self-governance is in direct 

conflict with the Canadian government. The Canadian government claims to provide Indigenous 

peoples with autonomy and sovereignty under Section 35 of the Constitution Act (1982) but they 

refuse “to negotiate about powers related to Canadian sovereignty or foreign affairs” (Brune et al., 

2004, p. 650). It becomes apparent that Canadian sovereignty is in direct opposition with 

Indigenous sovereignties. Students do not learn the depth and variety of forms that Indigenous 

sovereignties can encapsulate. Like Hundey & Magarrey (2000), one of Brune et al.’s concluding 

thoughts on Indigenous sovereignties is that it is a very long and difficult process, which could 
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lead the reader and educators to cast doubt on the possibility of Indigenous sovereignties to occur 

(2004). 

Third and contrastingly, there were also instances of “glimmers of hope” about Indigenous 

land claims and self-governance in these Canadian history textbooks. For instance, Brune et al. 

(2004) present the Berger Report as a significant development in the fight for Indigenous 

sovereignties. This was a pivotal moment because the Berger Report acknowledged rather than 

ignored or downplayed Indigenous peoples’ experiences of genocide and land dispossession. 

Recognizing the problem is integral to action being taken to remedy the generational social 

struggle. Similarly, in two textbooks (Brune et al. (2004) and Armstrong et al. (2014)), the Nisga’a 

land claims case from 1973 is discussed as a positive step towards Indigenous sovereignties and 

land claims cases41. Through these examples, the textbooks offer some hope that Indigenous 

nations can exercise their sovereignty through the examples of the Nisga’a Treaty and other land 

claims agreements.  

g. Discussions in Textbooks on Indigenous Resistances to Settler Colonialism 

Of all the themes analyzed in the Canadian history textbooks in question, it appeared that 

the textbooks dedicated the most space to discussions on Indigenous resistances (see Figures 11 

and 12 below for a visual representation of this data).   

 
41 Armstrong et al. write that while the Nisga’a did not win their case, it did encourage the federal government “to 

negotiate other land-claims settlements with Aboriginal peoples in the areas of Canada where no treaties had been 

signed” (2014, p. 157). 
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Figure 11. Bar Graph on Indigenous Resistances to Settler Colonialism.  

 

 
Figure 12. Clustered Bar Graph of Themes of Analysis in Textbooks.  

 

Largely speaking, Indigenous resistance is understood as resistance to the Canadian federal 

government. “Resistance” seems to maintain a negative connotation throughout these textbooks 

(therefore maintaining the (moral) superiority of the settler colonial state). Armstrong et al.’s 
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textbook may be the only one that explores Indigenous resistances as a positive step towards 

Indigenous autonomies and sovereignties (2014). Armstrong et al. (2014) seem to mention and/or 

explore the widest range of Indigenous resistances from Indigenous resistances to legislation (such 

as through resistances to the Indian Act and the Constitution Act (1982)) to resistances to the 

denigrated social position of Indigenous peoples and reserves (such as through “Shannen’s 

Dream”42). Of the four textbooks, Hundey & Magarrey (2000) seem the most sympathetic towards 

the Canadian government and consequentially, the most opposed to Indigenous resistances. 

Collectively, the textbooks examine various moments of Indigenous resistances from the Red 

River Rebellion led by Louis Riel in 1870 and the North-West Rebellion (Brune et al., 2004, pp. 

281-285) to Idle No More (Armstrong et al., 2014). As a result, readers (whether of all of the 

textbooks or of a sample of them) should recognize that Indigenous resistances have been active 

since Confederation. Some of the common actions of Indigenous resistances discussed in all or 

most of the textbooks were:  

• Indigenous Resistance to the Indian Act (in various time periods) and Constitution Act 

(1982) 

• Oka Crisis 

• The Ipperwash Standoff 

• Indigenous Resistance to former Prime Minister Pierre E. Trudeau’s White Paper (1969) 

• The Meech Lake Accord 

 
42 A campaign to build a new school in Attawapiskat which was celebrated as a success because it did eventually lead 

to a school being built on the reserve.  
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Each textbook discusses the Oka Crisis, which appears to be the universal or keystone 

example of Indigenous resistance43. Quinlan et al. (2008) and Armstrong et al. (2014) examine the 

Oka Crisis in more detail than Brune et al. (2004) or Hundey & Magarrey (2000). This could 

partially be the case because Hundey & Magarrey (2000) were still developing their textbook 

shortly after the Oka Crisis with Brune et al. (2004) being in a similar position (although they did 

publish their textbook four years after Hundey & Magarrey (2000). These authors may not have 

recognized the long-term significance of Oka because it was still a relatively recent event in 

Canadian and Indigenous histories. Yet, Oka was an extremely significant event in the eyes of the 

Canadian media and therefore, the authors possibly should have reconsidered their lack of content 

on Oka and examined this crisis in more detail.  

Quinlan et al. (2008) provide a good overview of the details that led to the Oka Crisis; 

however, it does seem to lean in favour of the Canadian government rather than the Kanien’kehá:ka 

people44. This textbook does not discuss the brutal and violent tactics that the police used on 

Indigenous protestors or the injuries that the Indigenous protestors sustained. This can lead the 

audience to favour the police (representing the Canadian government) and see them as the heroes 

and more or less victims of “Indigenous brutality”45. This is a common sentiment that is presented 

when discussing Oka. There are little to no Indigenous perspectives shared. Additionally, the group 

of “Mohawk Warriors” who joined the other protestors were called “a more militant group” 

(Quinlan et al., 2008, p. 341). “Militant” has a negative, violent connotation. The Canadian soldiers 

are never called militant; they are simply referred to as soldiers. This is a significantly less negative 

 
43 One could argue that the Oka Crisis is discussed in more detail because of the media attention it received as well as 

the more violent and/or “militant” nature of the crisis.  
44 For instance, Quinlan et al. write, “On July 11, 100 police officers stormed the barricade in a failed attempt to end 

the standoff. In the resulting exchange, a police officer was killed” (2008, p. 341). 
45 The quotation marks serve not to denote that this is a quote but to denote that this is a specific term that I have utilize 

to express these ideas.  
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word for a group that was more militant and violent that the Mohawk Warriors. Again, this shows 

favouritism towards the Canadian government.  

Armstrong et al. (2014) offers a timeline of events to help the reader get a better 

understanding of what happened and when. However, this timeline is somewhat vague. The 

textbook states that Oka happened, but it does not go into detail about the actions that unfolded or 

how the Mohawk protestors were treated by Canada, particularly the police and the military. The 

reader is left with a very superficial explanation of Oka. Additionally, some of the sentences lack 

depth or explanation. For instance, Armstrong et al. (2014), write, “The police use tear gas and 

other means to break up the barricades [that the Mohawk warriors set up]. Shots are fired. Police 

corporal Marcel Lemay is killed” (p. 206). This section is far too general. It does not say who 

killed Marcel Lemay, how he was killed, or the severity of the action that the police took against 

the protestors (or reverse: the action that protestors took against the police). Notably, this textbook 

examines some of the long-term impacts of Oka, such as the creation of the Royal Commission on 

Aboriginal peoples in 1996 and that it helped Indigenous peoples find their voice and advocate 

publicly for themselves (Armstrong et al., 2014). However, Armstrong et al. (2014) do not discuss 

the negative implications of Oka other than that “claims to the disputed land at Oka were still being 

negotiated in 2014 [at the time of publication of this textbook]” (p. 207). As a result, the reader 

could be left questioning if the Oka Crisis was a positive event or a negative event? Rather than 

responding to this question well, one could argue that Armstrong et al. (2014) leave this discussion 

up to the educator.  

Misinformation on the Oka Crisis. While it is important that each high school Canadian 

history textbook examined includes the Oka Crisis in its content, some of this material is greatly 

flawed or lacking in detail (according to King, 2012). The textbooks dehistoricize the Oka Crisis, 
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making it sound as if it was only a 78-day stand-off. The textbooks fail to mention that the dispute 

began originally in 1717 when France gave this Mohawk land to the Sulpician Missionary Society, 

although they did not own this land (King, 2012). Disputes over the land continued46. This 

information is crucial to understanding the frustration and anger that the Mohawk had which led 

to the stand-off. The Oka Crisis had been 273 years in the making, not the result of one group of 

angry Mohawk people.  

The textbooks also fail to mention that one Mohawk Elder, Joe Armstrong, died during the 

stand-off. He did not die because of a gun shot wound, but rather as a result of a heart attack “while 

trying to escape an angry mob” (King, 2012, p. 234). For these textbooks, the only death that 

matters is that of the Quebec police officer, which should cause the reader to question whose lives 

are valued by the Canadian government (and whose deaths are worthy of mourning by extension).  

Misunderstanding and/or Lack of Information about Indigenous Resistances. Similar 

to the discussions on the Oka Crisis, in general, there were also areas of concern in the textbooks’ 

overall examination of Indigenous resistances to settler colonialism. In each of the textbooks, while 

it is an important positive development that Indigenous resistances are discussed, the textbooks 

fail to show the reader how each of these particular moments of resistance was part of a larger 

resistance to settler colonialism and assimilation. This maintains the invisibility of settler 

colonialism which serves to strengthen the power of this system (if it remains unseen, then it 

remains unquestioned). While settler colonialism may seem like a very abstract or difficult concept 

 
46 In 1959, a nine-hole golf course was proposed to be built on the land and the Mohawk took their protest of this 

project to the Canadian court system, yet construction continued on the golf course. Again, in 1977, “the Mohawk 

filed an official land claim with the federal Office of Native Claims in an attempt to recapture the land”, yet this 

claim was eventually denied nine years later “because it failed to meet legal criteria” (King, 2012, p. 233). In 1989, 

the golf course was expanded to an eighteen-hole course and the “home” of “sixty luxury condominiums” (King, 

2012, p. 234). This was the final straw for the Mohawk, leading to the major confrontation in 1990.  
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for secondary students to grasp, it can still be taught in accessible and age-appropriate ways (such 

as through activities like the KAIROS Blanket Exercise47 or through studies of literature and 

stories written by Indigenous authors). It is very important for students to have an accurate and 

age-appropriate understanding of settler colonialism because it is the complex social system in 

which non-Indigenous Canadian students learn and live.  

 Additionally, there appears to be the continued belief that apologies by the government 

have done great good for Indigenous peoples. Yet, more research has shown that apologies have 

resulted in very little concrete action (Alfred, 2009b; the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of 

Canada, 2015). Apologies tend just to be talk.  For instance, Hundey & Magarrey (2000) briefly 

examine state apologies. They write,  

“[Canadian] governments… showed a compassionate side, expressing regrets over past 

injustices… Ottawa apologized to the Aboriginal peoples for injustices carried out against 

them. Unfortunately, such apologies came only after years of lobbying and protesting” 

(emphasis added, Hundey & Magarrey, 2000, p. 419).  

This is a somewhat contradictory group of statements. First, Hundey & Magarrey (2000) appear 

to celebrate the Canadian government by calling it “compassionate” for “expressing regrets over 

past injustices” (p. 419).  However, the final statement (italicized above) leads the reader to doubt 

the sincerity of the Canadian government’s apology because it appears that the government 

begrudgingly apologized even though Indigenous protestors had asked for an apology for years.  

Additionally, as Alfred (2009b) and the TRC (2015) would argue, the apology that Hundey 

& Magarrey (2000) include does not explain the action that followed the apology. This could be 

 
47 This is an interactive and physical activity where participants examine the histories of Indigenous people to 

understand how their land mass and cultures have eroded since first contact with Europeans.  
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the case for various reasons. First, it could be that the action occurred after the textbook and 

therefore was not included in this publication. Second, it could be that no action from the Canadian 

government occurred following the apology. Third, this textbook may be demonstrating its 

minimization and/or denigration of state apologies (and by extension, reconciliation efforts) by 

excluding a discussion on the outcomes of apologies. As a result, it is once again the educator’s 

responsibility to lead students in a discussion on the significance and consequences of apologies.   

The Use of Individuals as Identifiers and Symbols of Indigenous Resistances. Finally, 

it is worth noting that each of the textbooks identify key individuals who led these acts of 

Indigenous resistance48. This enables the reader to put a face to the resistance and possibly have a 

more lasting memory of what they learned. In contrast, by identifying only one or a small group 

of key figures in each form of resistance, it may lead the reader to not recognize that these 

manifestations of resistances were the result of countless Indigenous people fighting for their rights 

and freedoms. This could possibly limit the scope, longevity, and/or significance of these 

movements of resistance.  

h. Discussions in Textbooks on Indigenous Cultural Revivals 

Overall, there was very little discussion on Indigenous cultural revivals. For the sake of 

this inquiry, Indigenous cultural revivals were related closely to the revival of Indigenous arts, 

traditions, beliefs, and practices that had been outlawed or denigrated as a result of settler colonial 

legislation and attitudes. Examples of contemporary Indigenous cultural revivals include the 

increased public presence of Indigenous artists and activists on social media and in the arts, such 

as performance art like Santee Smith’s The Mush Hole (2016), in visual arts like Christi Belcourt’s 

 
48 See Appendix C for further information.  
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paintings and her collaboration with house of fashion Valentino for their 2016 resort line of fashion 

inspired by her work “Water Song” (CBC News, 2015), or in the written work of Indigenous 

authors such as Richard Wagamese and his work Embers: One Ojibway’s Meditations (2016). 

This is not to say that the textbooks did not examine some of the positive developments for 

Indigenous communities since Confederation (and particularly in the last few decades) because 

cultural revivals are closely related to Indigenous resistances to settler colonialism. When 

Indigenous people fight against genocidal and assimilative policies and practices, these are 

demonstrations of cultural revivals. The textbooks heavily favour the development and 

dissemination of Indigenous arts49.  

 

Figure 13. Bar Graph on Discussions about Indigenous Cultural Revivals.  

 

While it is important that the textbooks mention various artists, groups, or organizations, 

overall, very little information about each person or group is included. Armstrong et al. (2014) 

 
49 The textbooks have strong focus on the following art forms: literature such as Métis author Lee Maracle (Brune et 

al., 2004), visual artists such as “Bill Reid, Norval Morrisseau, Daphne Odjib, and Jackson Beardy” (Hundey & 

Magarrey, 2000, p. 364), musicians such as Buffy Sainte-Marie (Hundey & Magarrey, 2000), and Indigenous media 

such as the development of the Aboriginal Peoples’ Television Network (Armstrong et al., 2014).  
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devoted the most time to discussing the Aboriginal Peoples’ Television Network, but most 

textbooks simply stated the names of the artists or creators. It may have been beneficial for the 

textbooks to present more background information on the individuals or groups to show the reader 

how these people are active elements of Indigenous cultural revival. Understandably, textbooks 

might have a limited page count so the authors must decide which information to include and 

exclude. It could then become the educator’s responsibility to ensure that their learners are well-

versed or at least acquainted with Indigenous artists.  

Chapter 4: Discussion: Evaluating the Current State of Education: Hindrance or Aid to 

Reconciliation? 

 

Having conducted both a quantitative and qualitative analysis of the four high school 

Canadian history textbooks under review and the Ontario Ministry of Education curriculum 

documents that guide which textbooks educators use, a broader discussion on the relationship 

between these primary documents and the Canadian education system (rooted in settler colonial 

attitudes and assumptions) can develop. In this section, I examine how the textbooks in question 

support (or not) the Ontario Ministry of Education Canadian and World Studies curriculum. I then 

expand the analysis to better understand if these textbooks encourage or discourage reconciliation 

efforts, arguing that the textbooks can be both an aid and a hindrance to reconciliation, with it 

being the educator’s responsibility to determine the best way to utilize these textbooks. The 

conversation then widens its range further to think about who is teaching Canadian children in a 

settler colonial system. In the final section, having suggested that the current education system 

generally limits students’ involvement in reconciliation, I propose various changes to the Canadian 

education system (as also supported by the Ontario Ministry of Education). I predominantly argue 

that more Indigenous community organizations and partners need to be present in the classroom 
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for students to have a contextualized and deeper understanding of the living and active knowledge 

that Indigenous peoples hold.  

1. Understanding the Canadian History Textbooks in Relationship with the Curriculum 

Documents  

To begin, it is necessary to ground this discussion in the relationship between the two sets 

of documents that this study examined: the four Canadian history textbooks and the Ontario 

Ministry of Education Canadian and World Studies curriculum guidelines. This discussion is based 

on the most recent editions of the Ontario Ministry of Education Canadian and World Studies 

curricula guidelines (2018 for Grades Nine and Ten Canadian and World Studies and 2015 for 

Grades Eleven and Twelve Canadian and World Studies).  

It appears that the most recent editions of these curricula guidelines encourage students and 

educators to have regular discussions on the impacts that events in Canadian history have had on 

Indigenous communities. It appears that the newest textbook examined (Armstrong et al., 2014) is 

the only textbook that explicitly includes these discussions in their textbook through their guiding 

questions in each chapter and section. The other textbooks leave it up to the teacher to continue 

these conversations with their students. However, one of the challenges that these curriculum 

documents pose is that they include a variety of opportunities for Indigenous content and histories, 

but some of these discussions are optional. Understandably, there is a plethora of stories related to 

Indigenous peoples that could be taught (indeed scholars and thinkers continue to add to this 

knowledge) so educators must once again make decisions about which histories and stories to 

address in their lesson plans. Similarly, the editors of the Canadian history textbooks in question 

also had to make choices about what content to include, particularly what Indigenous histories and 
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stories to include and exclude. These decisions are guided by the editors’ and educators’ own 

attitudes towards reconciliation, be they positive or negative.   

These conclusions are guided by the Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s argument that 

history textbooks rarely include contemporary information on Indigenous communities (2015). 

These textbooks often present Indigenous life pre-contact and at contact and Indigenous 

resistances to settler colonial governments. This teaches readers that Indigenous communities are 

no longer relevant (or alive) in the current time and that when Indigenous peoples do “surface”, 

they only challenge the established social order and social peace (TRC, 2015, p. 235). As a result, 

the TRC states that  

“Education must remedy the gaps in historical knowledge that perpetuate ignorance and 

racism. But education for reconciliation must do even more. Survivors [of residential 

schools] told us that Canadians must learn about the history and legacy of residential 

schools in ways that change both minds and hearts.” (2015, p. 236).  

This supports the overall argument of this project that Indigenous histories and experiences must 

be part of provincial and territorial history curriculum. Likewise, the textbooks that educators use 

to bolster their lessons must also include a large variety of Indigenous histories, stories, and 

teachings. If future generations are to be active participants in reconciliation, the curriculum they 

receive and the textbooks that support this curriculum must celebrate Indigenous communities 

through the inclusion of their stories and values.  

2. Canadian History Textbooks: Aid or Hindrance to Reconciliation?  

 Now that the relationship between the Canadian history textbooks and the Ontario Ministry 

of Education documents are better understood, the discussion can shift to examining if the specific 
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textbooks in question aid or hinder reconciliation efforts and in what specific areas. Based on the 

findings, there appears to be both encouragement and discouragement to reconciliation found 

throughout the textbooks. I will examine these dual elements in the following sections.  

(i) Encouragement to Reconciliation in the Canadian History Textbooks  

There were various areas of strength that encouraged students to engage in reconciliation 

across the textbooks under analysis. First, there was a common understanding that Indigenous 

peoples had been wronged by the Canadian government. This foundational teaching is necessary 

for students to first recognize that harm has been committed and that change is necessary. 

Additionally, students are taught that Indigenous peoples are diverse peoples where the name 

“Indigenous” is arguably far too broad or simplistic a term for a very wide range of communities 

in each of the textbooks. Students are taught to acknowledge the differences between various 

Indigenous groups, which can lead to respect for the heterogeneity of these groups (which is one 

characteristic of reconciliation) (Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015). 

Moreover, all the textbooks acknowledge and explain various manifestations of assimilation (such 

as residential schools) of Indigenous peoples. This again comes back to ensuring that students 

understand that wrongs have been committed against Indigenous peoples. Armstrong et al. (2014) 

takes this acknowledgement a step further and explicitly encourages students to reflect on the 

impacts of assimilation on Indigenous communities through the discussion questions in the 

textbook.  

Furthermore, students are given examples of Indigenous people who have participated in 

resistance to the Canadian government. This personalizes these stories so that children and youth 

have a more intimate knowledge instead of abstract understanding of Indigenous peoples and 

communities. This further challenges students to recognize the heterogeneity of Indigenous 
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peoples rather than the common misconception that Indigenous peoples are homogenous (as 

evidenced by the popularity of the term “Indigenous people(s)” in the textbooks, curriculum 

documents, and wider public vocabulary in Canada).  

Finally, some Ontario Ministry of Education Canadian and World Studies curriculum 

guidelines (particularly the newest editions analyzed) encourage students to discuss issues 

impacting Indigenous peoples. The newest textbook (Armstrong et al., 2014) presents many 

guiding questions to encourage students to think about these issues in more detail and to reflect on 

the implications of these issues. Across each of these instances, the textbooks (and supporting 

curriculum expectations) guide students to unpack the living histories and experiences of 

Indigenous peoples and the impacts that settler colonial actions have on people across Turtle Island 

today. In understanding these events, I argue that students have a stronger likelihood of 

participating or being interested in reconciliation than if they had not learned this history and 

present reality.  

(ii) Discouragement to Reconciliation in the Canadian History Textbooks  

Conversely, it is equally valid to acknowledge where the textbooks may have dissuaded 

students from pursing reconciliation between Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples in Canada. 

To begin, overall, there was very little content devoted to Indigenous issues compared to the rest 

of material of Canadian history. Authors and editors must make careful decision about what 

knowledge to include. These choices come back to the questions or “whose knowledge is 

important/valued in a settler colonial society (Canada)?” or “whose voices are valued in the settler 

colonial society of Canada?”. If Indigenous voices and knowledge are not valued, then editors and 

authors working in a settler colonial society may choose to exclude or severely reduce the volume 

of Indigenous content in their textbooks. If this content is not included, then students may be 
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prevented from learning about the issues facing Indigenous communities and by extension, the 

need for reconciliation and healing. Additionally, there were inconsistencies and/or contradictions 

in what students are taught. For instance, Quinlan et al. (2008) seemed to employ a “fact vs. 

opinion” tactic which may lead students to disregard or downplay the epistemologies and beliefs 

of Indigenous peoples. There was also misinformation and pessimism related to land claims and 

Indigenous sovereignty (particularly in some of the specific examples that the textbooks offer). On 

one side and more specifically, there was misinformation about the Oka Crisis and on the other 

side and more broadly, there was misinformation about Indigenous acts of resistance to the 

Canadian government.  

Furthermore, there appeared to be paternalistic attitudes about Indigenous peoples in the 

Canadian history textbooks examined (except for in Armstrong et al., 2014) which discourages 

reconciliation by preventing an understanding of a sovereign nation-to-nation relationship. 

Paternalism prevents and perverts the mutual respect that is needed for reconciliation to take place. 

If students are not taught to respect Indigenous peoples and nations as sovereign and powerful 

communities/peoples, then reconciliation becomes more challenging.  

Likewise, while the textbooks did discuss residential schools, there was questionable 

language in the textbooks by Brune et al. (2004) and Hundey & Magarrey (2000). Both of these 

textbooks tended to downplay the damages that these schools caused. The newer textbooks 

challenged these attitudes. Hopefully because Brune et al. and Hundey & Magarrey’s textbooks 

are older (around 20 years old now), they might no longer be in circulation for current students50. 

 
50 Defined as high school students from 2022 and on. It is also important to remember that this study focused 

exclusively on four textbooks that were published between 2000 and 2014. Therefore, the findings from those 

textbooks are representative of the attitudes of that time period. While the analysis of the Ontario Ministry of Education 

curriculum guidelines for Canadian history courses did extend to 2018 editions, the reader still must be aware that 

these findings are representative of the time period in which they were published. As will be explained later, this 
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Yet it is important to recognize that previous students were taught these attitudes and it can be 

difficult to re-learn these histories because they strongly contradict the positive “heroic” image of 

Canada that generations of students have been taught.  

Finally, the textbooks do not teach about contemporary acts of settler colonialism and 

settler violence, such as missing and murdered Indigenous women and girls and the Sixties Scoop 

(except for Armstrong et al., 2014). Students may be led to believe that these acts of violence are 

relegated to the past if they only were to read these textbooks. Educators are then responsible for 

ensuring that students understand the contemporary impacts of these attitudes.  

To summarize, like all educational tools, there are strengths and weaknesses to each of the 

textbooks examined. I argue that it then becomes the educator’s responsibility to ensure that 

students are receiving a well-rounded and high-quality education according to the Ministry of 

Ontario curriculum guidelines for secondary Canadian history courses (if these guidelines are 

supportive of reconciliation). Educators must include Indigenous voices and stories in their lesson 

plans, particularly in Canadian history courses but also in other subjects, if students are to 

understand the need for reconciliation and the practical roles they can play in this journey towards 

healing, growth, and mutual respect (Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015).  

3. Thinking More Broadly: Who is Teaching Children in Canada?  

The conclusion on the encouragement/discouragement discussion of high school Canadian 

history textbooks leads to a broader analysis of who is teaching Canadian children and youth. 

Battiste (2008) writes that “The Auditor General (2004) reports that it will take twenty-eight years 

at the present rate before First Nations students reach parity with other provincial students” 

 
allows for opportunities for future research on Canadian history textbooks and resources in circulation for high school 

students in future time periods.  
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(p.172). This was stated in 2004. According to these statistics, by 2032, Indigenous students should 

be on par with non-Indigenous students. It is now 2022 and by all accounts, Indigenous students 

are still suffering in the education system because the current system remains relatively foreign to 

them in that it does not include Indigenous traditions, cultures, or epistemologies in the content 

and delivery of curriculum (Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015). It is for this 

reason that the TRC’s Final Report includes very specific Calls to Action related to education 

(Calls to Action 62-65).  According to Jewell and Mosby’s analysis of the completion of the TRC’s 

Calls to Action, Calls to Action 62-65 await to be completed (2021). Calls 62-63, and 65 are “in 

progress” as there are projects proposed (but not put into effect yet) to address them and Call 64 

remains ignored and not started (Barrera et al., 2022).  

Many Indigenous studies course and materials (including Canadian history) are taught by 

non-Indigenous teachers. Kawennakon Bonnie Whitlow et al. state,  

“The best litmus test is a single self-reflective question issued to anyone who wants to teach 

an Indigenous Studies course: How comfortable would you feel delivering this course 

content in front of a panel of Onkwehon:we51 educators or an all-Onkwehon:we audience?” 

(2019, p. 556).  

While this is not to say that non-Indigenous instructors are all inadequate or undertrained educators 

who are incapable of properly teaching history or Indigenous courses, it is to argue that there is 

often a certain degree of discomfort for non-Indigenous instructors when teaching this material 

because of the Eurocentric foundations of the current Canadian education system that emphasizes 

 
51 Onkwehon:we is the “Kanien’keha (Mohawk) word that roughly translates to mean ‘The Original People’” 

(Whitlow et al., 2019, p. 556) 
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the assimilation and elimination of Indigenous peoples (Battiste, 2008). Whitlow et al. (2019) 

found that  

“In Canadian public schools, Onkwehon:we education is often taught by non-

Onkwehon:we teachers who, at best, do not have access to lived Onkwehon:we experience, 

or, at worst, have incorrect or culturally insensitive understandings of Onkwehon:we 

histories and ways of knowing” (emphasis added, Whitlow et al., 2019, p. 568).  

The consequence for Indigenous students is that they receive an inadequate or more concerning, a 

discriminative and prejudicial education (Whitlow et al., 2019). To challenge this Eurocentrism, 

there needs to be not only curriculum changes (curriculum and supporting documents like 

textbooks that emphasize Indigenous voices, epistemologies, and stories), but also structural 

changes to the education system. The TRC argues that it is essential that “teachers have the 

necessary skills, supports, and resources to teach Canadian students about the residential school 

system in a manner that fosters constructive dialogue and mutual respect” (2015, p. 240). Teachers 

and educators must receive better education on how to teach Indigenous and Canadian histories.  

These positive developments arise first when Indigenous people are part of the decision-

making processes of the Canadian education system (from local schools and school boards to the 

Ministries of Education across Canada) and additionally, when “the attitudes of superiority that 

continue to demean the role of Aboriginal knowledge and people in education” are unpacked and 

addressed  (Battiste, 2008, pp. 181-182).  Simpson (2001) writes,  

“Aboriginal Peoples do not want to be just consulted or studied, we have a right to be at 

the table using the knowledge inside of ourselves to make decisions that impact our people, 
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our communities, the plants, the animals and our lands. We do not want other people 

deciding which components of our knowledge are important and which are not.” (p. 140)  

If Indigenous stories and histories are to be included in curricula, then Indigenous Elders and 

Knowledge Keepers must also be part of these discussions, not as tokens, but as active and 

important decision-makers. When Indigenous leaders and community members are part of these 

discussions, then the hierarchy between non-Indigenous and Indigenous peoples diminishes 

because the knowledge and roles of each party are valued more equitably. As a result, the 

discriminative Eurocentric education that Indigenous and non-Indigenous students receive about 

Indigenous peoples, their histories, and epistemologies should greatly diminish in favour of 

curricula and pedagogies that “examine topics with sensitivity and understandings from both 

historical and contemporary sources” (Montero & Dénommé-Welch, 2018, p. 242). When one 

addresses who is teaching the future Canadian generations, one begins to unpack the settler 

colonial baggage and attitudes that educators (as representatives of the Canadian education system) 

bring into the classroom be it knowingly or unknowingly.  

4. Decolonizing the Classroom 

If one can recognize the detrimental state of the current Ontario education system from 

textbooks to decision-making processes, then one can then ask “What next? How do we improve 

education in Ontario and more broadly, Canadian curricula across the country?”. I argue that the 

classroom (as representative of the Ontario and by extension, the Canadian education system) 

needs to be decolonized and by extension, Indigenized52 through the help of community partners. 

To begin, it is necessary to first eliminate the Eurocentrism of the current education. Eliminating 

 
52 The terms “decolonized” and “Indigenized” are used interchangeably throughout this discussion as it is very difficult 

to discuss “decolonizing” the classroom without also discussing how the classroom can and should be “Indigenized”.  
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Eurocentrism in education (and broader social life) is not about simply changing some of the 

curricula taught to students. Rather, the education system must be transformed and started anew 

because Eurocentrism is the foundational beliefs and assumptions of the Western education system 

(Battiste, 2008). These attitudes infiltrate all of the settler colonial Canadian education system. 

Therefore, to “decolonize” education, a new education system must be created that values 

Indigenous epistemologies and pedagogies to the same degree that it values Western 

epistemologies and pedagogies. 

There are three major aspects of decolonizing the classroom53. First, Indigenizing 

education means that Indigenous peoples are in positions of leadership with decision-making 

power. This will radically alter the content and delivery of curricula, as well as the structure of the 

education system and institutions. Decolonizing education would then be supportive of community 

partners, such as Elders and Knowledge Keepers, being actively involved in the classroom 

(Neeganagwedgin, 2013).   

Second, part of this decolonizing of the classroom requires that teachers and administrators 

recognize and unpack the barriers “that might impede the integration of Indigenous knowledges, 

worldviews, and perspectives into the curriculum” (Montero & Dénommé-Welch, 2018, p. 242). 

As a result, Eurocentric attitudes rooted in the superiority of Western people (read “white”) and 

the inferior of non-Western peoples (particularly Indigenous peoples) can no longer have a place 

in the classroom because these attitudes prevent Indigenous pedagogies and epistemologies from 

being part of the curriculum and classroom design. Decolonizing the classroom is much more than 

simply mentioning Indigenous leaders or cultures. It means weaving Indigenous epistemologies 

 
53 This model is developed based on the works of Neeganagwedgin, (2013), Montero & Dénommé-Welch (2018), and 

Whitlow et al. (2019).  
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(ways of being and doing) into all aspects of the curriculum. This requires a radical shift in 

pedagogy and the foundational assumptions about education. When this occurs, then the education 

system will be transformed because “doing so will invariably lead educators to address notions of 

privilege and power dominance with students as Indigenous texts are critically examined” 

(Montero & Dénommé-Welch, 2018, p. 242). To decolonize, non-Indigenous educators (both 

formal and informal, as we all can teach those around us) must interrogate the roots of their 

privilege and in doing so, they seek social transformation from a settler colonial society rooted in 

hierarchy to a society transformed into one seeking justice, equity, and restored relationships.  

Third, we need to transform our understanding of education to decolonize the education 

system. For instance, for Indigenous people, education is much more than learning facts or rote 

memorization. Whitlow et al. (2019) argue that education 

“Points to the original instructions that emphasize the importance of using a good mind to 

be kind and helpful, and to work together for the greater good. All of these responsibilities 

are embedded in the Creation story and in the Great Law of Peace, which guide 

Haudenosaunee people in living a good life” (p. 564).  

Education is holistic; it is spiritual, physical, mental, and emotional. Therefore, children and youth 

in an Indigenized or decolonized education system must learn about and using their whole being. 

They learn about their responsibilities to their human and non-human relatives as they are living 

in community with all of creation. As a result, decolonizing education would mean understanding 

that education is multifaceted and varied. It can occur in a classroom, but it also occurs in the 

family, community, and nature (Neeganagwedgin, 2013). Education, then, is no longer limited to 

a room or a building, but it becomes a lifestyle and lifelong journey.  
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 To conclude, it is valuable to think about the “big picture” and the need for a decolonized 

education. First, there are possibilities for healing and cultural revitalization for Indigenous 

communities. When Indigenous youth are taught to take pride in their culture, they become leaders 

in their communities who will press towards goals like the rematriation of land and Indigenous 

sovereignties, which are necessary for the survival and thriving of their communities (Whitlow et 

al., 2019; Neeganagwedgin, 2013). Second, for Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples, 

decolonizing education offers hope that reconciliation can be achieved in future generations. Terry 

Wotherspoon and Emily Milne (2021) found that while schools are valuable arenas for promoting 

and enacting reconciliation, there are still broader public attitudes that are working against 

reconciliation. Therefore, the transformative attitudes that students are taught in a decolonized 

education journey would have ripple effects throughout the current settle colonial society to 

promote reconciliation and restored relationships in the generations to come.   

i. Decolonizing the Classroom in Action: the Gord Downie and Chanie Wenjack 

Fund 

There is an increasing number of school boards and educators who are taking seriously the 

TRC’s Calls to Action on education (Calls 62-65), particularly through the use of Indigenous 

community partners to supplement their curriculum where Canadian history textbooks lack. The 

Gord Downie and Chanie Wenjack Fund (DWF) is one organization that serves as a community 

partner in the classroom. This organization developed from lead singer of the Tragically Hip Gord 

Downie’s commitment to reconciliation upon hearing the story of Chanie Wenjack, a young 

Anishinaabe boy from Ogoki Post on the Marten Falls Reserve who was sent to Cecilia Jeffrey 

Indian Residential School in Kenora, ON and died while trying to run back home from the school. 

The organizers write, “the goal of the Fund is to continue the conversation that began with Chanie 
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Wenjack’s residential school story, and to aid our collective reconciliation journey through a 

combination of awareness, education, and action” (Gord Downie and Chanie Wenjack Fund, 

2021). One of their main slogans is “Do Something”. The DWF strongly encourages all Canadians 

(from young students to adults) to be actively involved in reconciliation. To stress this desire, the 

DWF uses the term “reconciliACTION” as a demonstration of the inextricable link between 

reconciliation and action (Gord Downie and Chanie Wenjack Fund, 2021). The DWF offers a 

variety of programs, tools, and toolkits for primarily elementary and secondary schools (although 

there are opportunities for universities to participate as well) that encourage reconciliation through 

action. These programs include:  

• The Legacy Schools program. This is “free national initiative to engage, empower and 

connect students and educators to further reconciliation through awareness, education and 

action” (Gord Downie and Chanie Wenjack Fund, 2021). Schools can register and receive 

“educational resources and program development for Legacy Schools to help ensure that 

the unique rights and perspectives of Indigenous peoples are recognized and implemented 

in schools and communities across Canada” (Gord Downie and Chanie Wenjack Fund, 

2021).  

• Legacy Spaces. These are spaces in businesses, schools, organizations, and other 

institutions that are “dedicated to providing education and spreading awareness about 

Indigenous history and our journey of reconciliation”. They are “safe, welcoming places” 

(Gord Downie and Chanie Wenjack Fund, 2021). One example of a Legacy Space is the 

FirstOntario Performing Arts Centre in St. Catharines (close to where Brock University is 

located and also a community partner of Brock University) (Gord Downie and Chanie 

Wenjack Fund, 2021).  
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• Secret Path Week. This is a “national movement commemorating the legacies of Gord 

Downie and Chanie Wenjack and takes place annually from October 17-22.” (Gord 

Downie and Chanie Wenjack Fund, 2021). The name comes from the artistic project The 

Secret Path that Gord Downie created with Jeff Lemire. It tells the story of Chanie Wenjack 

through song and illustration (Gord Downie and Chanie Wenjack Fund, 2021). 

• ReconciliACTIONs. According to the DWF,  

“a reconciliACTION is a meaningful action that moves reconciliation 

forward. ReconciliACTIONs aim to bring Indigenous and non-Indigenous people 

together in the spirit of reconciliation to create awareness, share, and learn… 

ReconciliACTIONs act as the catalyst for important conversations and meaningful 

change, recognizing that change starts with every one of us and each person can 

make an impact” (Gord Downie and Chanie Wenjack Fund, 2021). 

ReconciliACTIONs can take place anywhere, from the home to the workplace to schools. 

They can be small acts, such as land acknowledgements or they can much larger, such as 

organizing fundraisers for Indigenous organizations or lobbying a local, provincial, or 

federal government to implement policies that promote reconciliation.  

• Artist Ambassador Program. Indigenous and non-Indigenous musicians and artists are 

invited to high schools to lead workshops that engage students in discussion and action on 

reconciliation. These artists “inspire student leadership and forward the journey of 

reconciliation in school communities.” (Gord Downie and Chanie Wenjack Fund, 2021).  

With their heavy emphasis on action, particularly through student-led activism and the arts (such 

as visual and performance-based arts), the DWF equips educators to engage their students in 

reconciliation. Students not only learn the histories of Indigenous peoples, but they also are 
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challenged with actively healing the relationship between non-Indigenous and Indigenous peoples 

in Canada. Because of their focus on holistic and accurate education and their motto of “Do 

Something”, the DWF counteracts the shortcomings of many Canadian history textbooks.  

Final Chapter: Conclusion 

1. Project Overview  

This research began with a desire to better understand the education that children and youth 

in Ontario receive regarding the histories and stories of Indigenous peoples. I asked if secondary 

school history textbooks supported by the Ontario Ministry of Education facilitate students to be 

interested in reconciliation efforts between Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples in Canada, 

particularly looking the attitudes towards Indigenous peoples and the ways various settler colonial 

events are explained. This research has shown that the high school curriculum guidelines active 

from 2000 to 2018 for Canadian history courses and the textbooks published from 2000 to 2014 

and used in conjunction with these curricula act as both an encouragement and discouragement to 

reconciliation between Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples in Canada through both the content 

that is taught (or not) and the language used surroundings the subjects covered. As the textbooks 

and curricula evolve and reflect more of the TRC’s Calls to Action, particularly in relation to the 

education system (Calls 62-65), there appears to be greater opportunities for students to discuss 

Indigenous issues, their roles in these issues, and ultimately, their roles and responsibilities in 

reconciliation.  

The literature review introduced the Canadian education system, the settler colonial 

attitudes that undergird this system (and therefore creates challenges to reconciliation), such as the 

Peacemaker myth, an examination of how education can be a facilitator or hindrance to 
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reconciliation, as well as the legislation and policy that impact the Canadian education system (like 

UNDRIP, the TRC’s Final Report and subsequent Calls to Action) and the textbook approval 

process in Ontario. This literature review also laid the groundwork for the qualitative and 

quantitative examination of three editions for each of the two sets of Canada and World Studies 

curriculum guidelines for grades nine/ten and eleven/twelve Canadian history courses.  

From here, I responded to my three major research questions by conducting a content 

analysis of the Canadian and World Studies curriculum guidelines for grades nine/ten and 

eleven/twelve (three editions for both sets of curriculum guidelines) and a content analysis of four 

Canadian history textbooks that were circulated in Ontario high schools, seeking to better 

understand the how topics such as the general language and terminology used to describe 

Indigenous peoples, colonialism, residential schools, the 60s Scoop, missing and murdered 

Indigenous women and girls, Indigenous cultural revitalizations and resistances, and land claims 

and sovereignty. I then discussed the current state of the Ontario education system in relation to 

the textbooks and curriculum documents to examine the complex en/dis-couragement of 

reconciliation for high students and educators, concluding that there are and should be increasing 

opportunities for community partners, like the Gord Downie and Chanie Wenjack Fund, to enter 

the classroom and teach students about the true history of Canada and the importance of 

reconciliation. As a result of this research, I recognize the limitations of the settler colonial 

Canadian education system, but I am also hopeful that these foundational settler colonial beliefs 

are being addressed and strongly challenged, to lead students, educators, and their wider 

communities, towards conversations about and actions promoting reconciliation.  
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2. Limitations of the Study 

Having conducted this research, I identify three limitations of this project. First, there was 

a severe lack of a list of textbooks circulated by the Ontario Ministry of Education within specific 

time periods. The Trillium List only provides the most recent textbooks in circulation and the 

“Purchase Period Expired” was still very limited in what it contained. Therefore, it became very 

difficult to find textbooks to analyse as part of this project. For this reason, I selected textbooks 

that were available in Brock University’s Instructional Resource Centre because I knew that if this 

resource centre for educators housed these textbooks, then they were at one point or another 

circulated in Ontario high schools. While far too large of an undertaking for this study, it would 

be beneficial if the Ontario Ministry of Education published lists of current and expired textbooks 

allowing researchers to conduct comparative and longitudinal studies on this curriculum material. 

Second, it may have been valuable to examine why the Ministry of Education provides curriculum 

guideline packages but does not offer a corresponding textbook. This is an opportunity for a future 

project. Finally, I must recognize that while I am conducting research that strives for reconciliation 

and ultimately decolonization, I am doing it within the framework of a colonial education system. 

I am using colonial tools and methodologies to conduct this research. My research would be 

improved if my methodologies were more centred on Indigenous epistemologies and approaches 

to research. 

3. Opportunities for Future Research 

This research project has created avenues for future research in three key areas. First, it 

would be valuable to conduct content analyses of different Canadian history textbooks for high 

school students, particularly as new textbooks are published and put into circulation. Similar 
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analyses could be implemented to further examine if these newer textbooks provide more 

encouragement to reconciliation or less. When examining the versions of the textbooks for this 

study, it appears that the newer textbooks (like Armstrong et al., 2014) offered greater 

opportunities for students and educators to discuss reconciliation and Indigenous issues compared 

to older textbooks (like Hundey & Magarrey, 2000). Second and similarly, it would be equally 

valuable to conduct an examination of elementary history textbooks, asking similar questions as 

posed in this study. This would help to better understand the variety and depth of background 

information that students receive on reconciliation and Indigenous issues before they enter high 

school. Again, it could become apparent that newer curricula and textbooks are encouraging a 

younger generation of students to pursue reconciliation from younger ages than in generations 

past. Finally, it is also important to examine the relevance of and reliance on textbooks for 

curriculum as the education system continues to change. When I was a high school student, the 

teachers heavily relied on textbooks to guide the conversations we had, particularly in our 

Canadian history courses. However, based on conversations I had with educators, former and 

current high school students about this project, I repeatedly heard that teachers are moving away 

from textbooks because of the inaccuracies about Indigenous peoples, cultures, and issues and 

their subsequent discouragements to reconciliation. It would be beneficial to examine if educators 

are using more community partners and which community partners to guide their curricula. This 

current research project illuminates the need for more research on the role of the Canadian 

education system in reconciliation.  

4. The Significance of this Study 

Having reflected on this project (from the literature review to methodology to findings and 

discussion), I offer three aspects of significance for this research. First, because of the nature of 
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the project, this study contributes to decolonization, settler colonial, and reconciliation studies. 

This research explores the ways in which the underlying prejudice of non-Indigenous Canadians 

impacts their actions and their relationship with reconciliation, particularly in how they address 

Indigenous/non-Indigenous Canadian reconciliation in Canadian history textbooks and Ontario 

Ministry of Education Canadian history curricula for high school students. As a result, this study 

suggests that these theoretical frameworks are living and active in non-Indigenous Canadians’ 

lives. Second, this project is a practical demonstration of my commitment to reconciliation not 

only as an academic, but also as a Canadian citizen living in an era in which the Canadian state 

(notably the Canadian federal government and Canadian social institutions) is arguably working 

towards “truth” and “reconciliation” with Indigenous peoples. By researching the challenges to 

and opportunities for reconciliation through Canadian history textbooks, the reader should learn 

that reconciliation is an important topic of study and arguably part of the life journey for this 

researcher. Third, this research addresses one area of Canadian social life that may challenge or 

encourage reconciliation: official provincial education curricula and supporting textbooks. I use 

the theoretical concepts I encounter to guide how I understand the inclusion or exclusion of 

reconciliation discussions in Ontario high school  Canadian history textbooks. Correspondingly, 

this research can aid in the healing of the relationship between non-Indigenous Canadians and 

Indigenous peoples in Canada. Given these reasons, this study is not only valuable for the 

researcher, but for larger Indigenous/non-Indigenous Canadian relations and studies in Canada. 

5. Concluding Remarks 

Non-Indigenous Canadian/Indigenous relationships in Canada are challenging and 

complex, rooted in historical events and attitudes that are oftentimes detrimental to this 

relationship. As a non-Indigenous Canadian settler both living in and benefitting from settler 
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colonialism, I must educate myself on this relationship and how it can be improved. This Major 

Research Paper is part of the process towards reconciliation. The work of the Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission of Canada provides valuable research about Canada’s past and current 

state with Indigenous peoples and the opportunities for healing for the future of non-Indigenous 

Canadian/Indigenous relationships. I am encouraged to continue drawing from the TRC’s work 

and related studies that explore how the TRC’s Calls to Action are being materialized. I understand 

my Major Research Paper as one demonstration of my commitment to the Two Row Wampum: 

the need for eternal peace, respect, and friendship between Indigenous peoples and settlers 

(Onondaga Nation, 2021). I know there are potential avenues of study that I have overlooked, so I 

look forward to continuing this conversation with other researchers and in future studies. Through 

this conversation on non-Indigenous Canadians reactions to reconciliation, as evidenced in Ontario 

secondary curriculum documents and textbooks from 2000-2018, I hope that I am playing one 

small role in reconciliation and am therefore working for the good of the seven generations to 

come.  
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Appendix A: Teachers’ Discretion and Possibilities for Discussion on Indigenous Issues and 

Experiences 

 The Ontario Ministry of Education Canadian Studies curriculum guidelines offer the possibility 

for discussion on the following subjects, but not the requirement to discuss the following:  

• the relationship between the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms and “land claims 

and fishing rights of Aboriginal peoples” (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2000, p. 135, p. 

146). 

• the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples (RCAP) (Ontario Ministry of Education, 

2000, p. 135, p. 146). 

• “Canada’s participation in international agreements and organizations” such as United 

Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (Ontario Ministry of Education, 

2000, p. 136, p. 147) 

• the Assembly of First Nations in relation to the expectation to “assess the effectiveness of 

the programs and methods of various interest groups in Canada in influencing public 

policy” (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2000, p. 142)  
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Appendix B: Historical Evidence of Wrongdoing of Indigenous Peoples from the Canadian 

Government 

Examples of these historical moments include:  

• Canada ignored the voices of Indigenous peoples through “racist and discriminatory 

policies”, particularly as Canada was beginning to define itself apart from Britain’s rule 

(Quinlan et al., 2008, p. 3).  

• Regarding the War of 1812, Indigenous peoples are seen as victims (Brune et al., 2004, p. 

211). There were the ones who lost the most people, land, resources, and most importantly, 

the hope for a united “Aboriginal Confederacy” (p. 211) 1 

• Indigenous peoples were impacted by the Great Depression through experiencing a 

“diminishing demand for resources” as a result of traditional “fur-trapping and fishing” 

(Quinlan et al., 2008, p. 85).  

• While other veterans were entitled to government grants, pensions, and education 

programs, Indigenous veterans were denied these benefits (Hundey & Magarrey, 2000)  

• Indigenous people faced prejudice when enlisting in the army during the World Wars and 

when seeking compensation that other non-Indigenous soldiers received when returning 

home (Quinlan et al., 2008, pp. 18-19, 114).  

• Indigenous soldiers in the Second World War also faced additional barriers to joining 

Canada’s war effort and yet, they still wanted to fight for Canada (Brune et al., 2004, p. 

453) 

• Although there has been some progress (from Confederation in 1867 to the present), 

Indigenous people still live in worse conditions that non-Indigenous Canadians (Brune et 

al., 2004, p. 652).  
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Appendix C: Individuals Used as Identifiers and Symbols of Indigenous Resistances 

These key individuals discussed in relation to Indigenous resistances include:  

• Elijah Harper who is discussed as the spokesperson for Indigenous resistance to the Meech 

Lake Accord (Hundey & Magarrey, 2000; Brune et al., 2004; Quinlan et al., 2008) 

• Frederick Loft: In the 1920s and 30s, Indigenous peoples protested forced enfranchisement 

where the Canadian government would remove their status as First Nations people (and 

the associated rights) and force them to be British citizens. Led by Frederick Loft, a 

Mohawk, Indigenous peoples were successful in having this forced enfranchisement 

repealed, although there was severe push-back from the Canadian government (Quinlan et 

al., 2008; Armstrong et al., 2014).  

• Louis Riel and the Red River Rebellion (Brune et al., 2004) 

• Jim Brady and Malcolm Norris who “founded the Association des Métis de l’Alberta to 

defend the interest of Métis people” (Quinlan et al., 2008, p. 90). 

Sandra Lovelace Nicholas who challenged the Indian Act as it related to Indigenous women 

losing their status when marrying non-Indigenous men (Armstrong et al., 2014, p. 181). She 

challenged Canada at a United Nations meeting (making this a very public statement). This tells 

the reader that Lovelace Nicholas was determined and unashamed of the action she needed to 

take to right this wrong. The textbook celebrates her because she caused the government to 

change these laws and that this journey led her to be the first Indigenous senator “from Atlantic 

Canada” (Armstrong et al., 2014, p. 181). 


