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Abstract
The purpose of this thesis is to explore my personal journey of transformation as it took
place while working with Inuit educational leaders and youth in Nunavut from 2011 to
2015. Using autoethnography, I provide a background to who I was before working with
Inuit, and then go on to explore how I learned about the history of education in Nunavut,
about the process of colonization, and the emotions felt as I struggled to come to terms
with my privilege as a white, middle-class Canadian and descendant of European
settlers while working within an Indigenous context. I conclude by sharing the
importance of building relationships as a way of healing and moving forward with a
goal of becoming an ally and trying to do my small part in the reconciliation process.
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Dedication
An Inuit educational leader and participant in the Nunavut Master of Education
program 2010-2013 shared the following advice:
[N]o matter how difficult, no matter how negative it seems, you need to move
forward. Like my late grandmother would always say, “In life, you will come
across boulders that will stop you from moving on the path. Go around that
boulder, go over that boulder, but don’t go under it because then you will force
whatever is slowing you down to overpower you.” Think of this program as a
tool, as a way to overcome the issues that you face, that your school faces, and
what your community faces. Think of the program as one that empowers you,
not limit[s] you. (

Tulloch, & Walton, 2015, p. 83)

This thesis is dedicated to all the people in my life who repeatedly hauled me out from
under that boulder, otherwise known as this thesis.
Over the course of almost five years working on research projects and programs
in Nunavut, I learned an incredible amount. I would like to thank

and

for giving me the opportunity to work with the research and
programs in Nunavut when I had limited work experience to back up my education.
has helped teach me how to question the world, how to care about and for people,
and how to look for opportunities in everything, while Sandy has taught me the
importance of making a well-balanced life a priority. As my grandmother would say,
“There’s always something to keep the rabbit’s tail short.” It took me many years to
realize how true this is. It seems like there was always something to keep busy with. It
was helpful that

let me take the time I needed to finish this thesis.
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I would like to especially thank my partner,
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, who has supported me to

continue this thesis through the many times when I felt like I might prefer not to
complete the process. Thanks also go out to my extended family who took turns
watching our daughter so I could meet deadlines.
I would like to thank my friend

. We began our theses together,

and, as time passed, our conversations not only focused on encouraging each other to
finish our work, but they also included updates on our new babies.
The final thank-you goes out to all my Nunavut colleagues, whose lessons are
what led me to this thesis. The relationships I built with the powerful Inuit women in the
Nunavut Master of Education program helped to guide and shape the person I became. I
carry with me the lessons they have shared, along with their uncompromising hope that
they can, and will, make change in this world.
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Prologue

Journal Entry – October 14, 2012
Written while flying to Winnipeg, Manitoba, from Rankin Inlet, Nunavut.
This has been such an incredible week of learning. I’d like to know why almost
nothing in our education focuses on personal care or growth? We learn how to
find information, to synthesize it, and to criticize it; as graduate students, we
learn how to write academic papers, and we learn how to memorize, but very
rarely are we actually forced to look critically at ourselves in our particular roles,
whatever they may be, and evaluate our own involvement. How well are we
doing?
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Chapter One: Introduction
This is the story of a Qallunaaq woman working with communities in Nunavut
over a period of four years. The term Qallunaaq (plural Qallunaat) means “white man”
in Inuktut1; originally a reference to the bushy eyebrows of European explorers or
whalers, it now commonly refers to anyone who is non-Inuit in Nunavut, full eyebrows
or not. This thesis is a self-reflection, a critical exploration, and an uncovering of my
previous biases, to find a way to work respectfully with Indigenous partners.
I would like to point out that though I write this story as if it was a linear
journey, with a distinct beginning, progression, and ending, in reality I was working and
learning more as time passed. It has been hard to organize the thesis into a story that
makes sense because throughout my work experience, I was bouncing back and forth
between feeling capable, prepared, and productive and feeling uncertain, ill-equipped,
and lost.
On June 28, 2011, I started working as the Project Manager of Programs,
Evaluation, and Research - Inuit Education in Nunavut at the Faculty of Education,
University of Prince Edward Island (UPEI). While I was very interested in the position,
I was not sure I had the required skills. I knew I had a lot to learn about finances and
project management, but this was also a new adventure, a challenge I needed at this time
in my life (I was 25). This work provided my first opportunity to put the academic
knowledge acquired during my university degree to the test in a very interesting
professional role. Given that my final paper for a Master of Arts in Applied Linguistics

1

Inuktut is the term used to refer both Inuktitut and Inuinnaqtun, the Inuit languages spoken across
Nunavut, as suggested by a Member of the Legislative Assembly in Nunavut, Joe Allen Evyagotailak, in
2007 (Palluq-Cloutier, 2015).
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was titled Creating a Culturally Responsive Education System in Nunavut, I already
knew a little about the context of Nunavut, the history of colonization, and the
challenges Inuit were experiencing as they lived with the results of generations of
cultural disruption. Given my limited experience, I felt as prepared as any young
graduate from a small Island province in eastern Canada could be.
Four months into my position, I was on a flight to Iqaluit, Nunavut, going further
north than I had ever been. When I wrote the journal entry in the Prologue, I was on my
way home from my fifth journey to Nunavut in just 15 months. The significance of this
amount of travel to such remote locations in Canada surprises me to this day. During the
four years from July 2011 to May 2015, I held a job that was rich in experiential
learning, and, as a young person without children, I had the freedom and flexibility to
take advantage of the many travel experiences involved in my position.
Before I begin sharing my experiences and informal education in Nunavut, I
explain why I chose to tell this story in the first place. Further in this chapter, I explore
the technical aspects of this work, I explain my research method, and touch on why I
made the decision to use this approach. This thesis is an autoethnography, and as such,
because there was no formal data collection, the UPEI Research Ethics Board has
advised that no full review of this research process was necessary (See Appendix A). A
brief introduction to Nunavut is also provided, to help situate readers who may be
unfamiliar with the territory.
In Chapter Two, I share in more detail how I came to be interested in Nunavut.
In this round-about story, I describe my upbringing, educational journey, and travel
experiences. In this chapter, I also touch on how I came to be so comfortable taking
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leaps of faith and continually putting myself in situations where I was pushed to my
limits. Backpacking through Europe, Southeast Asia, China, and Korea after I
completed my undergraduate degree taught me how big the world is and how many
different ways there are to live your life. I had also learned the importance of being open
to new experiences, being flexible and adaptable. One consistent theme running through
the major experiences in my early twenties was that even when I had no previous
experience with something new, if I pushed myself to learn the skills required and took
the time to work hard, I could thrive. I took on a Master of Arts in Linguistics with a
specialization in Teaching English as a Second Language, even though I had never
taught the language before; I was accepted to a volunteer internship in El Salvador, even
though I could not yet speak Spanish. My interest in Nunavut was sparked during my
post-graduate studies and is also explored, and I close the chapter with my decision to
move back to my home on Prince Edward Island to look for a job and a brief overview
of the role I was hired for in June 2011.
In Chapter Three, I provide the necessary information to understand the context
of education in Nunavut and of being a Qallunaaq working with Inuit. I briefly explore
the history of education in the territory, which is colonial in nature and led to a
disempowering of Inuit. The chapter continues with an overview of what the process of
decolonization entails and what taking back control of Nunavut means for Inuit. This
history is vital in understanding the struggles Inuit face throughout their education and
the problematic aspects of my role in the project.
In Chapter Four, I move back into my story, sharing how the real learning in the
job I accepted was not about managing budgets in the hundreds of thousands of dollars
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or completing and submitting grant proposals or ethically researching in an Indigenous
context. The real learning that took place while I was in the position was about my own
decolonization. During the three-year Nunavut MEd program, I developed deep
relationships with the program participants; I learned about their lives, their hopes, and
their dreams for the future. Throughout the program, I sat in on courses, absorbing the
content of classes, reflecting on my own life, and the role I was playing in the program.
Though I had known some of the history of colonization in Canada and the North, the
magnitude of what I had never learned, and what the Inuit had lived through as a people,
sometimes overwhelmed me, emotionally.
There are very few opportunities in life to deeply reflect about what changes are
taking place in ourselves as they happen. Even though I was working on programs and
research in Nunavut for almost four years, I was in an environment that constantly
encouraged reflection. Within the program itself, participants were being challenged to
examine their lives, to recall their experiences, and to re-examine them with fresh eyes
to uncover what may have been obscured. This environment encouraged me to carefully
and thoughtfully consider my own role in the program, my actions, and my
responsibilities as a southern, Canadian-born person working on projects in Nunavut. I
explain how I felt upon learning more about colonialism, and how it also impacted my
new Inuit colleagues. The struggle I experienced is documented. The journey I
completed while working in Nunavut has now become a large part of my personal and
professional story, a part of who I am. Ultimately, my perspective on the world changed
because of my experiences and relationships in the North.
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I am sharing the story, not to share any special expertise, but because if there is
one thing that you realize when you are always being pushed to your limits, it is that if
you think you are an expert—you simply don’t know how much you fail to understand. I
share my story so that a reader may realize that, in spite of the fact that there have been
many wrongdoings towards Indigenous peoples in Canada, there are also members of
the non-Indigenous community who want to contribute to the conditions that can help
make better lives for Indigenous peoples in Canada, people who want to stop the
perpetuation of colonial beliefs and the mentality that my/our way is better simply
because, from a Western perspective, it appears to “us” to be a “better way.” My first
job was an interesting, frustrating, freezing cold, heartbreaking, and heart-warming
experience—ultimately an adventure that has changed who I am as a person and as a
Canadian.
The Process
Within this thesis, the term decolonization and the process of decolonizing are
frequently referenced. What do I mean by decolonization? Broadly, it is more than
simply an undoing of colonialism. (An exploration of what colonialism entails will take
place in Chapter Three). It is not an endpoint, but a journey within constantly changing
circumstances. Decolonization is a path towards understanding and deconstructing the
history and ongoing influences of colonialism, along with Indigenous cultural
resurgence (Tuck & Yang, 2012). Yet, it also specifically “requires the repatriation of
Indigenous land and life” (Tuck & Yang, 2012, p. 21).
Critique about the use of the term decolonization and how freely it has been used
within current discourses of critical thinking has become a hot topic (Tuck & Yang,
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2012). In draft versions of the thesis, I labeled my personal journey as a path of
“decolonization,” with a bit of hesitancy, feeling that I was simply co-opting the term.
Upon reflection, I have concluded that my work and labelling of my personal journey as
“decolonization” was inaccurate. After reading Tuck and Yang’s (2012) article in the
first issue of the journal Decolonization: Indigeneity, Education & Society, I saw far too
many similarities between how I had written about my experiences and explored my
growth with the comparisons of how non-Indigenous settler people have used their
journeys of decolonization to alleviate settler guilt, to move their careers forward, and to
feel superior, giving themselves a figurative pat on the back for being such a “good”
ally. Far too many of the critiques of settler self-reflection using decolonization as a
metaphor reflected what I had written in this very thesis. Tuck and Yang (2012) said,
We are asking them/you to consider how the pursuit of critical consciousness,
the pursuit of social justice through a critical enlightenment, can also be settler
moves to innocence – diversions, distractions, which relieve the settler of
feelings of guilt or responsibility, and conceal the need to give up land or power
or privilege. (2012, p. 21)
Is this thesis yet another example of a non-Indigenous person using Indigenous peoples’
experiences for her own benefit? My self-esteem can handle these accusations, yet it is
not without a certain degree of hesitancy that I put this work forward at all.
Originally, the intent of this thesis was to chronicle the ways in which my
personal learning and growth mirrored that of the students in the Nunavut Master of
Education program, with whom I was working closely. Inuit participants in the program
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were on journeys of decolonization, and Nunavut itself is a testament to the societal aim
to reclaim their land and culture from settler colonizers.
This work, a critical self-reflection on who I was growing up and how the course
of my life significantly changed through the relationships I built with Indigenous people
in Canada may not be the journey of decolonization I had originally thought. Yet, it
remains a perspective that is valuable and reflective of the kind of transformation that
people can have when they build friendships with Indigenous peoples in Canada and
start to open their eyes to different ways of seeing, knowing, and being.
The Means: Narrative Autoethnography
Thomas King (2003) famously wrote, “the truth about stories is, that’s all that
we are” (p. 32). This thesis shares the story of who I am and where I have been. As a
research method, stories are called narrative. Czarniawska explained narrative as,
“spoken or written text giving an account of an action/event or series of actions/events,
chronologically connected” (2004, p. 17, as cited in Creswell, 2012, p. 70). To use
narrative inquiry is to gather the stories of one or two people; in this thesis, only one
story is being shared: my own.
“Narrative allows all of us to learn” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 8). Stories
are important because they help us to learn from one another. Donald Polkinghorne
(1988) explained, “the stories we encounter carry the values of our culture by providing
positive models to emulate and negative models to avoid” (p.14). Writers share their
lessons with others when they open their lives up to readers. Clandinin and Connelly
(2000) also argued that, “narrative is the best way of representing and understanding
experience” (p.18). Yet experiences in themselves need to be interpreted within the
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context they take place. As Ellis said, “narrative truth seeks to keep the past alive in the
present; through narrative we learn to understand the meanings and significance of the
past as incomplete, tentative, and revisable” (1997, p. 129). Sharing stories not only
allows the author to explore what the events of their life have meant to them, but it also
allows readers to share in the journey.
Even before I knew how to read, I was hearing narratives—personal stories
shared around a dinner table or books read to my sisters and me. When I was growing
up, learning a lesson embedded within a story always seemed more meaningful and
easier to understand. Sometimes the message was clear, and the path from what
happened to what it learned was obvious; other times, the stories left me wondering
hours or days later, “What did that mean?” It is for this reason I have chosen to use story
(narrative) as a method for this thesis.
One way of telling a story, or using narrative, is autoethnography, which means
that the subject of the story is the author themselves. Muncey (2010) described
autoethnography as having:
[M]ultiple layers of consciousness, the vulnerable self, the coherent self,
critiquing the self in social context, the subversion of dominant discourses, and
the evocative potential. They contain the personal story of the author as well as
the larger cultural meaning for the individual’s story. (as cited in Creswell, 2012,
p. 73)
Therefore, autoethnography goes further than simply sharing the events of one’s life; it
demands the author dig deeper to make meaning, challenge themselves, and try to
understand what the story means to the bigger picture.
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Ellis and Bochner (2000) argue that by using autoethnography, the writer must
reflect not only about their personal experiences, but also on what they mean within
their context: “Back and forth autoethnographers gaze, first through an ethnographic
wide-angle lens, focusing outward on social and cultural aspects of their personal
experience; then, they look inward exposing a vulnerable self” (p. 739). A significant
piece of interpreting my story and experiences in Nunavut involved coming to terms
with my identity as a young, white settler descendant in Canada, who was working
closely with Indigenous women. I was examining who I was, within a new setting.
Writing about autoethnography, Belbase, Luitel, and Taylor (2013) stated, “the
author of an evocative narrative writes in the first person, making him or her the object
of research and thus breaching the conventional separation of researcher and subject
(researchee)” (p. 88). As part of an already established research team, working on
multiple research projects, it may have seemed like an obvious choice to write a thesis
using the data I had already been working on and analyzing. Yet I felt it was more
important to focus on my own growth and story, rather than attempting to further
understand the stories of others from my perspective. I chose to make myself the
participant of my work. Ellis and Bochner (2000) expressed the view that,
“autoethnography provides an avenue for doing something meaningful for yourself and
the world” (p. 738). Whether this research will be meaningful to the world has yet to be
determined; however, engaging in this personal journey has been meaningful to me.
Unpacking my role and my responsibilities as a settler in Canada has been unnerving at
times, but a worthwhile endeavour nonetheless.
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Settler–Indigenous methodology. Though I was working at UPEI and based in
Charlottetown for the duration of my contract, the setting of this story was in Nunavut,
and most of the main characters were my Inuit colleagues and other research
participants. Shawn Wilson (2001) suggested that autoethnography was a methodology
that would “fit well with an Indigenous paradigm” (p. 177). Indigenous research is said
to be different from dominant paradigms of research. Where dominant forms of research
have focused more specifically on the individuality of the researcher as the searcher, the
knower, and the owner of knowledge (Wilson, 2013), Indigenous paradigms of research
start with a belief that, “knowledge is shared with all creation” (Wilson, 2008, p.74).
This involved the relationship among all things and the connections between things,
rather than simply an individual researcher seeking knowledge. Indigenous ways of
knowing and being are based on interactions with the world and relationships with
individuals and communities (Wilson, 2001).
Relationships are the heart of Wilson’s belief that sharing stories aligns well with
Indigenous research as, “[s]torytelling and methods like personal narrative also fit the
epistemology because when you are relating a personal narrative, you are getting into a
relationship with someone” (2001, p. 178). When sharing stories, the reader learns from
the author, and, using autoethnography, the reader learns about how the author feels.
Within Indigenous ways of knowing, oral history and story are used to pass on
knowledge in the communities (Archibald, 2008). Linda Tuhawai Smith, the Maori
scholar, asserted that storytelling is an example of a decolonizing research project that
connects both with the past and the future from one generation to another (1999, pp.
144-145); as this is a journey of transformation, telling my own story seemed like a
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good approach to take. Margaret Kovach (2010) explained, “in further reflecting upon
the experiential aspect of Indigenous approaches to learning and knowing, I recognize
that our doing is intricately related to our knowing” (p. 40). The autoethnographic
approach allowed me to link personal events with the meaning I made from them,
weaving together the events into story.
Alison Jones and Kuni Jenkins (2008) argued that researchers should have a
“more uneasy, unsettled relationship, based on learning (about difference) from the
Other, rather than learning about the Other” (p. 471). My experiences with, and being,
the other, and my own doing provided the basis for the knowledge I gained. Sharing my
story allows the reader to get to know my past and serves as a text that describes my
experiences interacting with and understanding colonialism, a process that started when
I was a student in Dr. Roland Chrisjohn’s class during my undergraduate degree at St.
Thomas University in Fredericton, New Brunswick. I chose to tell my story in this thesis
to find a way to bridge western ways of researching within the Indigenous context I was
experiencing and to consider it from my perspective as a young non-Inuit person
experiencing life in Nunavut.
The Place
The latter part of my story takes place in Canada’s newest territory. The Nunavut
Land Claims Agreement was signed in 1993, and in 1999, the territory came into
existence. It is the largest land-claim agreement in modern times. At nearly two million
square kilometres, Nunavut represents one-fifth of the land mass of the entire country.
The population of the territory was 37,146 in 2016 (Nunavut Statistics Bureau, 2016).
Nunavut is spread across 28 communities, which range in size from around 150 people
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in Grise Fjord to over 7,500 in the capital city of Iqaluit (Nunavut Statistics Bureau,
2016). There are no roads between any of the communities or between Nunavut and
southern Canada; in Iqaluit, there is an accurately named Road to Nowhere, which ends
abruptly with a view out into the tundra. For part of the year, snowmobile trails offer a
means to travel from one community to another, and, during the brief shipping season
from August to October, transportation between communities is possible by sea.
However, for most of the year, the only available transportation is by air. Due to the low
volume of passengers, the cost of flights between communities can be exorbitant. For
example, a round-trip ticket from Clyde River on northern Baffin Island to Igloolik on
the Nunavut mainland, 521 km away as the crow flies, would cost one person
approximately $3,600.
In Nunavut, the majority of the population (84%) is Inuit (Nunavut Bureau of
Statistics, 2016). The official languages of the Nunavut Government are Inuktut,
English, and French. There is no official dialect of Inuktut2, and many regional dialects
are mutually intelligible, but differences in particular words and spelling mean that
mutual understanding can be difficult. In smaller communities, Inuktut remains the first
language of most inhabitants, and territory-wide, it was the first language of 68% of the
population in 2011 (Statistics Canada, 2012), though this is diminishing (Martin, 2000).
English is, and has been for many years, taught in schools, yet 9% of Inuit speak Inuktut
exclusively with no knowledge of English or French (Statistics Canada, 2012). Most of
these Inuit are Elders.

2

There are current efforts to establish a standard version of written Inuktut to assist in language
preservation (National Committee on Inuit Education, 2011).
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Nunavut is unique in Canada, not simply for its status as the only Indigenous
territory, but also for the beauty of the Arctic landscape and the Inuit culture. It is a land
of extremes: cold, distant, and beautiful. It is within this setting that much of this story
takes place.

UNLEARNING QALLUNAAT WAYS

23

Chapter Two: Who I Was
I believe we are all shaped and changed by our experiences. Who I am and who I
have grown to become cannot be understood without looking at where and how I was
raised. My upbringing shaped the steps I took into early adulthood, as I left the nest and
went away to university, then further away—backpacking, completing post-graduate
studies, and interning. I returned to the Island and was encouraged to look for work
close to home, to stay near family, and to, once again, strengthen relationships after
being away for the better part of seven years.
Growing Up on PEI
I grew up surrounded by family, friends, and farm fields in a rural community in
Prince Edward Island, Canada. Third in a line of four daughters, I spent my formative
years making summer forts in the woods behind my house under the watchful hawkeyes of my eldest sister, the de facto contractor of each construction project. We had a
degree of freedom that children who were raised in the city would have a hard time
comprehending, one that today’s “helicopter parents” might refer to as child neglect. As
a case in point, I once decided I would run away. It was fall and I was upset about
something that seemed important at the time, so after school, I put on my jacket, stuffed
a few snacks in my pockets, and retreated to our large fort-of-the-year. I had seen
television shows that demonstrated what happened when children ran away, and I fully
expected a community-wide search to take place at the urging of my frantic parents. My
evening was a bit anti-climactic, and not the slightest bit as I had imagined it would be.
The early fall evening quickly turned dark, and I was still sitting in a tree, safely hidden
in the woods when I started to get cold. The outside light began to illuminate the yard
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with an orange glow, and the smell of wood smoke drifted in the air. My father always
lit the wood stove just before supper, so I knew that food was being served inside the
house. There was no search party. Begrudgingly, with rumbling stomach and cold
hands, I swallowed my pride and lumbered back into the warm house slightly late for
supper. Nobody commented on my absence, and I learned that sometimes life isn’t the
same as it is in after-school TV shows.
The rules we had as children were fairly clear and mostly related to safety: Wear
a bicycle helmet, always put on a life jacket when taking a paddle in the canoe, and
absolutely no running on the stairs. In the summer, I remember most days were spent
outside the house during the day so that my mother could get things done without
children saying, “I’m bored.” Sometimes, she would lock all the doors and vacuum the
house, so if we wanted something badly enough, we would have to ring the doorbell.
Outside, we ran freely through our large yard. We also wandered through the adjacent
woods, across streams, and into other children’s backyards to play with their toys. We
would know it was time to come home for supper when we heard my parents’ call. For a
time, our call came from a bright orange whistle, carefully clipped from an aged life
jacket. The whistle hung next to the front door, and just as the local 6:00 pm news was
about to start, a parent would walk out the door and give a few strong blasts on the
whistle to call the crew of

girls back home. After supper, we could go back

outside to play, as long as we returned to our home when it got dark, or shortly
afterwards if we were feeling adventurous enough to walk home in the dark night to face
the scolding from our parents for staying out too late.
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The freedom to explore and play continued as I grew up. The push of wanting to
test boundaries warred with the pull back from my parents to try and teach me why they
had rules in place and why I was to follow them to keep myself safe from dangers. I
have yet to fully understand those rules as I still love the freedom to explore. Years
passed, and eventually late evenings in the backyards turned into sleepovers with
friends, and then into late evenings out with friends, and the curfew extended well past
sunset. The rules of childhood stayed with me, however, and I had been taught how to
stay safe (enough) while adventuring independently.
School life. As the third child, I was either blessed or cursed with two older
sisters who had achieved very well in school. Usually more interested in sports and
friends than academics, I simply achieved good enough grades in elementary school. At
the beginning of each school year, I was frustrated by teachers who had taught my older
sisters saying, “Oh, a

Are you as smart as your sisters?” Awkwardly, I would

shrug or make a sarcastic retort.
In grade six, I made the decision to take French immersion at school. Unlike
peers who may have been motivated by future career prospects or convinced by parents
of the utility of a second language, I saw French immersion as a key to being different
and becoming free to forge my own path with teachers who could not compare me to my
sisters. I did not know it at the time, but the skills I learned in French immersion helped
prepare me for my later life.
Learning French at school also taught me what it felt like to struggle. The first
time I truly remember having a hard time at school was trying to complete my grade
seven math homework. I was in my room at my grandparents’ house trying to finish my
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homework in order to head to bed early in preparation for my early morning figure
skating practice; my grandparents lived five minutes away from the skating rink, and my
parents had not been very excited about driving me to the optional 6:00 a.m. practice.
They said I could sleep over at my grandparents’ and walk to the rink. (In reality,
Granny woke me up to toast on the table at 5:30 a.m. and drove me to the rink in a prewarmed car.) My parents had never micro-managed our lives, and I rarely remember
them asking my older sisters or I if we had completed our homework. I do remember
that we would get scolded if our parents found out if we had not completed our
homework.
When I started into the grade seven math homework, my grandparents had left
the house to go to their evening card-party to play bridge with their friends. I was
sprawled across my bed with my math book, my notebook, and my well-worn FrenchEnglish dictionary. The math unit was focussed on teaching word problems, and I was
having my very own word problems because I could not understand the words to figure
out the correct responses to the math equations. My frustration grew and tears began to
stream down my face. My older sisters, who had usually helped me with my homework,
were not in the house, nor would they have been able to provide any help with the math
being taught in French. I was on the path I had chosen to escape the pressure to excel at
academics; I had to learn how to get by on my own without help from home. I had a
hard night, but I persevered.
Years later, I would have a similar experience. Sitting in my homestay bedroom
in El Salvador, my homework was spread out in front of me with a well-worn SpanishEnglish dictionary. That dictionary also ended up with a few tear-stained pages. Yet, I
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had learned that in spite of the challenge of learning a new language, I was confident
that I could continue. This, in spite of the fact that earlier that morning I had not even
known the word for breakfast to say thank-you to my homestay family. I’d smiled and
then grimaced as I searched for words and said, “Thanks…food.” I promptly left for
Spanish class that morning and asked my instructor to teach me the names of each of the
three daily meals.
I passed through the grades from junior high and into high school. High school
was filled with the usual antics with friends, parties, school dances, and clubs. By my
last year, I knew that I wanted to go to university off-Island. At that point in my life, I
do not think I seriously considered whether I should go to university, just where I should
go. My two older sisters were attending different universities. In September I helped one
sister move into her new apartment in New Brunswick. It was exactly what you might
picture a student accomodations to be like—in the basement, with three small windows.
But moving her into the apartment and spending a few days with her made me feel like
it was my apartment. I felt more like a university student than a high school senior.
That fall, I thumbed through brochures and applied to universities. In the end, I
was accepted to the University of Ottawa, Carleton University, and St. Thomas
University. It was not until I realized that I hoped some of my professors might know
my name that I decided to attend the smallest and most liberal arts focused university in
the mix, St. Thomas in Fredericton, New Brunswick.
Undergraduate Days.
I moved into my dormitory room in my first year of university life on a sunny
afternoon. My father had seen a young man and, to my embarrassment, had asked
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“Sport” if he would help unload my boxes. I spent that first year of school living in a
room shared with a very quiet Japanese international student. My roommate worked
hard and kept her side of the room impeccably clean, both great qualities for a
roommate.
I made my way through first-year university courses, taking a range of liberal
arts general topics. After my first year, I thought I was on track with my studies, having
chosen to major in gerontology, with a minor in philosophy. Things were going well in
life, except in second year I was not enjoying many of my courses. I went home to select
courses for third year. I flipped through the university handbook and simply gave myself
free rein to choose whatever courses I found most interesting. It turned out that almost
all the courses I selected were in psychology. I filled my third-year timetable with
psychology courses and began charting a path towards an honours degree in that field.
My third-year university was tough. Aside from the fact that my schedule was
filled with hard courses, I also had to bring my grade point average up a bit to make up
for all the weekend (and weekday) beers consumed in first and second year. My marks
were above average but not high enough to be competitive with other applications for a
top spot in the psychology honours program. During the summer following third year,
while living in Calgary for a few months (where the jobs were plentiful and the money
was good), I received an email indicating that I had been accepted into the honors
program and naming my supervisor.
A handful of years older than I was at the time, my new thesis supervisor was
also new to the university. Organized and driven, he had known from the time he was in
first-year university that he wanted to pursue a PhD and had planned accordingly. He
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also expected his honours students to have a similar long-term vision and passion for
psychology. On the day I first met him, I caught him by surprise. While I was interested
in pursuing a thesis, it turned out that I had never taken a course in his area of expertise,
social psychology! With a list of required readings in my hand, I went home to start
learning about my thesis topic: how people with low trust in a romantic partner sabotage
their relationships by always expecting and looking for the worst in people.
Fresh from this meeting and interested in creating as much time as possible in
my schedule for my thesis, I took another look at my timetable for the year. I cut out all
non-required courses if the first few classes made it seem as though they were going to
be tough. With a few free spaces in my schedule, I signed up for Aging and Tai Chi,
which was great for my mental health, and looked for a morning course to fill my
schedule to ensure I would get up early and have a productive day. I also checked
courses that were available and had no prerequisites, cross-referencing them with the
online website where students rate their professors. The winning course was offered at
8:30 on Tuesday and Thursday mornings, at a building that was a very close walk from
my house. It ended up being named something along the lines of Native Ethics and
Ecology and was offered by Dr. Roland Chrisjohn, a member of the Oneida Nation who
had completed his doctoral studies in psychology. To my recollection, the course had no
textbook and was one of the best courses of my undergraduate degree.
Each morning, I would walk into the small class with my coffee mug full to the
brim hoping to keep myself awake after a late night working on my thesis. Dr. Chrisjohn
was a passionate man. I loved listening to his stories and his rants. I discovered that I
knew next to nothing about current Indigenous issues in Canada and had never even

UNLEARNING QALLUNAAT WAYS

30

heard of residential schools before this class. Dr. Chrisjohn had quite literally written a
book on the horrors experienced by many survivors of the residential schools’ era. I was
curious but also frustrated. I felt the wool had been pulled over my eyes during my
many years of schooling. Before that point, I was more trusting of the government, more
certain that history was fact, and that I knew what was going on in Canada. It turned out
that 12 years of government-funded schooling had never seen it important enough to
teach students about Indigenous history at all, including the topic of federally funded
residential schools.
Even though it was not required, I read Dr. Chrisjohn’s entire book, The Circle
Game (Chrisjohn, Young, & Maraun, 1997), from cover to cover. I spent the semester
being introduced to Indigenous issues in Canada in a course that was not concerned
about political correctness, and with a professor who explicitly named and identified
racism, and was ready to call something “bullshit” whenever it was necessary. An
informal and highly critical perspective was encouraged. I recently re-read a draft copy
of my final paper for that course, completed in April 2008. For the first time in my life, I
was fully engaged in a critical exploration of research. This course changed the way I
viewed the world, and it introduced me to a new kind of cynicism and skepticism about
governments that I had previously thought were all-good and all-powerful. I did not
know at the time, but this introduction to Indigenous issues in Canada had sparked an
interest, and the course proved to be one of the most valuable in my university
experience.
Travel Abroad
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While I had a safe and loving childhood, when I completed high school I craved
the adventure of travel away from my small island home. I began, as I already
mentioned, by selecting an off-Island university to complete my four-year honours
degree in psychology. To celebrate my graduation from university, and to quickly move
on after the end of a long-term relationship, I took a loan from my parents and bought an
airplane ticket to Paris, France. I joined a friend who had taken the entire summer after
graduation to satisfy her itch to travel prior to starting medical school in the fall.
Together, my old friend and I, and many new ones along the way, learned how easy and
fun it was to travel.
With Eurail train passes, a Lonely Planet guidebook, and time on our hands, we
hopscotched around Europe. We stayed only a few days in a city before moving on to
the next location. After a few weeks, I was already getting tired of packing and
repacking my backpack. On June 13, 2008, my Facebook status said, “

is

in Rome and is in the same place for 4 nights, yay.” With each new location we visited,
we ticked off boxes on the European sightseeing highlights list. At the end of my trip I
had been in Scotland, France, Switzerland, Germany, Austria, Czech Republic, Italy,
and Spain.
During the mere six weeks of travelling, my eyes were opened to the wider
world. I lost a few things, including a Swiss army knife and a Visa card, but I gained so
much more. I learned about travelling, and, through my rookie mistakes, I grew up
quickly. More importantly, though, I learned about myself. After arriving late in the
evening in Prague and realizing that the hostel we planned to stay at no longer existed
and having strangers slinking through the woods in the park with us as they attempted to
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convince us to stay at their “hostel,” I learned how to listen to my intuition and trust my
own decisions. If something felt “off,” I learned not to go near it. We found a safe hostel
for the evening. It was not the nicest place we stayed in during our trip, but it was
located on a well-lit street, and we had a private room together to bunk down for the
night.
We travelled around seeing the sights, and, on many occasions, we remarked that
the only people who were travelling were young people like us and retirees. During
particularly demanding hikes, hot days, or uncomfortable rides, we were happy that we
had chosen to take this adventure while we were young. Though many people in my life
were supportive of the trip to Europe, others thought it was a waste of money. People
remarked that I should be getting a job or going to graduate school. Others had thought I
should have spent the money I had saved for travel on some thing, but I wanted to do
something with it. Time and time again, I was struck by how much I had learned and
how valuable the experiences I had were in terms of changing my outlook on the world.
Travel, others said, was for when you were retired. To this day, I am forever grateful
that I ignored their advice. I learned more in that six weeks than I learned in years. I
learned how to relax and to go with the flow.
Trains also taught me a lot. Sometimes we got on the wrong train, and other
times we got on the right train going in the wrong direction. There was also a time when
the trains went on strike we found ourselves in an empty train station in the middle of
the night, trying in vain to explain to the Spanish attendant that we were simply waiting
around for the 6:00 a.m. train to arrive. Being able to accept these situations and move
on was one of the best things I have learned.
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My journal entry from Barcelona on June 20, 2008, said, “I’ve started to notice
that sometimes, things just work out for you.” We watched as people got angry when
things did not go their way; they confronted people and demanded that they sort things
out for them. I can tell you that most of the time, the people who were being yelled at
did not go out of their way to solve the problem and the angry tourists became angrier.
Being able to take a step back, rethink the situation, have an ice cream cone, and work
out a new plan, possibly even very nicely asking someone if they can help you sort
things out, is a much more productive course of action. Plus, plans-gone-wrong is the
best excuse for an ice cream break.
Six weeks in Europe prepared me to take on a longer adventure. I returned from
Europe to work hard and spend time with my family. After I had saved enough money
to repay the loan to my parents for Europe and save for my next adventure, my sister
coached me over the phone as I hesitated to purchase an airline ticket to Bangkok to
start a six-month solo trip around Southeast Asia. My first experience travelling alone
abroad, this trip taught me that travel offered opportunities to explore and experience
foreign lands with my eager and naïve eyes.
I flew out of Charlottetown days before my 23rd birthday to celebrate with my
birthday twins, a friend and an uncle who both lived in Alberta. After birthday
celebrations, I boarded a plane and after a few connections and 28 hours, I landed in
Bangkok, Thailand, where a family friend picked me up from the airport. I spent my
first few weeks in Southeast Asia living in a dorm room at a university campus trying to
organize a volunteer placement. During that time, I practiced my Thai, learned how to
bargain, increased my tolerance for spicy foods, and adventured around Bangkok
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learning how to navigate the city on local buses and taxis. I watched the locals and
bought a few pieces of clothing so I would blend in a bit more.
Both having Thai family friends, and staying in a non-tourist part of the city
gave me a completely different perspective on Bangkok. I saw much more of the local
side of the country than your typical backpacker. I was surrounded by veterinarians,
students, and their clients and pets who visited the clinic on the first floor of the
building. When I left my room, I had to be ready to navigate the streets on my own and
order my food, using my limited but growing vocabulary. Learning how to say, “a little
bit spicy” was key when ordering food on campus. Without that small phrase, and my
corresponding hand gesture indicated a pinch, my food was so spicy, it felt as though
my mouth had caught fire.
Food was a major part of my introduction to Thailand. Touring around the city
with locals, eating in cafeterias, and family style restaurants with Thai friends
introduced me to more foods than the average traveller. Some things were more
familiar: Pad Thai, fried chicken, green curry, or stir-fried vegetables. Some things were
familiar but with a twist, such as fresh strawberries served with sugar, salt, and spice.
Others were more exotic: soup made from the inner sheath of bamboo, sugarcane juice,
deep fried orchids, and durian fruit. I was already quite adventurous about food, but
eating with locals taught me how to push the boundaries.
This came in very handy about two months later when I was on the Island of
Phuket in Southern Thailand, eating with a group of local women. Seeing me struggling
with the whole shrimp in front of me, the mom-figure in the group peeled the shrimp
and put them on my plate for me to eat. Anything that was put onto my plate, even if it
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was unappetizing, dutifully went into my mouth. I had a hard time one day eating all the
bites of fish heads/tail soup. However, when asked by my hosts how the food was
(which literally translates into “Is it delicious?”), I smiled and replied in Thai, “Yes, it is
delicious.” I have yet to eat fish heads again.
After two weeks in Bangkok my volunteer placement had not yet worked out so
I decided to change plans. I thanked my Thai friends, and said, “See you later!” before
hopping on an overnight train to Chiang Mai in northern Thailand. The change of pace
brought me into the backpacker scene, where I was immediately surrounded by other
travellers. I used a tried and true method for making friends: I booked an overnight
excursion organized by my hostel. The trip started with an elephant trek, including
hiking to a local village in the mountains for the night, and was followed by more hiking
and river rafting the next day. By the end of this small group trip, I had made friends
with a man from Sweden and a woman from Denmark, and when we got back to the
hostel, they introduced me to their other friends. Over the next two months, I travelled
on and off with this group. Sometimes, we all moved together; other times, one or two
people would head off in their own direction and would meet back up with the group in
another city or town later. It was great to have the security of a network and the freedom
to come and go as I liked. During those first two months in Southeast Asia, I learned
both how to be alone and how to make friends.
While travelling, I had received offers from two graduate programs to study
linguistics. I decided that major life decisions are best made after a long day of scuba
diving, relaxing in the ocean at sunset with my new Danish best friend to give me
advice. Making decisions about life with people who have only known you for a few

UNLEARNING QALLUNAAT WAYS

36

months can bring surprising clarity. At the time, I was also not only choosing between
two graduate programs, but also between continuing to travel and returning to
university. After taking a step away from academia, it was easy to see how years in
school had left me with a rather narrow-minded view of the world, and my range of
options within it. One year before, I felt like grad school was the only option.
Ultimately, I chose to go back to school, but it was a decision that I made carefully
(while relaxing on another beach).
I realized that my extensive experiences travelling abroad have provided some of
the richest learning environments in my life. Each time I stepped out of the car, off the
ferry, or off the plane, I learned about myself, the world, and my place and role within
the world. When my sister arrived at the end of her school semester for a quick holiday
in Thailand and Cambodia before she started working for the summer, I was deeply
entrenched in the travel lifestyle. I bargained like a pro, had a deep summer tan, and
thought of everything in terms of local currency. On more than one occasion, she had to
remind me that the “outrageous prices” for luxuries she wanted like taxis and air
conditioning were not actually high at all when converted back to Canadian currency. A
few days before my sister’s two-week holiday was about to end, I went to the airport to
meet another friend. On my way to pick them up at the airport, I hired a motorcycle taxi
from one of the guys at the end of the street. My journal described the ride as, “No
helmet, drove on the wrong side of the road, ran a red light, and bike stalled in middle of
road once. Eventful ride.” What I remember more distinctly, though, to this day, is that
when we arrived at the airport, I tried to pay the driver for my $3 trip using an American
$5 bill. American currency was readily used in the country, due to the low value of the
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local currency and the fact that during the Khmer Rouge regime, the currency was
abolished and the national bank was literally blown up. My moto-taxi driver had no
change. I probably just gave him the $5, but it was an eye-opener that the man did not
have the $2 to give to me as change. He reacted as though I had given him a sum that
was too large to reasonably expect anyone to be able to provide change.
Travelling through Cambodia, a country with a heart-wrenching history, was
difficult. While we saw the sunrise over the amazing ruins at Angkor Wat and went on a
boat tour of a floating village, we also spent an afternoon at a former prison camp and a
killing field. One afternoon, we went to the market and bought bags full of rice, eggs,
and fruit before hiring a tuk-tuk and going to one of the poorest areas in the capital city
of Phnom Pehn. At the local dump, a large permanent community had formed, where
inhabitants spent their days scavenging through the waste. At the market, where we
were buying food to give to children at the dump, I kept asking if it was enough, to
which my sister replied with something along the lines of, “It will never be enough, but
it’s something.” When we arrived, we started walking over hills of plastic garbage bags
toward a group of people from the community, our arms full of the food we had bought
and carefully portioned into bags; the young children noticed us and came running. We
were quickly swarmed, giving out our baggies until they were gone. We trudged back to
our waiting tuk-tuk, feeling like what we had done was inconsequential but still happy
that we had done something. We had just had the briefest of interactions with some of
the poorest people in Cambodia, and it inevitably made me question the inequality in the
world. I was happily travelling around Southeast Asian for close to half a year, while so
many others struggled to stay afloat among the mountains of garbage.
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One of the lessons travelling has taught me was the importance of being aware of
your surroundings. It became important to pay attention to what was going on around
me and to act as respectfully as possible towards the local culture and traditions. I
learned how it felt to be on the outside, trying to understand what was going on within
the society. Trying to act in a culturally appropriate manner in a foreign culture took
patience and observation. These skills require efforts maintained over long periods of
time. Travelling also required that I develop a thick enough skin to recover from a social
faux pas.
However, I realized that, as a tourist, my focus tended to rest superficially on
how I experienced new situations, not on how I affected them or shared complicity in
creating them. While travelling internationally, I became acutely aware of how my
upbringing had shaped the person I became and had privileged me with opportunities
that few people in the locales I had visited would ever access.
International travel also changed my outlook on work. I decided to return to
school to study linguistics and completed a Master of Arts with a specialization in
teaching English as a subsequent language. At the time, I thought that mastery of
English could open doors for young upwardly mobile youth in developing countries. At
that time, I had not yet come to understand the political and cultural implications of
teaching English language and culture to others, in terms of its imperial authority.
Master of Arts
After returning home to PEI for the last months of summer, I packed my bags
once more for another adventure. After a quick jaunt to Las Vegas to stand in a wedding
as a bridesmaid, I made my way to St. Catherine’s, Ontario, to attend Brock University.
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My friend had wanted her wedding anniversary to fall on the date 09/09/2009, which,
unfortunately for me, meant a Wednesday wedding. The department Chair was less than
thrilled that I arrived at the university one day after courses had officially begun. He was
very intolerant towards my unwillingness to back out of my friend’s wedding to be at
my first day of grad school. It was not an ideal way to begin graduate school.
My program included a mix of local and international students. I was one of the
few people from Canada and had travelled from another province to attend the program.
My classmates were from Taiwan, China, Saudi Arabia, Germany, and Brazil. Others
were children of immigrants from the Netherlands, Korea, and Palestine. The class was
a diverse mix of native English speakers and international students. Through our time
together, we not only covered the course content, but we also learned to work together
and work through our cultural differences.
I spent eight months living in St. Catherine’s and attending classes on campus.
My life was spent studying, hiking the Bruce trail, going to Aqua Fitness class, watching
television with my next-door neighbour, and drinking red wine from the Niagara-on-theLake vineyards. With no intention of spending a hot summer on campus, I convinced
my major essay supervisor that I could work more efficiently from home, on PEI.
Luckily, she agreed.
My major essay topic arose from a paper I had written for one of my courses.
We had been looking at teaching English as a subsequent language in different countries
and cultural contexts when it occurred to me that at no point in our program had we
addressed teaching English in Canada, specifically in First Nations, Inuit, and Métis
communities, where English remains a second or subsequent language. In these
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situations, considering the history of colonization and education, language of instruction
in school becomes an even more political topic. I became engrossed in the research for
the course and ended up delving into history and reading many of the treaties. After the
paper had been submitted, I continued reading the books I had checked out of the
library, a good sign. This was one of the only times in the program that I felt like I fully
connected with the course content.
When it came time to choose my final essay topic, I knew I had to pursue my
interest in Indigenous education, though I had to fine-tune the topic. This newfound
passion led me to research the language of instruction in Nunavut schools and the
revitalization of Inuktut. My final research project in the program focused on issues
surrounding language of instruction in Nunavut schools. I was keenly interested and
spent the summer writing about the issues and solutions that existed in Inuit education in
Canada’s newest territory. Little did I know that I would later have an opportunity to
travel to Nunavut.
Internship Experience
Fresh from a degree aimed to prepare me to teach English, I was back on PEI
and looking for work as summer businesses started to wind down for the fall. I was not
exactly sure what I wanted to do. I came across an advertisement for youth internships,
funded through the Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA). My sister had
participated in the program about three years previously, working in a southern African
country at UNAids, and I knew that she had a positive experience with the program.
After applying for internships in both India and El Salvador and going through
the interview process, I was offered a position as a Community Engagement intern at a
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water and agricultural non-governmental organization located just outside the capital
city of El Salvador. Though I could not speak Spanish, I convinced my interview team
that I was highly motivated and could learn quickly. From accepting the internship until
my flight south was only six weeks, during which time I was supposed to acquire at
least the basics of Spanish. During this period, I also travelled to Ontario to attend my
convocation from Brock University and had a weekend-long training retreat for the
internship. Needless to say, not very much Spanish was learned before my departure!
I arrived in El Salvador with two other Canadian interns to attend Spanish
lessons for two weeks before moving to our workplace. The first few days were
challenging. My Spanish level was very low, and I felt intense pressure to improve
quickly. I was initially placed with a homestay family in what was not a very warm or
welcoming environment. My Spanish lessons helped me progress, and, after almost a
week, I decided to request a new homestay family. Not wanting to be a bother, I initially
did not want to make the request; however, when my new family picked me up from
school and I drove home, I knew I had made the right choice. I sat in the backseat as
Reina, the house-mother, drove through the streets blaring a CD of children’s music as
two of her grandchildren sang and danced, standing together on the front passenger seat.
The house was big and loud, with a constant stream of extended family members
coming and going, which made me feel right at home.
After two-and-a-half weeks of Spanish lessons and cultural activities, we moved
to our work placements. Unfortunately for me, when I arrived at the organization, they
informed me that they no longer wanted me to do any community engagement work.
Instead, they wanted me to figure out a way to improve the internal working
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environment of their organization. My bosses had seen that my undergraduate degree
was in psychology, and, try as I might, I was unable to convince them that I was not a
qualified organizational psychologist. In El Salvador, they said, with that degree, I was
considered a psychologist.
I settled into life in my workplace, trying to diagnose the problems the agency
was struggling to solve. My job, as I saw it, was to get to know everyone in the
organization and get them to trust me enough, so I could start to see where room for
improvement existed, then document and report on what could change. A large part of
my day was spent chatting with people around the instant coffee station, eating lunch
with different groups, and, whenever possible, hopping in a truck and following
someone wherever they happened to be going for the day. I created nicknames in my
head to help me remember who each person was, spent time memorizing who was
dating whom and other gossip, and stayed after work to attend baby showers or to eat
birthday pizza.
Tagging along with other people as they were working meant I got to attend
some very interesting events. Two major events were marches, one to defend the right to
clean water and protection of the local watershed, another for International Women’s
Day. I also travelled with colleagues to oversee the construction of water tanks for
irrigation and wells for new water sources. I attended negotiations between a company
that wanted to install a radio aerial and two very old farmers who had a great piece of
land with a breathtaking view of the sunset over the Pacific Ocean. One day, I went to a
conference on food security and food sovereignty with a focus on ensuring that food
remain affordable for even the poorest citizens. Another food security conference was
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focused on the need to divest from big agribusiness to protect small farmers and the
ability to grow heirloom varieties of corn and beans. In the countryside, close to a
satellite office of our organization, I went to a corn festival, which was followed by a
rodeo with bull riding and cock fighting. Later, in that same community, I went to a
festival where the Miss San Julian was crowned, cowboys competed to demonstrate
their skills, and everyone danced to a local band until the wee hours of the morning in
the main square. I almost fell asleep at the table among my co-workers’ children.
After an office Christmas party, we had two weeks off from work, and all three
Canadian interns travelled to Honduras to visit ruins and spend some time scuba-diving
on an island. For me, it was a much-needed reminder that I was a capable and confident
traveller who knew how to get by because, during the preceding months, I had been
struggling with work.
It was a big decision for me to decide to go back to my internship. I met other
travellers making their way either down from Mexico to Panama or taking the reverse
route. They shared stories of the places they had been to and were planning to visit. I
was very tempted to join up with a group of them and travel to Nicaragua. I had come to
realize that I was struggling to find my place at work in El Salvador. Backpacker
lifestyle, on the other hand, I understood. I could backpack and do well. Ultimately,
however, I packed my bag and got on the boats and multiple buses required to take me
back to my internship, vowing to get my work back on track when I returned to the
office.
There were struggles, of course, while living in El Salvador. I am not referring to
the aftermath of a brutal civil war in the not-too-distant past, the prevalence of violent
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gangs, or the living conditions of most of the population. My struggles paled in
comparison to the daily challenges many families faced just securing a source of fresh
water; in the grand scheme of life, my struggles were simply lessons and life
experiences. During my internship, one of my bosses (and my direct superior) left the
organization, and I did not know she was leaving until I was eating cake at her goodbye
party. I struggled with a job with no real boss, no concrete assignment, no oversight, no
proper workstation other than a shared boardroom table, and no daily tasks. My job was
to attend meetings, yet my supervisors and most department heads did not tell me when
the meetings were taking place. When I did not have any work events to attend or had
not been able to catch a ride or tag along with someone else for the day, I sometimes
used my work hours to study Spanish.
When I was having a particularly bad day, I would leave in the early afternoon
and take the bus to the shopping centre for an exorbitantly priced Starbucks coffee and a
movie in English, if there was one, or an animated movie in Spanish, savouring the dark
of the theatre and over an hour of English, while I chowed down on salty and sweet
popcorn. If the movie ended after the 6:00 PM sunset and I was alone, I would call one
of the trusted taxi drivers listed on my cell phone. The driver would tell me what kind of
car he would be driving, and I would describe my outfit. We would exchange names and
when the car arrived, we could verify each other’s identity before starting the 15-minute
drive to my home. When I was dropped off, the taxi driver would also wait until I had
passed through the locked outer gate topped with barbed wire, opened the locked outer
door, as well as the front door, and entered the house before driving away.
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I had bought myself a little netbook computer because without a computer with
Internet access or a word processor, I did not feel that I could do any job very well. This
action was a sign of my privilege—to be able to simply go out and buy the tools I
needed because I was not given access to them in my workplace. My lack of supervision
eventually forced me to figure out what I wanted to do and just make it happen. I
decided how to do my job, and no one else cared how I did it or really knew what I was
doing. I made a plan, crafted an online survey, promoted the heck out of my data
collection period to get everyone possible to participate, and then wrote a report.
After returning from my Christmas trip to Honduras, I had decided to work on
my own terms, which meant that during the week that everyone was completing my
online survey, I took a week to work from “home” and made my home in Nicaragua.
After nine days away, my adventures at an eco-community on a volcanic island, fishing
at a coastal surfing community, and riding a glorified toboggan down a volcano outside
a colonial town proved to be very interesting. Yet the most important part of the time
away from the office involved connections I made with the people I met along the way
and the quick friendships that were formed after a few courageous words to break the
ice. These connections gave me the strength to go back to a job that left me struggling to
find meaning, while living with two other Canadian interns who were so absorbed in
their work, they stayed late and went into the office on weekends.
It was during my time in El Salvador that I first truly experienced life as an
outsider and came to critically examine how I was perceived. During this internship, I
had to contend for the first time with my whiteness and my power as a middle-class
Canadian. I noticed my position when interacting with my university-educated
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colleagues and, more acutely, in the field with economically and socially marginalized
and oppressed Salvadorans who lived in poor, rural communities. Simply being an
intern was also a privilege—to be in good health, with no family responsibilities, and to
live in Canada, a prosperous country that valued and funded opportunities for young
adults to work in international development contexts.
Further, I also had to critically evaluate my role as a guest at my NGO
workplace. Before I began the internship, I held a vision that in my five-month
placement I would accomplish something. Looking back now, I see how naïve I was to
think that I could be of much use to the organization after such a short period of time;
however, I look back now at this time more as a period of personal accomplishment. I
see how much I learned from simply living and working in a developing country. I
gained far more than I could give back.
As an intern, I realized that I remained in a prosperous position. Financially, I
did not experience the country in the same way as my neighbours. The living allowance
we were given was low by Canadian standards; yet, in the local context we could have
lived like kings and queens. I calculated that if I divided my living allowance by my
hours worked, I was making about half the minimum hourly wage back in Canada. My
individual monthly income was approximately $400 more than the median income for a
family living in an urban area and would have been more than double the average family
income in a rural area of El Salvador. Combined with the fact that I was living with two
other interns receiving the same amount of money made us members of the uppermiddle class.
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We tried not to flaunt this wealth. Rather than living in a fully furnished
apartment in the rich suburb, we lived in a safe, middle-class neighbourhood in a simple
local house, furnished very sparingly: three beds, a borrowed wicker couch and chair set,
a used refrigerator, a double electric burner, a table and a set of stools, and a simple
wooden table that a previous intern had taken time to paint the keys of a piano along the
top. We ate at the local restaurants and had breakfast with the bus drivers, as our house
sat at the end of the bus line where drivers rested before their next route started. I never
worried about paying rent, affording meals and transportation, or buying new clothing. I
even dropped my laundry off each week with a local woman who washed, dried, and
folded my clothes because I was not a good enough laundress to get my own clothing
clean in our backyard sink. My fellow interns mocked me for not washing my own
laundry, but my clothes were always fresh and clean. I enjoyed my trips to pick up my
laundry, getting a glimpse into family life, as a daughter played in the living room and
the woman’s husband helped to sort out clean clothes. My dirty clothes were helping to
support a local family, and I felt I had the duty to share that small amount of money with
my local community.
While I lived with the other interns and had become good friends with a few of
my co-workers, far and away my best friend in El Salvador was “Jimmy”. A friend-of-afriend, he and I were about the same age, and he had just started working in a corporate
job. Educated at an American college located in Central America, his English was
impeccable. We shared the same sarcastic sense of humour and had great conversations.
While it is hard to put on paper now, I feel that when I was with him, I could let
my guard down because my white privilege was balanced out by his economic privilege.
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One evening, he stopped by our house on the way home from a wedding, still wearing a
tuxedo. We were both trying to figure out what we wanted to do with our lives. Living
at home with his parents, he thought we lived in a rougher part of town, rode on local
buses, and ate in tiny restaurants. I liked that—I felt like it meant we were succeeding,
somewhat, at living a more local life. Though I had the resources at my disposal that
could have sustained my North American lifestyle, when I did so, I drew more attention
to myself. A big part of the challenge was learning how to live an everyday life in a
foreign country. I had previous experience as a traveller, passing quickly from one place
to the next, but this was my first opportunity to experience finding an apartment, paying
a water bill, and learning which days of the week a boy would ride by my street selling
bread from a bicycle basket.
While I was trying to have a more local experience in El Salvador, it was
interesting to me that my friend was leading a more North American lifestyle. I was all
too happy to hop in his parents’ car for a drive home after nights out playing laser-tag or
tag along for a drive to the countryside for Saturday adventures with friends. I was
acutely aware of my differences from local Salvadorans most of the time, but,
sometimes, with Jimmy I didn't notice my differences for an hour or two, and I didn’t
have to think so carefully about how I was acting and how I would be perceived, and
that was refreshing. This friendship also helped me to understand how privilege
operated in El Salvador.
Walking in both worlds. My background has shaped who I am. The brief, but
formative, experiences I gained while working in El Salvador taught me about the
importance of learning how to communicate effectively in different circumstances. My
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Salvadoran co-workers were educated and ambitious, yet they had each made the
decision to forgo the lure of economic incentives to work for a grassroots non-profit
group. They had learned how to use their education both inside and outside of the
classroom to effectively communicate to make a difference in their own society.
The organization where I worked often held community consultations,
educational workshops, and training activities. Each event would have different
stakeholder groups present. Attending many meetings, I began to understand the
differences between how my co-workers interacted with different people with different
knowledge bases. When speaking with community residents, the focus was more on the
concrete—who was going to do what, where, when and what it would mean for the land
and the community. In community meetings, language was used that local farmers could
relate to—analogies were used to explain abstract concepts, visual diagrams helped
explain difficult ideas, and plenty of time was allowed for informal discussion to take
place. Each person was given time to speak their mind about the topic, and share their
feelings or ask questions. The local farmers were experts in their own right but did not
use expert terminology and jargon. A meeting once took place when an agronomist was
explaining something about fertilizers. Even with my less-than-amazing Spanish, I knew
that I was not the only one who was not following the presentation. By using technical
language, the content that was vitally important was not being heard by the farmers. My
coworkers knew what kind of language to use with whom, and I started to learn that
from them. It was during these meetings that I learned the skill of effective
communication. Translating complex information into everyday language could help
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educate people to ensure that powerful business people were less able to steamroll over
locals in positions of less power and privilege.
One evening, I travelled with my boss, Cesar, to the countryside to negotiate the
use of a farmer’s land. I watched as the businessmen oversaw the technicians examining
their equipment, while ignoring the farmer and his son. The farmer was deciding
whether he would allow a radio aerial to be placed on the land. In my blog, I wrote:
Cesar was talking with about a million hand gestures, and the farmer stood with
his cane, sneakers with holes, and son by his side. The difference between the
businessmen and the 90-year-old farmer was pretty large. However, Cesar
expertly bridged the gap between the two worlds. (

2010)

During my time in El Salvador, I learned the power of words and how they can
start or stop a conversation. While in the countryside with Cesar, the businessmen and
technicians spoke in a way that excluded the farmer from the conversation, both by the
vocabulary they used and how they interacted in the conversations. While proficient in
the jargon being used, Cesar chose, instead, to start from the farmer’s point of view. He
commented on the beauty of the land and the amazing view of the Pacific Ocean. He
asked about the farmer’s wife, reminding the farmer of old memories he had of the
community; then, he approached the topic of the aerial. Throughout the entire
discussion, Cesar reframed what the technicians had said, so it was in layman’s terms;
yet, it was done with great care and tact. He did not talk down to the farmer; rather, he
acted as a broker, facilitating communication between the farmer and the businessmen.
During evenings such as this, while I listened patiently, laughed often, and disguised my
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incomplete knowledge of Spanish, I learned the importance of taking the time to read a
situation and to monitor my language and behaviour to fit the context.
Returning to PEI
My return trip to the east coast of Canada was a bit less direct than my hosting
organization had planned. Being unable to change the date or location of my flight, and
with two weeks of vacation at the end of my internship, for the first time in my life, I
simply forfeited an airline ticket and bought a new one. I planned a trip through
Guatemala and up the Mexican Yucatan peninsula prior to returning to Canada. Planned
may be an overstatement because the only thing I did was book a flight; I spent my
unscheduled time travelling alone with my backpack. This travel was very important to
me and to my reintroduction to Canadian life.
Before leaving the organization, I realized that without a supervisor who was
very involved in my day-to-day activities, my departure would likely go unmarked.
Having spent the better part of the previous four months attending every possible social
function that had taken place at the organization, I felt that just walking out the door and
leaving one day was not the proper way to end my time there. My journal recorded how
I left in the following way:
I made some chocolate macaroon cookies, with improvised ingredients, and at
the end of the day, I took them out of the fridge and invited my co-workers to
join me in a cookie for my last day. Everyone said their last words to me. Yes, it
sounds very funereal, but it wasn’t. At a Canadian going-away party, people
would exchange best-of-luck comments. Here, they said things like, “It was my
pleasure to get to know you,” “You are a very beautiful woman,” “Say hi to your
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family for me.” My personal favourite moment: when everyone had gone around
the circle and my co-worker Oscar said, “And your Spanish has really
improved!” After which I replied, “What?” Yes, my Spanish has improved but it
still isn’t perfect! (

, 2011)

I savoured the moments of good-bye and the kisses and hugs given by my co-workers.
Throwing my own going-away party, though unorthodox, in the end still felt like the
right thing to do. The friendships I had formed with my coworkers were important to
me, and saying a proper good-bye to each of them was important to me. At this point in
time, I was starting to learn the importance of rituals and building relationships.
I took the long way home and went on an adventure through Guatemala and
Mexico on my way. The short jaunt served as travel often does, to remind me that I was
capable. It gave me an opportunity to experience adventurous travel, to meet new
people, and reflect upon my experiences in Central America before the sudden return to
my life in Canada. More importantly, it gave me time to talk about my experiences with
other travellers, who were interested in what I had done—more interested than I knew
my friends and family would be when I got back home.
When I returned to Prince Edward Island to complete the final two months of my
internship, I was happy to be home. I had spent five months in a foreign country and
learned an incredible amount about working at a non-profit organization, living in a
different culture, and learning a language. I had also learned a great deal about myself
and how I reacted and persevered through times of adversity. When I returned home, I
was looking forward to spending time with my family. I was not looking forward to
figuring out the next stage in my life.
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Big girl job. When I began searching for a job, I understood my previous
experience serving in a restaurant, working as a teaching assistant, working as clerical
support at a law firm, and interning in El Salvador provided me with a resume that
might not be compelling to most employers. I had an honours degree in psychology and
a Master of Arts in Linguistics that had prepared me to teach English as a Subsequent
Language, yet I was not a teacher. A job was posted at the University of Prince Edward
Island as a Project Manager - Programs, Evaluation and Research - Inuit Education in
Nunavut with the Faculty of Education. To my advantage, I had chosen an
unconventional topic for my final research paper for my Master of Linguistics, Creating
a Culturally Responsive Education System Within Nunavut.
I submitted a resumé and received an interview. People advised me about what
to say and what to do during my interview. However, in many senses, I disregarded the
advice and committed to simply attending the interview as myself, honestly and openly,
admitting both my strengths and my weaknesses. To my surprise, I received and
accepted an offer for the job. I was also astounded to learn that to my friends, a two-anda-half-year contract seemed short. For me, who had, over the past five or six years, not
planned life more than six-months in advance, the length of the contract had seemed
monumental.
My job was to provide support for two programs in Nunavut, as well as for
various research projects. On the program side, I was providing logistical support for the
two programs offered in Nunavut at UPEI: The Certificate in Educational Leadership in
Nunavut (CELN) and the Master of Education in Leadership in Learning in Nunavut
(Nunavut MEd). My major role with the Nunavut MEd included conducting formal
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research about the program and its participants. Funded by the Nunavut Department of
Education, this research was built into the program to ensure it met the needs of the Inuit
participants and to document the personal growth of students. The second part of my job
focused on externally funded research projects, primarily one funded by ArcticNet,
which explored strategies for improving high school education in Nunavut. Each of
these two strands of my employment will be further explored later in this thesis.
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Chapter Three: Incorporating New Knowledge into My Life
When I began working in Nunavut, I came with a basic understanding of the
issues and had completed some research on educational reform. However, the depth to
which I had gone into that research was not sufficient for the job I was starting. I was
parachuted into the middle of a graduate program for Inuit students that was designed to
address the legacy of colonialism and the injustices and inequities Inuit faced and
continue to battle against. First, I had much to learn about the history of the formal
education system in Nunavut and the racist policies that shaped its history. Next, I had
to delve more deeply into the process of colonization, to understand what it looks like to
move towards decolonization and a system structured around Indigenous desires and
needs based on an Indigenous/Inuit worldview. As a non-Indigenous woman—a
descendent of English and Scottish settlers to Canada—, I was learning about the history
of a society colonizing another, and my ancestors were part of the colonizing force. As I
grew to understand more about colonization and decolonization, I was also forced to
confront my feelings about everything I had learned.
The knowledge I acquired was not gleaned solely from academic sources; much
of the information shared in this chapter came from individuals who became my
colleagues and friends. Through my working experience, I got to know Inuit leaders and
Elders, as well as academic researchers. I will point to the importance of my
relationships later in this story; yet I think it is important to note that sources used here
include the work of many Inuit educational leaders and Nunavut MEd graduates who
agreed to share their papers and theses.
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What I Learned About Education in Nunavut
The relationships I built with the Inuit educational leaders who were participants
in the Nunavut MEd shaped how I experienced life in the territory. The students ranged
in age from under 30 to over 50 at the time the program began in 2010; the eldest had
experienced schooling only shortly after formal education had been established in the
eastern Arctic in the early fifties. Their life histories and the education they had
experienced changed their lives. An account of education in Nunavut will highlight the
necessity of the Nunavut MEd Program, which set out to address the inequities and
injustices Inuit had experienced through the legacy of colonialism embodied within the
formal education system that had been transplanted to Nunavut.
Current state of education in Nunavut. Much that is written about education in
Nunavut addresses the challenges facing students entering the system, as well as efforts
made by administrators and educators to improve educational outcomes (Arnaquq,
2008; Berger, 2006; McGregor, 2010; Nunavut Tunngavik Incorporated [NTI], 2012;
O’Donoghue, 1998; Tompkins, 1998). Statistics are frequently used, and I also draw on
the the Nunavut Bureau of Statistics (NBS) in this thesis. These statistics include
attendance rates of 70%, which lead to three years of missed classes over the course of a
child’s 12 years of education (NBS, 2012), and graduation rates that climbed from
22.8% in 2001 to 39.3% in 2009 (NBS, 2012), but which, nevertheless, remain well
below the Canadian national average of 81% (Statistics Canada, 2009) and are among
the lowest in Canada for the Aboriginal population (Canadian Council on Learning
[CCL], 2009).

UNLEARNING QALLUNAAT WAYS

57

In 2009, under the leadership of Mary Simon, who was president of the Inuit
Tapiriit Kanatami (ITK) at the time, a National Committee on Inuit Education (NCIE)
representing the four Inuit regions in Canada was created. This group developed the
ground-breaking National Strategy on Inuit Education,focusing on strategic priorities
for changing education (NCIE, 2011). Improving Inuit educational outcomes is a top
priority for Inuit organizations (National Committee on Inuit Education [NCIE], 2011;
NTI, 2012) and for the Government of Nunavut (2000). Educational change was
required because, as Nunavut Premier Peter Taptuna said, “The situation that we’re in
now is rather dire” (Weber, 2013). Mary Simon described the decisions made by Inuit to
improve education as, “The greatest social policy challenge of our time” (NCIE, 2011,
p. 6).
The reasons for student disengagement and not successfully completing school
are numerous and may include personal problems, lack of motivation, drug or alcohol
use, and/or family demands (Arnaquq, 2008; ITK, 2005; NAHO, 2004). The detachment
between school culture and Inuit ways of knowing and being may also affect Inuit
students’ ongoing disengagement from education. Efforts are being made to improve
education—to move away from a colonial system of education which left Inuit language
and culture at the door. In her MEd thesis, Naullaq Arnaquq refers to her feelings as she
started school in Iqaluit in 1965, “I felt like an immigrant in my own country, at times,
and an outsider even in my own community” (2008, p. iv). Since the inception of formal
schooling in the territory, there has been a serious disconnect between the ways of
schools and the ways of Inuit life outside the walls of the school. Currently, efforts are
being made to adapt the school system so that it is more holistic and encompasses Inuit
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ways of knowing and doing. Yet, it has been said that, “The system struggles with goals
that sometimes appear incompatible” (O’Donoghue, 1998, p. 28). But what did
education look like before colonization and the formation of schools in the eastern
Arctic?
Pre-contact education to settlements. Many Elders in Nunavut grew up on the
land and still remember a time when education took place within families and focused
on passing along information and skills vital to survival in the North. Young women
were taught the essential skills of skin preparation and sewing, along with other basics
of camp life (McGregor, 2010). Piita Irniq (2015) described his early education as
learning by observation about how to hunt and provide shelter, stating, “I was
apparently being trained to be a good Inuk” (Truth and Reconciliation Committee
[TRC], 2015, p. 7). Family based education passed along not only survival skills for the
challenging Arctic environment, but also taught the rich and complex Inuit culture and
language.
Primarily because of their relative inaccessibility, Inuit were affected by
sustained contact and ongoing colonialism much later than Indigenous peoples in more
southern parts of Canada (Hicks & White, 2000). Inuit occasionally had contact with
whaling ships or explorers, who stayed long enough to reap the bounty of the oceans and
to pass along contagious diseases, such as smallpox, polio, and tuberculosis (McGregor,
2010; O’Donoghue, 1998). Sporadic contact eventually became permanent when the
Hudson’s Bay Company arrived to set up posts and trade goods, the Royal Canadian
Mounted Police began monitoring the North, and Anglican and Catholic missionaries set
up small churches that drew Inuit to gather together (O’Donoghue, 1998).
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Towards the end of the Second World War, the Canadian federal government
began taking a more active role in the Arctic and in the lives of the Inuit. “In keeping
with a new belief in an expanded role for the state in improving the lives of all
Canadians, Ottawa increased its involvement in almost all aspects of Inuit life, including
housing, education, health care, and employment” (Qikiqtani Truth Commission [QTC],
2010, p. 10). One of the most significant steps in the colonization of the Canadian Arctic
was the creation of permanent communities for Inuit families that had previously lived
semi-nomadic lives and moved in small, but close-knit family groupings to follow food
sources (McGregor, 2010). Ostensibly created to provide better access to social services,
permanent communities were, most notably, attempts to enable the government to begin
to educate Inuit students (QTC, 2010).
The reasons for moving into settlements varied. Some people moved freely into
communities due to the promise of better lives in wooden homes and employment
opportunities (McGregor, 2010). However, movement into a community was a painful
experience for other Inuit, who could not have anticipated how their lives would change
as a result. Mary Etuangat (2013), whose parents were relocated for employment,
reflected on this major shift in the lives of Inuit: “Their feet were grabbed from beneath
them, and moved away like they were dolls, to leave the strong foundation of the family
and the small camp environment that looked after one another” (pp. 17-18). Other
families moved because their children were required to attend day schools, and they did
not want to be separated; and some Inuit felt that they were coerced into the move and
were evacuated or relocated with little prior notice or control over the situation (QTC,
2010; Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada [TRC], 2015). John Amagoalik
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(2007) said, “[t]hey [the government] decided where you lived, and basically you had
nothing to say. Inuit didn’t have any say in these conditions; they were never given
options. They were given instructions” (p. 35).
The daily lives of Inuit families changed significantly, with the start of the wage
economy, the influence of a welfare state, and the introduction of alcohol into
communities. When recounting part of her family history, Maggie Putulik (2015)
explained that the effects of imposed community living were often so traumatic that
Elders would not talk about the experience.
Life for adults shifted in the communities as it did for Inuit children with the
shifting focus on education. Parents often gave up control of their children to the school
system because of the power that Qallunaat had over Inuit (Pitsiulak, 2015). The first
school in Nunavut opened in Cape Dorset in 1950 (O’Donoghue, 1995). Schools were
built across the Arctic by the late 1950s, and Inuit children’s education was in the hands
of Qallunaat educators and school administrators (McGregor, 2010). It was legislated
that, “When there is a school in the community, all children between six and fifteen
years of age must go. It is the duty of parents, guardians, or other persons having charge
of any child to send that child to school” (Qaujivaallirutiksat, 1964, p. 62, as cited in
Arnaquq, 2008, p. 17). Education was a colonial tool and a means of assimilation to
western language and ways of living. “[G]overnment policy was to make the North
more like the South and Inuit more like southern Canadians” (QTC, 2010, p. 10).
Federal administrators felt that their role was to help Inuit transition into the new world
that was taking shape in the Arctic (McGregor, 2010).
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The goal of said education was to provide Inuit with sufficient schooling, so they
could be employed, understand how Canada was governed, and continue their
education, if they chose (Qaujivaallirutiksat, 1964, p. 62, as cited in Arnaquq, 2008).
Education was delivered in much the same way as it was elsewhere: a white school
teacher taught in English using curriculum that included essentials such as reading,
writing, and mathematics. Content was quite literally delivered in a foreign language
and based on a culture reflecting daily life in southern Canada. Schools aimed to reeducate children and habituate them into settings unlike Inuit ways of doing and being,
and not using the Inuit language (McGregor, 2010). Naullaq Arnaquq summarized the
effect this type of education had on her:
I started school in 1965. I left in 1975. During those ten years, I had to learn a
new language, history, traditions, songs, writing system, and customs, all within
my own country, within my own community and within a few hundred yards of
my home. (2008, p. iv)
The clash between home and school cultures created not only tension, but also confusion
for Inuit children attending school. Saa Pitsiulak noted that children were being taught to
look out for themselves first, rather than the Inuit tradition of thinking of the group’s
well-being (2015). Naullaq Arnaquq (2008) said she “struggled internally with the
disparities between home and school. Peer pressure was enough as it was but each tug
and pull of the different things at school was trying to conform or shape me to the
Qallunaat standards and ways” (p. 66). During this era of education, children were
being pulled in many directions, away from Inuit ways of knowing and being at home,
and towards Western ways within the four walls of the school.
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Residential schools. As noted previously, in the 1950s, schools were built in
communities in what is now Nunavut. These schools started providing a basic
education; yet if a student, or their family, wanted to continue to the highest grade
available in the school system, they were required to attend a regional high school
(McGregor, 2012). It was not until the late 1980s when communities began to deliver a
high school education beyond grade nine. Prior to this, children attended schools in
communities when available or were sent to residential schools in Chesterfield Inlet,
Iqaluit, or Churchill, Manitoba (QTC, 2010; TRC, 2015). It has been argued that
Canadian residential schools were created as a result of a “conscious policy of cultural
genocide” (TRC, 2015, p. 55). Monica Ittusarjuat (2015) said due to the residential
schools’ environment and the difference in culture, “I think I lost myself” (p. 41). Later
in life, when she was contemplating furthering her education, she said:
There was a struggle inside me at the time, because part of me thought I was
trying to become like a Qallunaaq and another part of me thought I was a traitor
to my own people if I went back to school. Now I know that resistance in me
was against colonization and that I was struggling to keep what little “Inuk-ness”
was left after 11 years of residential schools. I was aware at a young age of the
process of change in my identity. (2015, pp. 40-41)
Personal struggles to maintain one’s identity are unsurprising given that residential
schools were designed as “part of a conscious policy of cultural genocide” (TRC, 2015,
p. 55). Saimanaaq Netser (2013) explained one of the effects of internal colonization
upon returning home from school: “we were not trying to regain our cultural knowledge
because we no longer valued it in the same way” (p.13). The residential system of
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education has led to deep losses and many tragedies across Canada (Berger, 2006). Sent
away for education in Churchill, Manitoba, John Amagoalik wrote of his experiences
upon returning to his home community after many years attending school:
Many became alienated from their parents. Many were less able to communicate
with their elders. And, of course, many could not obtain the skills and knowledge
needed for Inuit to survive in the Arctic. We had been further removed from our
culture, history, and our natural environment. We got better educated in the
white man’s world, but it was at the expense of our culture. (2006, p. 43)
Inuit parents had surrendered their children’s futures to the Canadian Government, only
to find that their children were learning a different, and often conflicting, view of the
world. The power over education had been taken away from the families and
communities, and the jobs that had been promised for Inuit who completed their
education simply did not exist at the time (McGregor, 2010).
The consequences of federal schooling for Inuit children during this era are still
being felt today. The introduction of formal education cannot be separated from the
other aspects of colonization that took place in the Arctic during the mid-twentieth
century. Inuit effectively lost control over many aspects of their own lives; they were
affected by settlement in communities, the slaughter of sled dogs, an English school
system that denied the value and worth of Inuit language, culture, and knowledge, and
the introduction of alcohol in communities (McGregor, 2010; QTC, 2010). This is not to
say that there were no benefits to Inuit (Kusugak, 2010) or that, given the opportunity,
they would return to a life on the land (O’Donoghue, 1998). However, according to
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McGregor (2010), education during this period, “did not facilitate self-determination, a
positive self-identity, or economic self-sufficiency” (p. 55).
Inuit educational leaders. In 1970, control of education shifted from the federal
government to the Government of the Northwest Territories. This transfer created new
opportunities to incorporate Indigenous culture, language, and context into the school
curriculum (McGregor, 2010). An important step in this transformation involved the
“training” and hiring of more Inuit to work in schools as classroom assistants or
language specialists. Many current Inuit educational leaders began their careers working
as classroom assistants; because it was a position a promising young Inuk could enter
straight from school without any immediate further training required (Arnaquq, 2008;
Netser, 2013; Palluq-Cloutier, 2015).
In 1985, the founding of the Baffin Divisional Board of Education (BDBE)
marked the creation of the first Inuit-controlled board of education in the Northwest
Territories (Arnaquq, 2008; McGregor, 2010). The Board operated for 15 years, and
many changes and much progress towards returning control of education to the
community level took place. Inuit-focused curriculum resources were created in Inuktut,
and the education system started to shift away from the detrimental practices of the
colonial period. The Board also supported the first Inuit educators’ conference, Sivumut.
Held in 1990 and completely organized by Inuit educators, it attracted over 200 Inuit
from around Baffin Island (Arnaquq, 2008). This rare gathering of Inuit leadership was
an important event. An organizer and participant, Naullaq Arnaquq said:
We had stepped forward without our Qallunaat colleagues and started to take
ownership of our system of education. This involved overcoming a
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psychological hurdle. The gathering of a critical mass of Inuit educators signified
a shift in thinking about our identity, culture, and language, which was too often
a secondary consideration in the system. (2008, p. 121)
The Sivumut conference nurtured unity among Inuit educators and gave an opportunity
for both Inuit and Qallunaat to see that Inuit were ready and able to step forward to
work together on education for the benefit of the Inuit children in their schools and
communities.
The need for qualified bilingual Inuit educators in the Arctic led to a focus on
teacher education programs offered in the communities, first by the Eastern Arctic
Teacher Education Program (EATEP) and then by the Nunavut Teacher Education
Program through cooperative agreements with McGill University and the University of
Regina. In the early years of formal education, classroom assistants began working in
schools without training and were sought after for their ability to communicate in
Inuktut with the students. Teacher education programs began in 1979 with the two-year
Native and Northern Teaching Certificate. Working as an instructor at the new EATEP
in 1979, Leena Evic reflected on the barriers for Inuit educators:
I began to ponder how I could obtain a status equivalent to that of southern
teachers and instructors, both in how I would be treated as a teacher as well as in
financial terms. Inuit teachers’ status within the profession was in the pioneering
phase during those years, and enhancing our careers and credentials was pretty
new to us. (Evic, 2010, p. 51)
By 1984, the first Bachelor of Education program was offered in Iqaluit (Arnaquq,
2008); it gradually moved to the current four-year Bachelor of Education offered at
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Nunavut Arctic College campuses across the territory (Aaruluk Consulting, 2005).
However, it remained a challenge for Inuit teachers who were already teaching to access
opportunities to further their qualifications.
O’Donoghue’s (1998) research interviews with 20 stakeholders in education
revealed that all participants felt that Inuit educators had a most urgent need for
professional development. One person interviewed commented that, “We need to create
a greater sense of possibility for Inuit. Until we have Inuit [teachers and leaders] things
will not change” (p. 77); a second person echoed this belief, stating, “The only way to
change things is to put Inuit into leadership positions” (O’Donoghue, 1998 p. 76). Also,
while the importance of access to basic teacher training was reiterated, the need for
higher-level education was raised. These results demonstrated that while there was an
overall need for professional education, the needs of Inuit were the most pressing in the
system, as their lack of access to ongoing credentials was leading to financial and
professional inequities with schools and in the entire system.
The strong need for professional learning using an Inuit language and teaching
Inuit culture as content was also touched upon. Students’ self-esteem and educational
performance suffer when schools fail to reflect and value the culture of the students
(Cummins, 1986). It was felt that students completing teacher education programs were
not receiving sufficient quality instruction in Inuktitut and Inuinnaqtun, and this was
having detrimental effects on students’ fluency and comfort working in the language.
An Inuit principal stated, “I don’t understand the training. They are learning in English
to teach in Inuktitut, and no Inuit people are teaching them” (O’Donoghue, 1998, p. 78).
One person summarized their vision of education, “We need a school system run by
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Inuit for Inuit and based on the Inuit culture” (p. 79, 1998, O’Donoghue). An Inuit
educator shared that her impetus for taking on leadership positions was to help Inuit and
to combat the status-quo that was being taught by Qallunaat educators.
It started from having really poor teachers and poor leaders [in other programs].
What I found to be poor was that they were not building capacity, they were just
keeping everybody where they were at and that really bothered me, when I could
see all the potential in people. Even as a student I could see some of the students
really growing, but they were never pushed to develop and that would bother me.
And as a student I would always say, “We can be more, we can do more, I want
more.” It started from there–I didn’t feel like a leader, but I knew that we could
be more than we were. (

, Tulloch, & Walton, 2015, p. 90)

With increasing control over education, and more calls for Inuit educators in the
classroom, this goal would seem more like an achievable vision.
Nunavut-era educational leadership. The Nunavut Land Claims Agreement
was signed in 1993, and in 1999 Nunavut was created. In the new territory, hopes were
high that significant changes and reform would come about, to move away from the
practices of the colonial past. In the Bathurst Mandate (2000), the government set out
short- and long-term goals, one of which was to focus on curricula based on Inuit culture
and language to improve bilingualism, increase graduation rates from schools, college,
and university, and to recognize the educational potential of leaders and community
members (GN). Recent public policy developments in Nunavut have created
opportunities for Inuit and their non-Inuit colleagues to build a school system based
on Inuit language and culture: The Official Languages Act (GN, 2008a) and the Inuit
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Language Protection Act (GN, 2008b) laid the groundwork for thriving bilingualism in
all sectors of society, where Inuit language education is an entrenched right. The
Department of Education based changes in public policy from research conducted on
bilingual education in the territory (Martin, 2000) when it revised the Education Act
(GN, 2008c).
Inuit educational leaders are key to ensuring that Inuit language and culture
passed on, successfully, within the school system. When referring to Inuit educators,
former educator and then Premier and Minister of Education Eva Aariak said, “They are
key to bilingual education and delivering more courses in the Inuit Language throughout
the territory” (‘Nunavut teachers encouraged’, 2012).
When the territory was formed, Article 23 of the Nunavut Land Claim
Agreement (NLCA) aimed to ensure that Inuit held an equal proportional share of the
public government workforce. Government would be the largest employer in the new
territory, and it was imperative to ensure Inuit would take on these roles. The population
of the territory at that time was 85% Inuit, and, therefore, 85% of all government jobs
were to be held by Inuit. The GN acknowledged the ongoing need for training and
education, specifically to increase the skills of Inuit. The newly formed GN envisioned
that by 2010, “Inuit professionals of all kinds [will] have been supported in their training
and have taken leadership roles in our communities (2000, p. 7).”
The desire for Inuit to take on leadership roles, particularly in schools, has been
stated since the 1980s. In 1994, the Pauqatigiit survey documented that while nearly
half (44%) of all Nunavut educators were Inuit, the majority were in lower-level
positions such as classroom assistants or language specialists (See Figure 1). Only 26%
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of all Inuit educators were qualified classroom teachers, and only 6% were in positions
of authority. This means of all Inuit working in the education system, only 11.5% were
qualified teachers and only 2.5% of all Inuit were in positions of leadership. By
comparison, 71% of Qallunaat educators were qualified classroom teachers, and, of
these, 24% also held positions of authority in the school system (O’Donoghue 1998).
The results demonstrated that the number of Inuit in schools is important, but it is also
critical to examine where Inuit are working and how much power they wield.
Heritage of Teachers by Position Held
(1994 Pauqatigiit Survey Data)
Other= 0.5% Inuit = 44% Qallunaat = 55.5%

Leadership Position

6%
24%
26%

Qualified Teacher

71%
Classroom Assistants/ Language
Specialist

68%
5%

Figure 1. Teaching positions held by Inuit and Qallunaat in 1994 (Data from
O'Donoghue).
Inuit participation in government employment has increased only slightly since
the founding of Nunavut, when it was mandated that 85% of jobs should be held by
Inuit. This goal has been hard to achieve. Shortly after the creation of the territory, in
2001, Inuit filled 43% of all government positions and 48% of the positions within the
Department of Education (GN, 2001). Thirteen years later, in 2014, there were only
slight increases, with 50% of all government jobs filled by Inuit and 52% within the
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Department of Education (GN). This is important to note because the Government of
Nunavut is a main employer in the territory and fully 30% of those positions are within
the Department of Education, the largest department with employees in 25 communities.
Moreover, in 2014, the types of positions held by the Inuit were primarily at the lower
end of the seniority and pay scale: 93% of all administrative support positions were
staffed by Inuit and 95% of the paraprofessionals were Inuit (GN). As the level of
seniority and pay increases (along with the educational requirements), Inuit participation
decreases. In the Department of Education, though, there are 169 Inuit employed in the
category described as “professional”; this only represents about 25% of the available
positions, with the remaining positions being staffed by non-Inuit. The percentage of
Inuit continues to fall: Few Inuit were working in the Education Department in middlemanagement positions (only 23% of positions), and none of the 18 senior management
positions were held by Inuit. However, on a positive note, the one executive position in
the Department of Education, the Deputy Minister, is held by an Inuk woman (GN,
2014).
These statistics are not significantly different from the findings of the 1994
Educators’ Survey; Inuit are present, yet, overwhelmingly, are not in positions of power
and authority, and simply looking at the total percentage of Inuit employed fails to
highlight the lack of Inuit educational leaders at the senior levels. There is still work to
be done. In 2011, the National Strategy on Inuit Education identified developing leaders
in Inuit education as the second most important factor “to improve outcomes in Inuit
education” (NCIE, p. 9).
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As most teachers in Nunavut are southern-born and stay in the North two years
or less, a high teacher turnover rate has resulted (Rasmussen, 2009). From 2001–2006,
Nunavut hired 237 southern teachers to fill teaching positions (Rasmussen, 2009). There
has been a chronic shortage of Inuit teachers. “Our biggest challenge [in education] is
the number of Inuktut-speaking educators,” Kathy Okpik, a former teacher and Deputy
Minister of Education, recently said (Weber, 2017, para. 24). Even ignoring the new
teachers required as a result of ongoing population growth and replacement of teachers
retiring, in 2005 it was estimated that for Nunavut schools to reach the goal of 85%
Inuit, 269 teaching positions currently occupied by non-Inuit teachers would need to be
replaced with Inuit (Aaruluk Consulting). This number represents more teachers than the
Nunavut teacher education programs have ever produced (Aaruluk Consulting, 2005;
Rasmussen, 2009). In 2013, Trudy Pettigrew, the Executive Director of Qikiqtani school
operations said, “In my time, the need [for Inuit teachers] has always exceeded the
supply. It will get worse” (Murphy, 2013, para. 13). This issue is not unique to Nunavut;
the National Strategy on Inuit education cited this supply and demand mismatch as an
issue across all four Inuit homelands in Canada, with the problem becoming more
pressing in the higher grades (NCIE, 2011).
A barrier to hiring Inuit into educational leadership positions in Nunavut is that,
as of 2006, 60% of the Inuit adult population aged 25–65 did not hold high school
diplomas (Statistics Canada), and due to the long history of teacher education programs
delivered in the North, teachers tend to be among the most educated people in the
territory. This has led to teachers becoming a group often sought after for leadership
positions in the territorial government. “Since the establishment of Nunavut, other
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programs and [government] departments have been ‘poaching’ trained teachers, leading
to a decline in the numbers available for recruitment into the profession” (Aaruluk
Consulting, 2005, p. 67). Inuit teachers, teaching assistants, and language specialists
have often worked very hard to overcome a shortage of resources in Inuktut (Tompkins,
1998). Whereas teachers using English as a medium for instruction could use curricula
and materials from the NWT or Alberta, Inuit teachers in Nunavut had to translate their
own content and often handwrite their own curriculum, creating an increased workload
(O’Donoghue, 1998; Netser, 2013). Inuit teachers are a precious resource; they are
essential to the delivery of quality bilingual education in the territory, but in the effort to
staff government positions with local Inuit, Inuit teachers are often attracted away from
teaching by jobs that may not be as demanding as daily classroom teaching.
Although significant changes have been made to education in Nunavut over the
past 50 years, the current system still does not reflect the holistic nature of traditional
learning on the land within Inuit society (Arnaquq, 2008; CCL, 2007). Understanding
how traditional education took place and how formal education has evolved will help to
situate the current state of education, both for the strides that have been made towards
including language and culture, and for the challenges students, educators, and
administrators still face while trying to deliver high quality education in the sparsely
populated Arctic regions.
Since the formation of Nunavut, many of the policies supporting local control of
education were upended. Ian Martin declared that, “Difficult as it may be for outside
observers to believe, there has been no increase in the presence of Inuktut in the schools
since before Nunavut was created” (2017, p. 9). Recently, the former language
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commissioner of Nunavut, Sandra Inutiq, commented on the lack of support for training
teachers and implementing the vision of Nunavut as a fully bilingual society in the near
future: “We’re just continuing on that neo-colonial idea if we give up on our language”
(Weber, 2017, para 28).
When the territory was formed, the Inuit-run divisional boards were closed, and
it has been said that this contributed to the weakened connection between home and
school (Martin, 2017). Additionally, qualified Inuit teachers and role models within
schools were offered jobs within the government, and due the lack of educated Inuit to
replace them, the positions were filled with Qallunaat from the South who had little
knowledge of the North (Berger, 2006). As an Inuk who remained in a school after the
formation of Nunavut said, “Nothing was there anymore. Everybody was gone. It was
start from scratch. Ideas and beliefs were gone. You needed your job so you remained
silent” (cited in O’Donoghue et al. 2005, p. 10). Many felt that with the formation of
Nunavut, the momentum generated towards decolonizing education was stalled (Berger,
2006), or worse. In research conducted in 2005, Lena Metuq, the longest serving
principal in the eastern Arctic, stated, “We took a step backwards by about fifty years”
(Tompkins, McAuley, & Walton 2009, p. 96). Inuit educators who remained in schools
in the post-Nunavut era found themselves struggling to meet the needs of students, due
to a lack of resources, and attempted to reform education to become more focused on
language and culture (GN, 2000). But they remained under the leadership of Qallunaat
administrators and were unable to move into these leadership positions themselves, due
to their lack of qualifications.
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Graduate-level education. In 2005, Peesee Pitsiulak, a classroom assistant who
had risen through the ranks to become Campus Director of the Nunavut Arctic College,
Iqaluit Campus, stated to a long-term colleague who had returned to conduct research on
the status of Inuit educators in the new Nunavut system, “I have waited for over 20
years to complete my Master’s, so please go back to UPEI and bring one back to
Nunavut.” (Tompkins, McAuley, & Walton 2009, p. 98). Access to post-secondary and
graduate-level education in southern Canada is often taken for granted; however, despite
recent discussions, no university is currently located in Canada’s Arctic (NCIE, 2011).
Until 2006, McGill University offered certification through NTEP for the
Bachelor of Education (BEd) degree. During this time, it also sporadically offered some
graduate-level courses in Nunavut; however, Inuit educators could not complete an MEd
degree without attending the majority of courses on campus in Montreal. While some
Inuit began the program in Montreal, no Inuit educators from Nunavut graduated from
McGill with MEd degrees (Tompkins, McAuley, & Walton 2009). Leaving the North to
study involved a large personal sacrifice. In 2007 and 2008, two dedicated Inuit
educational leaders completed MEd degrees when Jukeepa Hainnu graduated from the
UPEI course-based MEd program in Charlottetown, and Naullaq Arnaquq graduated
from a thesis-based program (Walton & O’Leary, 2015).
The lack of opportunity to complete graduate-level qualifications in Nunavut
limited Inuit educators’ eligibility to move into leadership positions in the educational
system and negatively impacted their salary levels, as well as their overall socioeconomic status. Limited access to higher educational programs and opportunities in
Nunavut has restricted the growth, capacity, development, and potential of Inuit
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educators whose contributions as leaders could have been critically important in shaping
education in a rapidly changing Inuit society. It also affected children and youth in
Nunavut who would have benefited from seeing Inuit role models completing graduate
degrees, accepting leadership positions in education, and guiding schools in their home
communities. For approximately 25 years, Inuit educators could complete basic teacher
education but could not improve their qualification with graduate-level education unless
they were willing to leave their Arctic homeland to study at a southern university.
Nunavut Master of Education program. As a direct response to Pitsiulak’s
2005 request for a Master’s program, in 2006, the GN Department of Education,
Nunavut Arctic College, UPEI Faculty of Education, and St. Francis Xavier University
partnered to offer graduate-level university education to experienced and qualified Inuit
teachers in Nunavut. The educational journey of participants was shared in Mark
Sandiford and Fiona Walton’s (2009) documentary, Lighting the qulliq: The first Master
of Education program in Nunavut. Initially offered as a three-year pilot project (2006–
2009) and then reoffered from 2010 to 2013, a total of 35 graduates completed this
degree. As previously mentioned, Jukeepa Hainnu and Naullaq Arnaquq also completed
MEd degrees at UPEI. Designed to meet the needs of Inuit students with minimal
disruption to their lives and work in their home communities, the ten-course program
was offered as a mix between face-to-face and online courses as part of a training
strategy to help meet the goal of proportional representation of Inuit (

Tulloch,

& Walton, 2015). Full support was provided by the Government of Nunavut, which, in
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addition to covering all financial costs,3 also provided course releases for teachers to
attend fall courses held in October.
The Nunavut MEd was intended as an academically challenging program at the
graduate level that would lead to personal and professional transformation. It provided
an opportunity for students to enhance their “academic knowledge, wisdom, critical
understanding, and leadership skills […and…] to articulate, document, develop, and
implement a personal and collective vision of Inuit educational leadership founded on
Inuit Qaujimajatuqangit” (Walton et al., 2010, p. 16).
However, the Nunavut MEd had to be more than just an educational journey. As
Antone et al. (2002) wrote, “The Aboriginal people have experienced great trauma in
their educational journey […] Therefore, factors such as healing, reclamation of identity,
language, cultures and self-determination, play a major role in the complex issue of
Aboriginal literacy and learning” (p. 8). With an awareness of the history of education in
the Arctic, the program could not be delivered exactly as it would have been in southern
Canada. To do so would have perpetuated the notion that to move ahead in Nunavut,
Inuit educators would have to let go of Inuit ways and adopt more and more Qallunaat
knowledge. As a rationale for developing the program, O’Donoghue et al (2005) argued:
Inuit educators and leaders need the time, space, power, and control to
collectively forge their own directions in education. Without critical awareness,
and a conscious, intentional and specific decolonising focus, colonial and neo-

3

Funding for the program was essential. Research indicates that 70% of graduates from the 2013 cohort
would not have been able to complete the program without support
Tulloch, & Walton, 2015).
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colonial forces may continue to undermine efforts to create an Inuit school
system in Nunavut. (p. 5)
With this goal in mind, program developers and instructors adapted course content to
ensure Inuit perspectives and languages were incorporated and respected and that topics
that were relevant to education in Nunavut. These included the history of colonialism
and settlement of the Arctic, Inuit leadership within the educational system in Nunavut,
bilingual literacy and curriculum, and culturally based curriculum, as well as research in
Nunavut contexts (

Tulloch, & Walton, 2015). Developing critical thinking

and academic writing skills in both English and Inuit languages was also a priority. A
strong focus was placed on creating a balance between Inuit and Western knowledge, as
well as on teaching, learning, and leading. Though English was the primary medium of
instruction in most courses, Inuit instructors, Elders, and guest speakers usually spoke in
Inuktut, and dialogue between students usually took place in Inuktut.
Several participants of the Nunavut MEd programs were born on the land,
educated in English at federal day schools or residential schools, and then began
working in an education system that has, because of the majority of southern Canadian
teaching and administrative staff, remained a colonizing force that still tends to
assimilate Inuit into Southern ways of life. In 2009 and again in 2013, these experienced
Inuit educational leaders gained new knowledge from Indigenous theorists, Inuit Elders,
and from one another. They gained the formal academic qualifications at a graduate
level, which could enable them to take on increased leadership positions, but they
continued to teach and work in an educational system that is still struggling to
decolonize and become Inuit.
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What I Learned about Decolonization
Since time immemorial, Indigenous people have lived on the land mass that is
now known as Canada. This is in contradiction to the discourse of Canada as a land of
immigrants, which generally refers only to the settlers as the important builders of the
country, ignoring the land’s original occupants. When Indigenous people in Canada are
referred to, it is as though they are recent additions, implying that their claim to the land
is tenable due to their “short” history in North America before its “discovery” by
European explorers. Barker (2010) said, “The first step in becoming a decolonizing
Settler is contesting against this colonial ignorance that allows Settlers to maintain thinly
veiled power and privilege” (p. 319). To continue my personal journey towards learning
what I had not been taught in school and university, I started to read extensively about
Indigenous history in Canada and the decolonization of Indigenous communities
worldwide. This section of the thesis explains some of the key topics I have learned
about and cites Indigenous scholars who were an integral part of building my
understanding. In this section, I explore some of the ideas that challenged my
perspective and allowed me to begin thinking more deeply about Inuit education and
Indigenous research as a field.
Colonial Canada. To know colonialism in Canada is to face a past that is
largely absent from history as it is presently taught within public education.
We are what we know. We are, however, also what we do not know. If what we
know about ourselves—our history, our culture, our national identity—is
deformed by absences, denials, and incompleteness, then our identity—both as
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individuals and as Americans [or as Canadians]—is fragmented. (Pinar, 1993, p.
61)
When we think about the history of Canada, the prevailing dialogue has been written
from the perspective of the settler, which conflicts with the account of events from the
Indigenous perspective.
What does it mean to say that Canada is a colonial nation? Imperialism is the
practice of a society (usually an empire or kingdom) seeking economic expansion in a
distant location, which often involves the subjugation of any inhabitants of the desired
territory (Smith, 1999). A primary motivator for imperial conquest is control of a new
region, and the land’s resources to promote economic development that benefits the
colonizers. For example, colonial powers currently extract diamonds, gold, and minerals
from nations, and in the past, things such as sugar, opium, spices, and people themselves
have been “exported” and used by the ruling country (Tuck & Yang, 2012). Imperialism
is therefore, “the practice, the theory, and the attitudes of a dominating metropolitan
centre ruling a distant territory; ‘colonialism,’ which is almost always a consequence of
imperialism, is the implanting of settlements on distant territory” (Said, 1993, p. 9). To
ensure power is firmly held in the hands of the country seeking dominion over new
territory, people must be deployed—these people on the ground colonize the territory.
Colonialism is a necessary process for successful imperialism (Smith, 1999). When
territories are settled, the peoples who were Indigenous to the land are displaced, and the
land itself is the main commodity sought (Tuck & Yang, 2012). Canada provides an
example of this imperial domination. Indigenous people may be broadly categorized as
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groups who have seen, experienced, and survived the processes of imperialism and
colonialism (Smith, 2003).
For Indigenous people, the past is a painful chronicle of broken treaties, stolen
lands, Indian residential schools, and the Indian Act. For non-Indigenous people,
the past is a celebratory story of settling new lands, nation building, and helping
unfortunate “Indians” to adjust to a new way of life. Yet this problematic history
is not in the past: it sits with us in many places—government offices,
boardrooms, negotiating tables, churches, hospitals, classrooms, and community
halls. Whether or not we acknowledge its presence, we know intuitively that this
history is still alive. But because we cannot change the past, we try to ignore it.
(Regan, 2010, p. 20)
It also involves “willful denial of historical reality” (Alfred, 2009, p. 181) that hinders
the process of repairing relationships. Regan (2006) contended that it is “virtually
impossible for us not to know [about the oppression of Indigenous peoples]. What we
choose to deny is our complicity in perpetuating a colonial system that is rooted in
violence and social injustice” (p. 22, original emphasis, as cited in Barker, 2010, p. 319).
While some Canadians are now becoming more aware of the social issues
plaguing Indigenous communities, many continue to remain uninformed about the
historical circumstances that have led to current conditions. Alfred (2009) has said that
Canadians’ view of Indigenous issues often focuses exclusively on the very recent past,
looking only five to ten years back, and the media tends to highlight financial
mismanagement in First Nations’ communities. This short-sighted view does little to
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explore the underlying causes of the problem, nor does it fully explore the relationship
between Indigenous peoples and the Canadian Government.
Paulette Regan’s (2010) seminal text, Unsettling the Settler Within, outlines how
non-Indigenous Canadians can work together with Indigenous allies to begin the work
of personal decolonization and the important work of reconciliation. She felt that, “in
the headlong rush towards reconciliation, there are very few opportunities for people to
engage in honest, reflective dialogue about our shared but conflicting stories—our
histories” (p. 20). It is argued that only when settlers are forced to acknowledge what
they have inherited from their forefathers and realize that they have a personal
responsibility to work towards repairing the relationship between peoples does
significant change take place (Alfred, 2009, p. 184).
Critical reading. Recognizing that history was written from the perspective of
the colonizer, Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin (2000) wrote that, “the rereading and the
rewriting of the European historical and fictional record is a vital and inescapable task at
the heart of the post-colonial enterprise” (p. 196). Gayatri Spivak (1985) argued that
what are called truths or “facts” (p. 248) in colonial literature must be “read” (p. 249) or
deconstructed to determine the context within which the data was collected. Exploring
the retelling of past events with a critical theoretical lens unsettles the idea that history is
objective and demands an examined reading of a particular story to determine both how
it has been informed and how it has been used in a particular context (Smith, 1999).
Linda Tuhiwai Smith, a highly respected Māori scholar, said,
The negation of Indigenous views of history was a critical part of asserting
colonial ideology, partly because such views were regarded as clearly
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“primitive” and “incorrect” and mostly because they challenged and resisted the
mission of colonization. (1999, p. 29)
It is important to note that the colonial interpretations of history remains the dominant
narrative as we, in Canada, have a long journey of reconciliation before us. Stories
highlighting that Indigenous people were weak and wicked helped further the colonial
agenda by undermining the personal and collective strength of the people.
Indigenous theorists have helped to guide me along the tumultuous path of
moving from believing that I understood the world to learning to see the world from a
vastly different perspective, and then re-evaluating myself and my beliefs to move
forward with a new understanding of the way the world has been constructed. In other
words, it has opened my eyes to the experiences of Indigenous peoples who were
subjected and dominated as objects in colonial research endeavours.
Aronowitz and Giroux (1991) suggest that research stories are written by those
who maintain power, and this means that, “The voice of the other is consigned to the
margins” (p. 115 as cited in Jones & Jenkins, p. 474.) It has been argued that the process
of colonization in Canada and the corresponding government policies have led to the
marginalization and subjugation of Indigenous people. Years of disenfranchisement
have created poor economic situations, often called third-world conditions, and acute
social and health difficulties (Reading & Wein, 2009, as cited in Castleden et al., 2012).
These disparities between populations have justified further research to discover reasons
for these differences between the general Canadian population and Inuit, First Nations,
or Metis peoples in this country. Speaking specifically about Inuit research, the
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Amaujaq National Centre for Inuit Education (Amaujaq) has critiqued past research
practices:
Past research strongly emphasized the collection of numbers and information, to
the point where some Inuit feel they have been “bombarded with data” that
perpetuates an external negative view of Inuit families and communities. The
method in which the numbers or statistics are being used can emphasize a deficit,
and those numbers are being privileged over the values and knowledge of Inuit.
Statistics are only a small part of understanding. Though people do tend to look
at numbers, data should be collected in the broader context of asking “why is this
happening” and “what needs to be done” to change this situation. (2013, p. 10)
These concerns signal that it is a time of change within the world of Indigenous research
in Canada, a time during which change is being called for by Indigenous peoples
themselves.
The history of research in Indigenous communities. A well-known quote
within the field of Indigenous research is Linda Tuhiwai Smith’s (1999) statement that
research “is probably one of the dirtiest words in the Indigenous world’s vocabulary” (p.
1). Research was pursued, “for the good of mankind” (Smith, 1999, p. 2), yet more often
than not, it benefited the researcher rather than the researched. Smith has also stated that
research has been used as a “tool for colonization” (p. 1). Westerners created the
systems and methods for what is known and practiced as research, and, in doing so, their
values were transmitted within the research protocols and processes themselves (Smith,
1999). The practice of research itself is not neutral; it involves a series of “very human
activities that reproduce particular social relations of power” (Smith, 2008, p. 117).
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Decisions about what to study, how to conduct research, and who is allowed to research
other people have been intricately connected to the values and the culture of those who
are in control of particular societies. To this day, research biases remain and operate as
colonizing forces in Indigenous communities in Canada. Issues or topics worthy of
being researched are still determined by those in the academy—primarily white males
(Atleo, 2004, as cited in Castleden, Morgan, & Lamb, 2012).
The creation of knowledge about Indigenous peoples has reflected the imperial
and colonial agendas of the individual researchers (Smith, 2008). Colonialist-gathered
knowledge or research findings were used to legitimize and justify colonial practices
against Indigenous people (Smith, 1999). Research was “undeniably also about power
and domination” (Smith, p. 60). This cycle of research enabled the dominant system
both to replicate itself and continue the oppression of Indigenous peoples.
There are many theories about how differences between groups are socially
constructed, and which groups are compared and contrasted to see where similarities or
difference are to be found (Spivak, 1988). Edward Said (1993) explained, “it is the case
that no identity can ever exist by itself and without an array of opposites, negatives,
oppositions: Greeks always require barbarians, and Europeans Africans, Orientals, etc.”
(p. 52). Othering helps to create clear distinctions between groups of people. To classify
someone as other is also to imply that their culture is somehow lacking in comparison to
the dominant society and that the dominant society is superior to the foreign group
(Said, 1993). Classifying people is partly motivated by an imperial power’s need to
justify colonizing practices with an argument that certain peoples, namely those who
occupy the lands in question, need to be dominated (Said, 1993). Unethical actions
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committed against Indigenous peoples by colonizers could be justified because “they”
were not “us” in the imperial story (Chrisjohn et al., 1997; Smith, 1999).
In Nunavut, organizations like Inuit Tapiriit Kanatami (ITK) and the Nunavut
Research Institute (NRI) work towards ensuring that research does not follow the
destructive patterns embedded in colonial purposes. Yet, the history of these research
practices is still reflected in a community’s apprehensions and reservations about
participating in research. A history of negative experiences with researchers adversely
influences perceptions about any kind of research conducted by individuals from outside
the community. Some of the common concerns raised include inappropriate research
methodologies, lack of local involvement or token involvement in research,
unacknowledged appropriation of local knowledge, and inadequate reporting by
researchers (ITK & NRI, 2007). When the stories of Indigenous peoples have been told
exclusively from the perspective of the colonizer, Renee Pualani Louis (2007) argued
that, “false representations propagate a false consciousness hindering Indigenous
peoples from discovering as much about themselves as they can or seeing themselves as
they really are” (p. 132). In drawing a case for why re-reading history is important,
Linda Tuhiwai Smith (1999) explained:
Transforming our colonized views of our own history (as written by the West),
however, requires us to revisit, site by site, our history under Western eyes. This,
in turn, requires a theory or approach which helps us to engage with, understand,
and then act upon history. (p. 34)
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Various Indigenous communities around the world have complained that they are the
most-researched group of people—a comment that, regardless of its veracity,
underscores the fatigue they experience about being studied (Smith, 1999).
Decolonizing research. Linda Tuhiwai Smith provided guidelines for moving
towards decolonization when conducting research with Indigenous peoples (1999). She
said, “naming the world as ‘post-colonial’ is, from Indigenous perspectives, to name
colonialism as finished business” (p. 98); however, “we are still being colonized (and
know it)” (p. 34). Smith labels decolonizing as the process of moving away from
colonialism, to shape the future by taking steps away from the atrocities of the past.
Smith argued that Indigenous persons should decolonize their minds by unlearning the
dominant or colonialist view of the world (1999.) However, decolonization is a longterm process that requires both the Indigenous and non-Indigenous populations to
understand the impact of colonization and the responsibilities of both groups to move
towards a decolonizing agenda. Decolonizing entails deconstructing and unmasking
imperialism and colonialism to create a transformation of the turbulent relationship
between Indigenous and settler peoples (Smith, 2008). Maggie Kuniliusie (2015)
explored her experiences with ongoing colonialism in Nunavut:
I was born into an era of colonization, and now I live in what should be a postcolonial society but continues to be one highly influenced by colonization. I will
not deny this because I live within it. The effects of colonization contributed to
enormous social changes and resulted in social problems. Many Inuit of my
generation and those younger than me have been impacted the most. The
oppression has led people to self-destruction, such as suicide, violence, and drug

UNLEARNING QALLUNAAT WAYS

87

and alcohol abuse. As an insider, I often witness one group dominating the other:
the power of the authoritarian voice and the abuse of power are evident.
Sometimes, it is frustrating to live and work in this social reality. The remnants
of colonialism are visible and alive every day in our society in Nunavut. (p. 69)
Research conducted in Nunavut by O’Donoghue et al. (2005) found that while there was
evidence that some non-Indigenous people were acting in decolonizing ways, there was
a sense of frustration towards non-Indigenous people in the territory who continued to
perpetuate colonial power-relationships. During research conducted in 2005, Lena
Metuq, long-term Inuit principal and educational leader stated:
If you [Qallunaat] do not understand, I’m sorry… That’s your problem, not my
problem. That’s how I deal with it now. Either you’re with me or you’re against
me. It’s your choice. That’s what you can do. I will not waste my energy on your
ignorance or on your power over me. You do what you want to do and I’ll do
what I want to do… If you’re not going to understand where I’m coming from or
where I’m going then I’m not going to bother with you. I will not waste my
energy. I can waste it on better things… I stopped playing Qallunaat games.
(Walton et al., p. 10)
Lena Metuq explicitly named and identified the power struggles in Inuit and Qallunaat
relationships; in addition, she refers to colonial practices as “games” that continue to be
harmful and damaging to Inuit.
Decolonizing research is about moving towards the goal of deconstructing
research practices and transforming them to make a positive difference for Indigenous
communities (Smith, 1999; Smith, 2008). Linda Tuhiwai Smith stated that, “negotiating
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and transforming institutional practices and research frameworks is as significant as the
carrying out of actual research programmes” (1999, p. 140). Changing the ways in
which research takes place—the structure and the frameworks within which researchers
act—can involve a positive step towards changing the culture of research for the benefit
of Indigenous people.
Research, like schooling, once the tool of colonization and oppression, is very
gradually coming to be seen as a potential means to reclaim languages, histories,
and knowledge, to find solutions to the negative impacts of colonialism and to
give voice to an alternative way of knowing and being. (Smith, 1999, p. 120)
Changing research paradigms is important, for communities are now more vocal in
demanding that the ways in which research takes place needs to be for the benefit of
Indigenous people. Mary Simon, Chair of the National Committee on Inuit education
(NCIE), wrote of the history of research in the North and also of the new era of work
being undertaken by Indigenous peoples and allies:
[W]e heard profound concerns about how education research was conducted in
the past in our communities. We heard the words “intrusive” and “belittling” to
describe research projects that were viewed as “de-humanizing”—research
projects that too often were “about” Inuit and not conducted “with” Inuit, or
answer questions important to Inuit. We also heard about the emergence of a
new generation of Inuit and non-Inuit researchers who are developing
collaborative approaches to research that genuinely respects Inuit societal values
and the principles and concepts of Inuit Qaujimajatuqangit and that strives to
build research capacity in Inuit Nunangat. (Amaujaq, 2013, p. 2)
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The “new generation of Inuit and non-Inuit researchers” described in the quote above
are beginning to participate in a process of decolonization.
Indigenous knowledge and IQ principles. An important part of decolonization
involves the celebration of Indigenous culture; it establishes a central space for
Indigenous knowledge and honours the contributions this knowledge has made to the
histories of Indigenous people globally (Smith, 1999). Mounting pressure by Indigenous
and non-Indigenous alike is now collectively arguing for recognition of the validity,
merit, and usefulness of the increased incorporation of Indigenous thought into the
academy and mainstream knowledge creation (Bishop & Glynn, 1999; Dei, 2000;
Lewthwaite et al., 2010; Martin, 2000; Smith, 1999). As George G. Sefa Dei (2000)
argued:
To integrate Indigenous knowledges into Western academies is to recognize that
different knowledges can co-exist, that different knowledges can complement
each other, and also that knowledges can be in conflict at the same time. A
falsely dichotomous thinking between “Indigenous” and “non-Indigenous”
knowledges can be avoided by understanding that the “past/traditional” and the
“modern” are not frozen in time and space. (p. 120)
The past and present continue to shape Indigenous knowledge in multiple contexts.
Recently, increased incorporation of Indigenous knowledge into research and within the
research process has been called for in Canada and in many other countries (Bishop &
Glynn, 1999; Smith, 1999; Smith, 2008).
The Government of Nunavut adopted a framework called Inuit
Qaujimajatuqangit (IQ), which names Inuit values that are centrally important
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principles to guide living, working, and research. It has been argued that IQ is not
simply local knowledge; it is a way of acting, being, and doing, an ontology as well as a
theoretical position (Arnakak, 2000). Jay Arnakak (2000) argued that, “In fact, IQ is a
living technology. It is a means of rationalizing thought and action, a means of
organizing tasks and resources, a means of organizing family and society into coherent
wholes” (p. 1). IQ has been passed on from one generation to the next via the traditional
kinship structure (Arnakak, 2000).
Research conducted in Nunavut needs to be to be guided by IQ, as the
government of the territory has grounded legislation, policies, and programs in the IQ
principles to ensure that it is used as a basis for all decisions and actions (Arnakak,
2002). As summarized in Pinasuaqtavut (GN, 2004), the IQ principles may be described
as:
Inuuqatigiitsiarniq: respecting others, relationships and caring for people….
Tunnganarniq: fostering good spirit by being open, welcoming, and inclusive….
Pijitsirniq: serving and providing for family and/or community….
Aajiiqatigiinniq: decision making through discussion and consensus…
Pilimmaksarniq/Pijariuqsarniq: development of skills through practice, effort,
and action….
Piliriqatigiinniq/Ikajuqtigiinniq: working together for a common cause….
Qanuqtuurniq: being innovative and resourceful….
Avatittinnik Kamatsiarniq: respect and care for the land, animals, and the
environment …. (pp. 3-4)
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Many of the IQ principles focus on the relationships between and among individuals
within a community and, as such, provide a powerful guide for how researchers should
think and act. IQ principles have guided and shaped life within Inuit communities for
millennia. Working in Nunavut gave me the opportunity to start to learn about this way
of life and to begin to see how these principles are put into action each day.
The importance of relationship. Knowledge is itself created by exploring and
examining collaboratively with the research participants. As Shawn Wilson (2001)
claimed:
You are not just gaining information from people; you are sharing your
information. You are analyzing and you are building ideas and relationships as
well. Research is not just something that’s out there: it’s something that you’re
building for yourself and for your community. (p. 179)
Building knowledge for personal and academic—scholarly—gain is familiar territory
for Western researchers; however, an added dimension of Indigenous research is the
necessity that knowledge be built for the benefit of community. Undertaking research
within an Indigenous context means that the researcher has a responsibility to ensure
that the work is not just self-serving in its purpose. Research within Indigenous
communities should be of benefit to the community (Smith, 1999). Marie Battiste
(2007) also pointed to the responsibility of a researcher to the community of study and
the ethical obligation to ensure Indigenous peoples are not exploited through, or because
of, research. Margaret Kovach observed, “We can only go so far before we see a face—
our Elder cleaning fish, our sister living on the edge in East Vancouver…and hear a
voice whispering, ‘Are you helping us?’” (2005, p. 31). The national Inuit organizations
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ITK and the NRI reminded researchers, “It is important to reflect upon what your
research can contribute to community life or understanding, in addition to the scientific
or academic contributions” (ITK & NRI, 2007, p. 21).
Relationships with Indigenous communities are said to be of utmost importance
in research that is respectful and beneficial to Indigenous peoples (Castleden et al,
2012). Castleden et al. explored community-based participatory research by
interviewing researchers who focused heavily on building partnerships and relationships
(2012). A participant in their research explained,
I spent the first year drinking tea, you know? [laughter] Because it took several
visits to the community, a lot of patience and sitting down and talking to people
and deciding how would be the best way of going about doing this, getting them
to a point where they trusted me to be a partner in doing [research] with them
and to do it the right way, before we ever really even embarked on collecting any
kind of data. (2012, p. 168)
Taking time to develop relationships is a key priority when undertaking research with
Indigenous communities.
Building relationships is about taking the time to get to know people for who
they are and understanding their realities and perspectives. In the Nunavut MEd, I
quickly realized that unless I took the time to develop relationships with the participants
in the program, I would be unable to complete the research. Coming from the smallest
province in Canada and living in a rural community where relationships and oral
histories are vital, I did have some awareness and experiences that would prove to be
helpful as time passed.
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The apology. A key to reconciliation is changing the relationships between the
Indigenous and settler populations. In a recent executive summary of the finding of the
Canadian Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC), the importance of relationships
was reiterated. The TRC (2015) defined the term as:
[R]econciliation [emphasis in original] as an ongoing process of establishing and
maintaining respectful relationships. A critical part of this process involves
repairing damaged trust by making apologies, providing individual and
collective reparations, and following through with concrete actions that
demonstrate real societal change. (p. 18)
Prime Minister Stephen Harper’s June 2008 formal apology to First Nations, Inuit, and
Métis survivors of Canada’s residential schools marks a significant shift by the
Government of Canada towards repairing the impact of the residential school experience
and opens the door to a “post-apology” era in Inuit education. Though residential
schools in the northern part of Canada were in operation for less time than in southern
Canada, the apology to the Indian residential school survivors marked a turning point in
the relationship between the Canadian federal government and Indigenous people in
Canada.
In demonstrating what this process of change over a long-term scale looks like,
National Chief of the Assembly of First Nations from 2009–2014, Shawn A-in-chut
Atleo said:
What I’m so grateful for is that there’s a growing experience... about the work of
reconciliation.... How do communities reconcile? Well, it begins with each and
every one of us. How fortunate I am as a young man to have spent time with my
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late grandmother. I held her hand. She was eighty-seven years old, still here.
During that apology, she said, “Grandson, they’re just starting to see us, they’re
just beginning to see us.” That’s what she said. And she found that encouraging,
because it’s the first step, actually seeing one another, having the silence broken
and the stories starting to be told.... I think that’s where it begins, isn’t it?
Between us as individuals sharing the stories from so many different
perspectives so that we can understand. (TRC, 2015, pp. 211-212)
A key to reconciliation between groups is for stories to be shared between groups and
for amends to be made for past wrongdoings. In the case of settler peoples in Canada,
this means taking collective responsibility for the actions of those who have since
passed on and whose decisions are still being felt by Indigenous people. It also means
that we need to take great care to do no further harm in a post-apology era.
Throughout my years studying liberal arts, I was taught to examine the world
around me and to think about things for myself rather than to simply accept them as they
were. The ability to think carefully and methodically about things was strengthened
during my experiences working in Nunavut. While I was learning more about the history
of colonization in the territory, education in the Arctic and the formation of Nunavut, I
was starting to see this “history” from the eyes of the local participants. I was gaining a
deeper understanding of what everything I read meant in the real world.
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Chapter Four: Journey of Transformation
In this section, I resume the story about when I first started working with the
Nunavut programs and research projects. I touch upon my first meeting with the
Nunavut MEd program participants along with my first trip to Nunavut. The major
research projects I worked on are explored to help illustrate what things looked like on
the ground. I follow this with an exploration of how I felt, trying to come to terms with
my newfound understanding of the impact of cultural disruption. As I was working
through my emotions around colonization, what was taking place involved critical
awareness building. To draw a parallel between my growth and that of the Nunavut
MEd program participants, I share selected findings from research on the program that
point specifically to the healing and cultural resurgence felt by the Inuit educators with
whom I had grown close. Ultimately, I had to choose to pull myself back up and move
forward as best I could with the knowledge that I could either work to hinder or to help
my Inuit colleagues.
Learning about the Big Girl Job
I began working in mid-June 2011 and rapidly came up to speed on the two
programs offered in Nunavut. The class of MEd students was starting two courses on
July 10, 2011, and we needed to prepare to welcome them to PEI and the campus.4 The

4

I took up my position eight months into the program. A previous project manager had held the position
for the first six months of the program and her departure had left it vacant until I was hired. When the
students arrived on campus, I was a new and unfamiliar face. The continuity of the program support had
already been broken. I did not want to become simply another Qallunaat face passing through, staying
for a short period of time before moving on to the next thing. Yet, I also realized that the students had
their own issues and concerns, and a staffing change was not the biggest disruption in their lives; if I
stepped up to my role, things would go smoothly.
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job also involved managing four research projects: the first on high school education in
Nunavut, the second on access to post-secondary education for Inuit, the third on Inuit
leadership, and the fourth focused on research on the Nunavut MEd program itself.
I began to learn the ins and outs of university administrative protocols, as well as
the intricacies of the programs and projects I would be working on. I had so much to
learn during the first few months about the job and about the working world, since it
was my first job since completing my university degrees and my internship. It was my
first “big girl job.” I learned quickly, mostly out of necessity. Yet, all the prior reading I
had done could not have fully prepared me for the learning that took place on the ground
on each of my working visits to Nunavut.
About the Nunavut MEd program. In Chapter Three, I explained some of the
history that led to the necessity for, and the development of the Nunavut MEd program.
I will briefly explain more of the details about the program and how it was delivered.
The program consisted of ten courses, seven of which were held as one-week, intensive
face-to-face summer or fall sessions in Iqaluit and/or Rankin Inlet, Nunavut, enabling
students to stay as close as possible to home while gaining experience in different
regions of the territory. Recognizing that winter weather conditions made getting
together in person more challenging, the remaining three courses were offered through
distance education during the winter terms. By blending northern and southern
locations, face-to-face and distance learning, the Nunavut MEd offered a unique
program that participants could complete without leaving home for extended periods of
time.
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Most courses were co-taught by teams: Inuit instructors, notably Inuit MEd
graduates from UPEI, and university-based professors with direct experience in
Nunavut. In addition, Elders and other knowledgeable individuals, such as John
Amagoalik (the “Father of Nunavut”) and Eva Aariak (an educator and, at the time,
premier of Nunavut), were regularly invited into the classrooms to present on special
topics or deliver skills-based workshops. The program brought together a diverse team
of respected, knowledgeable instructors, Elders, and guests who offered students a
diverse range of knowledge and ways of learning, knowing, and communicating from
across cultures and disciplines relevant to both mainstream and Inuit contexts. To ensure
that the program kept this focus, an advisory committee of students was created to
provide periodic input that could be shared and used to implement changes. The
advisory committee consisted of a student representative from each of the three regions
of Nunavut, one from Nunavik, and one from the Nunavut Department of Education.
It has been said that, “[a]dult education is a tool that can be used to reinforce
existing power structures or it can be used to support and facilitate community
empowerment, citizen engagement, and self-determination” (Dalseg, 2015, p.101).
Organizers had designed the Nunavut MEd to be a “graduate program with aspirations
to become a decolonizing learning experience that strengthened Inuit identity and
subjectivity” (Walton et al., 2010, p. 16). Given the focus on personal growth and
decolonization, data had to be specifically gathered on these aspects of the learning to
document how participants felt and the changes they experienced during the program.
Program research. Because the Nunavut MEd was a unique program and one
funded by the public government in Nunavut, a research component was integral to: 1)
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document the program design, development, and delivery; and 2) provide evidence of
the successes, challenges, and learning of its participants. In my role, I gathered data
from program participants using one-on-one interviews, surveys, and notes from student
advisory committee meetings. Another source of data was the university-mandated
Student Evaluation of Teaching Surveys, completed anonymously by students and used
with the written consent of instructors. Additionally, instructors and representatives of
the Nunavut Department of Education also contributed through informal interviews in
person, on the telephone, or via email. Surveys were originally integrated as a
component of research, and they were modified to take on a more prominent role.
Research on the Nunavut MEd program met the ethical requirements when
working within an Aboriginal context in Canada (Canadian Institutes of Health
Research et al., 2010, Chapter Nine). I was sensitive to and followed the principles and
approaches that support decolonizing methodologies (Smith, 1999; Wilson, 2008). The
Nunavut Research Institute (NRI) was well-informed about the project, and approval to
gather data was provided by NRI and the Research Ethics Board (REB) at UPEI (See
Appendix B).
Students were advised of the purpose and plan for the program research and
evaluation, that participation was voluntary and not tied to continued participation in the
MEd Program, and that they could withdraw from the research at any time. Participants
were also informed of the precautions that would be taken to ensure the confidentiality
and safety of all the data. This knowledge helped them to express candid opinions
anonymously, without fear of any personal or professional repercussions, which is of the
upmost importance within the close-knit community of Nunavut educators. Following
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careful consideration and discussion of the research and the ways in which it would be
conducted, each student signed an Informed Consent Form to participate (See Appendix
C).
Aside from following the ethical guidelines, I also had my own ethical
challenges to contend with. I was a privileged white researcher learning how to conduct
research with an Indigenous group for the first time. I was also walking the line between
program coordinator and researcher. I worked to help provide program support—which
was enjoyable, as I saw what the problems were and I solved them. Broken printers,
video-taping guest speakers, ordering catering, and emailing articles to students were a
piece of cake—boxes I could easily check off on the daily to-do list. In my role as
program researcher, the checkmarks did not come as easily, and determining both what
to measure and how to measure it took time. Another source of potential conflict was
that part of my position was funded by the Nunavut Department of Education, yet I
needed to gather and report research data that could criticize one or both funders and the
university. I strove to be as impartial as possible, and this was aided by the fact that I
was neither working within the Nunavut Department of Education offices, nor was my
future career dependent upon a glowing report of the program.
Students arrive on campus. As stated, I was hired just a few short weeks before
students were set to arrive on campus to start the second iteration of the Nunavut MEd.
Of the 22 students who enrolled in the 2010–2013 cohort, all were women fluent in
Inuktut. All students were certified teachers—mature Inuit with established careers,
including K-12 teachers, school administrators, adult educators, curriculum developers,
civil servants, and an entrepreneur. Program participants were often community and/or
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church leaders with full schedules that included extended family responsibilities, work,
and cultural and community commitments on top of their academic challenges within
the program. Students were coming to PEI from twelve communities across Nunavut
(See Figure 2).

Figure 2. Map of Home Community of Students Enrolled in Nunavut MEd in 2010.
Before the participants even set foot on the university campus for two very
intensive, face-to-face courses, over just two weeks in July 2011, we tried to create a
caring and welcoming atmosphere, to embody the Inuit principle of tunnganarniq (GN,
2004). With a schedule of all the arrivals and departures times, we carefully tracked
each person’s path from their home community to PEI and, regardless of the arrival
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time, made sure we were at the airport to welcome each person, drive them to the
university residence, and show them to their rooms. After the courses were over, one
person emailed to thank me for picking her up at the airport adding, “It felt so good to
have you pick me up and bring me to my room” (personal communication, 2011).
For most of the women, it was the first time they had set foot in an academic
institution in southern Canada. I had spent my days trying to make sure everything was
organized so they were comfortable and would enjoy their experience. We had booked
the courses to take place in a nice, air-conditioned space in the newest building on
campus close to their residence rooms. In addition to taking care of participants’
personal needs and well-being, which was important, I spent my time getting to know
the students individually. While they sat in courses participating in activities and
discussing their readings on educational theories and leadership, I sat at my computer
memorizing their photos, names, and home communities.
In those two weeks, I placed a strong emphasis on the Inuit value of
inuuqatigiitsiarniq, which roughly translates as “respecting others, relationships, and
caring for people” (GN, 2004). One of the first things I did to build the relationships
between us was to eat lunch with the group. It may seem like a simple thing, but eating
and sharing food was an important first step in getting to know one another. I joined
different tables each day, and this gave me a time to touch base, gauge how each day
was going, and hear about any concerns or problems they were experiencing. At the end
of the lunch hour, we would head back to the classroom and I would check-in with the
instructors to see if everything was going smoothly before I retreated to either the back
of the room or to my office.
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Another key insight that I felt was important during the summer face-to-face
courses on campus was not simply experiencing university life, but building a
connection between the students and Prince Edward Island, so they could develop a
sense a place and develop an attachment to the university. After everyone arrived and
before classes started, I organized a tour of the Charlottetown Harbour. We took a tour
in a vehicle through the city streets and then out into the harbor itself, viewing the city
from the water, while learning about the history of the place and its people. It was a
beautiful day; the sun was shining and a light breeze was blowing. It was, however, still
quite hot for most of the Nunavut visitors.
We returned to the university campus to officially open the course. The students,
instructors, and the Dean of Education were arranged in a circle around the qulliq, a
traditional seal oil lamp. One person was selected to light to the lamp at a symbolic
opening ceremony. This tradition was repeated every morning on each of the teaching
days during the two-week period; one person would light the oil lamp with the
assistance of a second person.
Students taking one-week-long intensive courses are involved in six-hour
periods of learning each day with additional sessions scheduled in the evenings, such as
an introduction to the use of the library. Throughout the week, days and evenings were
also filled with completing assignments and readings. At the end of the first week, to
prepare students mentally for the difficult course the following week, we prepared an
excursion outside the city. During this field trip in a school bus, I decided to help
students relax, learn more about PEI, and share some of my local culture. We rented a
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tour bus for the day and drove to PEI’s north shore, home to the most beautiful white
sand and gently duned beaches.
As everyone filed out of the bus and crossed the road to the beach path, it was
like a breath of fresh air blew through the students. The tension of the week, the stress of
completing assignments, and the exhaustion caused by academic and emotional
workload drifted away with the ocean breeze. Though waters from the Gulf of St
Lawrence were quite cool, it was not nearly as cold as the Arctic Ocean, Hudson’s Bay,
or Baffin Bay. The atmosphere was joyful as people rolled up their pant-legs and waded
into the water, taking photographs of one another on their Blackberry phones to send
back home to family and friends (Blackberries were the only smartphones with service
in Nunavut at that time). After a walk along the beach, we boarded the bus and
continued the tour along the shore, with the driver highlighting key elements along the
route and explaining the history of the Island.
Next, we made our way to the small community of New Glasgow. We had made
a special reservation so everyone could have a lobster feast treat and enjoy traditional
local food from PEI. Over buckets of steamed mussels and bowls of seafood chowder, I
snapped photos of smiling faces; when the lobsters arrived, I took a few photos of
surprised and scared faces as well! We sat down to enjoy our meal, and I was happy to
be able to share my PEI traditional food with the students. After the meal, we went on a
tour of the lobster pound to see the tanks of lobster and to have a chance to hold an
extra-large live lobster. Before heading back to town, we took an after-dinner stroll at
the PEI Preserve Company, where some students tasted local jams and jellies, while
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others took in the sunset over the River Clyde. Tired and well-fed, we boarded the bus to
return to the university and begin the second week of classes.
I attended face-to-face courses and was immersed within the classroom
environment to build rapport with students, instructors, and organizers and to have
sufficient time to understand all aspects of the program in my role as the research
manager. Building trust with participants was essential to ensure that opinions and
information could be shared in comfort and with confidence throughout the program.
This is in keeping with Indigenous methodologies based on open dialogue, relationships,
and respect (Smith, 1999).
When I started in the position, I thought my primary focus was to prepare for my
“real work”—the interviews and research that was built into the MEd program to ensure
there was ongoing evaluation and documentation. However, I quickly learned that the
informal conversations I was having allowed me to understand more about each person,
their community, and Nunavut. The conversations were never simply about
“researching”; they were about connecting with one another and sharing experience. I
was keenly interested in knowing more before I could move forward comfortably with
my role. When I began working in my new job, I was learning along the way. The
learning I was doing turned out to be an emotionally enriching and demanding
experience, as well as one that was intellectually challenging and enlightening.
However, it was the relationships I formed that truly led me towards my own journey.
First trip to Nunavut. Four months into my job, I travelled to Nunavut for the
first time. As is often the case with these costly trips, this one combined many different
tasks to make the most of every available day. After spending a few days in Iqaluit, my
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supervisor thought it would be wise for me to travel to a smaller community to
experience community life outside of the hustle and bustle of the territorial capital,
Iqaluit. I boarded a plane to fly an additional 300 km north to the hamlet of Pangnirtung,
which lies just below the Arctic Circle. Comparing Iqaluit, with a population of
approximately 6,700 at that time, to Pangnirtung, a medium-sized Nunavut community
with about 1,400 people (Statistics Canada, 2011) was fascinating. After landing on the
tiny runway in the fjord, I was pleasantly surprised to find that my host had received the
message that I was set to arrive and was waiting in the airport for me; presumably, I
would be the only random Qallunaaq girl to get off the plane looking around for my
host. I smiled and sighed with relief when she found me—I would not have to walk
through the dark evening to the elementary school to find help from the one person in
the community I knew.
I learned many things during the brief period I spent wandering around the
community commonly known as “Pang.” I did not immediately love the cold weather. I
had arrived ill-prepared for the temperatures. I quickly tossed my inadequate knitted
wool mittens into the bottom of my suitcase and borrowed soft leather mittens from my
gracious host. I stayed in my host’s home, returning to eat meals with her and her
elderly mother who spoke almost exclusively in Inuktut. I was asked if I ate meat, and
they seemed very relieved that I was not a vegetarian.
Though I may have been unprepared in some ways for this first experience in
Nunavut, in other ways I was well prepared from my previous experiences travelling
alone. On my first night, watching television in Inuktut with my host family, I tucked
myself into my room and spent the evening digesting my supper of Arctic char as I
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thumbed through my Inuktut-English dictionary, learning basic greetings and
expressions. The next morning, I walked out the front door, on the lookout for the few
landmarks I had heard about. I toured the Uqqurmiut Centre, where prints and weavings
were made. I marvelled at the beautiful tapestries and the colourful and iconic crocheted
“Pang Hats.” I walked into buildings, introducing myself and speaking to various
community members. Each person I spoke to changed my view of the community and
deepened my understanding. Though I was limited to three precious days in Pang, I had
the luxury of freedom, with almost no commitments other than meeting with a few
people. Each day held new and interesting conversations and observations about the
beautiful Arctic landscape and Inuit culture. I made connections with people and
prepared for when I might return later that year.
By the end of my short stay, I had picked up a handful of phrases in the local
dialect and my understanding of Inuit community-life had increased dramatically. I had
slowed down and thrown out my agenda. Days were spent really looking around and
deeply breathing in the Arctic air in a place with Inuit who were treating me very well.
Upon returning home, I reflected on how much I had grown during that one trip. I
understood that my knowledge of Nunavut had been gathered solely from books and
journal articles, and now that I had added the experience of being there, I could start to
understand in a different way. The intricacies of life are seldom captured in academic
language. During this first time in the North, I was in awe of the Arctic landscape and
excited and passionate about my involvement in the programs and research projects that
were unfolding each day.
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Another new set of experiences I was enjoying were the culinary adventures of
Nunavut. As with many cultures, food is a big part of welcoming and sharing in a sense
of community. Luckily, I was already an adventurous eater from my previous travels. In
Nunavut, I had the opportunity to try many local delicacies. My first experience with
country food was a feast of raw and frozen walrus and seal, along with caribou soup
served with tea and bannock. As is the traditional style, the meat was served atop
flattened cardboard boxes in the middle of the floor. Over the course of the next three
years, I would feast many times on different country foods. I had wild Arctic char:
smoked, candied, frozen chunks, baked, made into chowder, and as jerky. I had tuktu, or
caribou, as natural dried jerky made on the land, frozen chunks, cooked in stew, and as
pinwheels of meat wrapped in the stomach sack; I also had pieces of caribou fat. I
feasted on cooked seal, but I preferred the raw seal liver. Muqtuq, whale skin with
blubber, is surprisingly good when dipped in a little soya sauce. Other treats from the
sea included kelp and clams. Sharing food is one of the best ways, I believe, of getting
to know someone. Sitting down to share stories to nourish the body and soul with fresh
local food remains among my most cherished memories in Nunavut.
Upon returning home after that huge learning experience, I prepared myself for
the next time I travelled by getting new cold-weather gear. The parka, pants, boots, and
mittens cost a small fortune, but I knew that if my clothing had been inadequate in
November, it surely would not be sufficient in February. I distinctly remember trying to
come to terms with the costs of things in Nunavut—from a litre of milk to a plane ticket,
everything was more expensive than anywhere else in the world I had travelled. My new
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mittens had cost the equivalent of three months of rent and utilities in my shared threebedroom house in El Salvador!
In each of my subsequent travels to the Arctic, I grew and learned more. Though
I could chronicle experiences from each trip, the importance of the first journey was in
having my eyes opened to what I had not been able to learn solely through reading about
the territory. In the next level of my education, I had to start digging deeper into my
role, my way of being, and how I was to come to terms with being the face of the
colonizer, yet attempting to act in respectful and decolonizing ways.
Documentary video journey. Half of my job was related to programs offered in
Nunavut, but the other half focussed on researching high school education in the
territory. Fiona Walton’s project, Inuit Qaujimajatuqangit and the Transformation of
High School Education in Nunavut, was funded by the Government of Canada through
the Network of Centres of Excellence program, ArcticNet—a large research network
with the goal of studying the impacts of climate change on the Canadian coastal Arctic
environment and its peoples (ArcticNet, n.d). The mixed-methods research project was
conducted with partners at the Nunavut Department of Education and the Coalition of
Nunavut District Education Authorities (CNDEA), a territory-wide organization
providing a local community direction and leadership on education in each of the 28
Nunavut communities. This project was intended to identify strategies or factors that
influenced community–school relationships, with the goal of improving high school
graduation in Nunavut, one of the highest priorities of National Inuit organizations and
the Nunavut Government.
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Documentary video was used to present stories visually and share the research
findings using the participants’ own voices. This approach to research focused on
talking to people about issues that were important to them from their perspectives. It
also gave us the ability to share findings bilingually, using both Inuktut and English.
Creating bilingual research documentary videos took an exponentially greater amount
time than creating unilingual English publications, yet they could reach a much greater
percentage of the target audience of Nunavut stakeholders and respond to the legislative
requirements to produce bilingual materials in Nunavut. Sharing research results using
video as a method proved to be more culturally appropriate for Inuit, who have longused oral history as a means of relaying stories. Filmmakers like Zacharias Kunuk have
already established a rich tradition in terms of using this medium to reach Inuit,
Canadian, and international audiences through such films as Atanarjuat: The Fast
Runner (2001), The Journals of Knud Rasmussen (2006), and Searchers (2016).
The bilingual documentary video, Going places: Preparing Inuit high school
students for a changing, wider world (Walton et al., 2011), was produced using original
interview footage from Inuktut language interviews and focus groups. The first stage of
this project involved the completion of two Nunavut case studies conducted in the
2010/2011 academic year, before I started working with the Nunavut projects. The
research profiled the effective leadership of two Inuit principals in Nunavut schools—
Lena Metuq in Pangnirtung, and Jukeepa Hainnu in Clyde River—, as well as the
impact they made on their communities (Walton et al., 2014). The documentary shared
the daily routines of an Inuit high school student in each community. However, the
primary sources of information about education in both locations were from Inuit
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educators, the local District Education Authority groups, and parents. The research
pointed to the importance of consistent personal and academic support from extended
family, teachers, Elders, and community members working together to encourage and
promote student success at the high school level (Qanatsiaq-Anoee, et al., 2017).
I helped to put the finishing touches on the bilingual documentary video and
organize a public screening of the film in Iqaluit. The video was shown for our partner
organizations and was well received. During a discussion period, one person made a
comment that altered the course of the subsequent year of my professional life. An Inuit
Elder stood up and said that he liked our video and how it had shared the perspective of
community members and of the principals themselves, yet he still wanted to know,
“What are the youth saying?”
Based on this request, the research team planned to gather stories about high
school education in Nunavut from students and share that story in a second documentary
video. Over the course of two separate trips from PEI and approximately five weeks of
travel time, filmmaker Mark Sandiford and I travelled to Pangnirtung, Rankin Inlet, and
Kugluktuk, Nunavut, spending five to eight days in each community and passing
through major communities for necessary stopovers along the way in Ottawa, Winnipeg,
Yellowknife, and Iqaluit. Leaving from the small city of Charlottetown, we began on
small planes, then boarded jets to fly north, while crossing populated areas of the
country, before boarding tiny planes once more to reach our final destinations in
Nunavut. I had grown to take on a larger role in the research project and rather than
simply assisting with research data that had already been gathered, I was now acting as a
researcher, interviewing Inuit youth and keeping the research project moving forward.
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Along the way, we were met by other team members as well. The Principal Investigator,
Fiona Walton, led the data collection in Kugluktuk, and in Rankin Inlet, the Executive
Director of our research partner at the Coalition of Nunavut DEAs joined to assist in the
research. It was important to have our research partner in Rankin Inlet with us, side-byside, during the data collection.
Having a travel companion who knew the ins and outs of Northern life and travel
was invaluable. Mark Sandiford, the film maker, spent 16 years living in the North, in
Nunavik, Nunavut, and the Northwest Territories. Over that time, he first worked with
the Inuit Broadcasting Corporation, and then with CBC television in Iqaluit and
Yellowknife. As a producer with the CBC, Mark travelled to many Nunavut
communities, prior to the formation of the territory. Mark also won a Gemini award for
his film, Qallunaat! Why White People Are Funny, a parody of documentary videos that
have been produced from an anthropological standpoint about Inuit. The film explored
how Inuit have been researched in the past and reverses the roles in this satirical portrait
of white people from the perspective of Inuit scientists. Mark came into the research
project with an existing agenda not to perpetuate ignorant and colonial attitudes about
Inuit. Among other things, Mark taught me about the importance of wearing good
hiking boots and the value of just knocking on a door instead of making a phone call. On
a later trip, I taught Mark how to make a pretty fantastic pot of chili using just
ingredients purchased from the convenience store next door.
Having learned that things in Nunavut can take time, and that hours and days of
productivity can easily be lost due to Arctic weather conditions or conflicting
community events, we had planned to stay in each research community for
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approximately a week. For scientists used to arriving, gathering samples, and departing,
staying more than a few days in each research community seemed like a lot of time from
an academic perspective, though before arriving in the first community, I wondered
whether around a week would be sufficient to gather the data required for the project.
The time was valuable in building connections and enabling people to see who we were
and how we were working closely with leaders from their communities. When the
interviews began, I quickly learned that when a young person was willing and ready to
share their perspective, the conversations went exceedingly well.
Producing a captivating documentary video means that a compelling story needs
to emerge. The first film documented the story of two Inuit principals (Walton et al.,
2011). For the second film, we set out to discover what the major issues were in high
school education in Nunavut from students’ perspectives (Walton et al., 2013). We had
ideas, but we also did not want to direct the content of the interviews by having
participants answer rigid, predetermined questions that embodied what we felt was
important. Rather, we aimed to create a safe environment for individuals to tell their
own stories in their own words. We wanted to find out what was important to youth
when they reflected on their education.
In each of the communities where we gathered data, we reached out in advance
to a graduate of the Nunavut Master of Education program to help us. Each of these
women was a community leader, respected both personally and professionally, and
Mark had worked with all the graduates when he created the documentary about the
MEd program, Lighting the qulliq: The first Nunavut Master of Education program
(Walton, Frenette, & Sandiford, 2009), previously referred to in this thesis. These very
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capable partners reached out to other community members to share the message that we
were coming to town. The community partners vouched for our credibility as
researchers who were coming from southern Canada. This groundwork meant that we
were not simply stepping off an airplane, then asking people to share their stories with a
total stranger. We had strong partners who helped to recruit participants and came by to
introduce us to participants; I believe it made a significant difference.
The partnerships with the MEd graduates opened doors related to research, but
they also led to the creation of personal relationships. I turned 26 on a very cold
February night in Pangnirtung, and I spent the evening at a potluck with the youth centre
coordinator and a mixed-age group of her friends. I felt such warmth and hospitality
surrounded by good food and laughs, and the evening was topped off by a beautiful
chocolate cake with cherry filling and whipped cream. Occasions like this helped to
make research visits more personal. I was not simply eating at the local hotel restaurant
and hiding out in my hotel room between interviews. Hours were spent touring
community schools, browsing carvings, and checking out the wares at the local stores
(where I was surprised one day to see an air conditioner on the store shelf; marked down
for quicker sale, likely because it was November in the Arctic). When we began this
research, we were uncertain about what the final “story” of the research would become,
so Mark and I filmed whatever was happening in the community at the time: hockey
games, fishing trips, dogsledding, community feasts, and square dance practices. Other
activities were not quite as glamorous, such as when we took a tour of the Pangnirtung
Fish Plant or when we recorded a participant sitting and quietly painting boards for his
after-school job.
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As a research team, we tried to create a caring, respectful, and safe environment.
The documentary research team focussed on building projects that were truly
collaborative and involved working directly with Inuit organizations. We also tried to
embody Inuuqatigiitsiarniq, the IQ Principle that corresponds to respecting others,
relationships, and caring for people (GN, 2004). This principle was something I had
been working on embodying since beginning my work with the Nunavut MEd students,
and it also remained a priority during the documentary video project. Being respectful of
people and relationships, we gradually built on the existing relationships participants
had with the in-community partners. We respected each person’s perspective and valued
their contributions to the research project, regardless of whether we shared their opinion.
First, we wanted to gather a wide range of perspectives, so we carefully ensured
that the research was framed to be inclusive and that educational “success” was not a
criterion that was necessary in order to be interviewed. We chose to speak with youth
who had already completed high school or who were currently enrolled but had left at
one point and come back to finish their education. We found that these individuals had
already taken some time to reflect on their high school education. They had a wide
variety of life experiences and included a high school non-completer who was a single
working mother, a mature student who had left school then returned with the intention
of graduating, a graduate of high school who had gone on to technical college, and a
graduate enrolled at a university in Ottawa. The participants ranged from 17–25 years of
age, which meant that many were only a few years younger than I was. This gave us the
advantage of having more relaxed conversation because we had more of a peer
relationship.
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As an outsider entering the community to “do research,” I was aware of how I
could be perceived and was eager to distance myself from the image of a Qallunaat-ona-mission—dressed in business clothing, ready to steam-roll my way to getting my job
done. I learned simple things to do to change that image. I threw formal academic and
professional etiquette out the window for the most part, which was easy because the
language of research was still something that felt a bit foreign to me at that time. I was
in a different culture, and I had to trust my instincts that told me not to go anywhere near
the dress pants I had thrown into my suitcase because I thought they would make me
more of an “adult” and a “project manager.” I realized that professional was not how I
wanted to be perceived by the young people I was interviewing. Instead, each day before
heading out to youth centres or schools, I would pull on my favourite jeans, a longsleeved shirt, and my comfortable sweater that had the phrase “peace, love, yoga” on the
back.
Ready to take on the world, Mark and I would bundle up, throw backpacks and
camera bags over our shoulders, and head out to chat with our in-community research
partners, meet new people, and set up our youth filmmaking workshops. The workshops
helped us to get to know the youth and, more importantly, helped the youth become
more comfortable and confident with the filmmaking process before their interviews
took place. The camera gear was left in each community at the youth centre, to help
encourage any interested individuals to pursue filmmaking. Armed with a handheld
video camera, microphone, and tripod, the participants would divvy up the key roles in
making a film, with different people becoming the director, actor, and camera-person.
After completing a short scene, we would move to a computer lab where simple editing
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software had been uploaded. The youth spent time with our filmmaker, getting creative
with the video footage. After everyone had finished editing their work, we all watched
them together. Even with the same original footage, each person would edit the scene
differently, and often watching the final products generated many laughs.
One of the best parts of the interview experience from my perspective was the
feeling of connection that sometimes existed in the middle of the interview. When things
went well, it was as though the rest of the world around us did not exist. There was
nothing happening outside the sphere of lights, microphones, and cameras, and during
the truly great interviews, even the camera was often forgotten. The conversation flowed
seamlessly from one topic to the next with only the occasional casual glance at my
notes, to see what I might ask as a question if the conversation veered off course. Sitting
within the bubble of the conversation, I was given 19 different stories of what happened
in high school and afterwards. The topics were sometimes challenging. Jenna Kilabuk
from Pangnirtung said,
I’m stuck [laughs]. I know I could do a lot, and get into a lot of good, but it
really hit me when I graduated, that I couldn’t get into any of these [college]
programs because I didn’t have what it took from my high school [nods], yeah.
Especially math. I wish I had those [courses], but I don’t… A lot of years wasted
when we could have learned a lot of different things [nods]… I just hope the
school system changes…[W]e have really smart people up here, but we’re no
t using it, we’re not [shakes head]. (Walton, et al. 2013, 23:03)
Having conversations when participants expressed hopes and dreams that have not yet
become a reality was challenging. Other tough topics included feelings about the
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deterioration of Inuktut language skills. Hilary Angidlik from Rankin Inlet said, “I lost it
[my language] when I was in, I guess, when I started kindergarten. But before that,
Inuktitut was all I spoke, so it’s really, I feel ashamed, like not knowing… not knowing
it anymore” (Walton, et al., 2013, 02:41). And the loss of language was not the only
thing young people felt sad about. In an interview, Allen Jr. Pigalak from Kugluktuk
shared both the reality and his hopes: “[O]ur culture is dying slowly … and… our Elders
are passing on … and we would like to keep our culture strong” (Walton, et al., 2013,
02:27).
In a moving conversation about the positive influence of her grandmother,
Melanie Misheralak said,
She taught us how to be strong, no matter how tough life gets. She taught us to
keep our chin up high, and to be happy, and to keep going, and not to give up on
life. Yeah … so … my childhood wasn’t really all that happy, and … well it … I
had a pretty tough life, but she taught me how to keep it strong, and to keep
going and not to give up on life. So I’m still here right now because of my
grandmother [smiling]. (Misheralak, 2013, 14:55)
Despite these challenges and perhaps also because of them, this young woman became
strong enough to share her story on camera, in the hopes that it could help change
education in Nunavut. Other positive stories were shared as well. Jennifer Kilabuk from
Iqaluit was studying at college in Ottawa when I spoke to her. She said, “[y]ou empower
yourself a little, with just knowing and feeling who you are and learning those cultural
things and to be proud of it, as it gives kind of a light in the heart kind of thing”
(Walton, et al., 2013, 05:55). The courage each person had to openly share their feelings
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about education, a topic that was both personal and, at the time, highly political, was
remarkable.
When the conversations were over, it was as though a bubble had burst. At the
end of interviews such as these, from a personal standpoint, I felt great and from my role
in the research project I felt confidence in the data that we had collected. From the
moment the words came out of the participants’ mouths, there were many times when I
was certain that they were very important. I could hear the significance of a statement
and see the honesty reflected in the eyes of the interviewee. Those moments become the
gems of research; they are sought after and often found in unlikely places, but I learned
to treasure them when I was lucky enough to be presented with them through these
interviews.
Doing the work. For me, gathering research data was fun. I loved organizing
trips, scheduling meetings, and chatting with community members to figure out how we
could make our project work. I enjoyed getting to a community, connecting with incommunity researchers, and hearing their ideas and plans for the week. Despite a few
hiccups, the research trips went well. The interviews were transcribed as we went, so
preliminary analysis of data could take place while the research was still underway.
Given the tight time-frame between the research trips, transcriptions were completed by
an assistant to allow for a quick turnaround. After the transcriptions were completed, it
was time to analyze the data.
Reading the interview transcripts on paper brought me back to the interviews.
One afternoon, back on PEI, while sitting outside on a bench reading a copy of an
interview, I read a quote and was instantly pulled back to the room where the
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conversation had taken place. Everyone sitting around in our bulky winter jackets, due
to the glitch in the heating system, the noise of a child running around playing, and a
young person sitting in front of me wiping the tears from her eyes. On that sunny day, so
far from Nunavut, geographically, and months away from the day of the interview, I
also had tears in my eyes as I read one person’s poignant story about high school in
Nunavut.
Reflecting on the interviews while reading the transcripts caused me to start to
really think about the issues more deeply. The task we faced was to shape 19 very
different perspectives into a documentary video that built on the common overarching
themes that stood out from what each person had shared. It was often hard to me to
choose which comments to include in the video because I was so connected to the
interviews; it was hard to look at the conversations as just “data” when I knew the
longer and more complicated story of each participant. It was an interesting and exciting
journey, from recording the interviews to making a video.
Recording the interviews and shaping them into a video gave me a deeper
perspective about education in Nunavut by linking my time sitting in on Nunavut MEd
courses as they took place with the stories told by Inuit youth who were enrolled in, or
had recently left, high school. In the former context, I heard about the personal struggles
and victories of Inuit educational leaders—all women—, each trying to contribute to a
better school system; in the latter, I heard from youth who were going through that
system. With every conversation, my understanding of education in Nunavut grew. My
perspective was not simply informed by academic articles or words in papers. The
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testimony of mature Inuit women and passionate Inuit youth reverberated and worked its
way deeply into my own settler being.
Although not the original intent, research interviews took place in English. In the
first research community, we noticed that participants had seemed more hesitant when
we mentioned the name of the Inuit interviewer, a respected educational leader whom
we had organized as an in-community researcher to help conduct interviews in Inuktut.
As a result, we offered the alternative of interviewing in English with only the
filmmaker and myself. Neither of us were local to the community. Participants seemed
happier sharing their opinions on education with outsiders who had no direct ties to the
schools they were discussing. In each community, the option to interview in Inuktut was
given, with the exception of Kugluktuk, where the local dialect of Inuktut is
Innuinaqtun. The in-community research partner was a strong supporter of language
revitalization, and most young people had some knowledge of the language, yet it would
not have been possible to conduct full interviews in the language as the levels of
competency were low due to the language losses in the community.
There were other reasons why interviews were conducted in English, aside from
the challenges of dialectical differences between regions in Nunavut and the lack of a
standardized writing system. The research team struggled with questions of which
dialect would be used for narration and whether titles and subtitles for the documentary
would be written in Inuktut syllabics or Roman orthography, not to mention the
challenges of editing video footage filmed in a different language after returning to
Charlottetown. A full analysis of the original Inuktut data would need to be completed
by a fluent speaker of the language, and due to the extensive time required to analyze all
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data, it was not going to be possible for any of our Inuit research team members, who
were working full-time jobs, to complete this task. Language in Nunavut is a political
issue and one that we struggled with while producing this documentary.
I had thought the hard part of the process would be on the ground in Nunavut,
contacting potential participants and conducting interviews, yet that proved to be wrong.
Analyzing the data and helping to create a story that reflected the research findings and
the partners’ priorities was the hardest part. I felt it was important to ensure that the
integrity of each interview was maintained and that the important topics were covered.
We could not simply pick and choose clips that fit with positive messages people might
want to hear. While attempting to maintain the hope that youth had that the education
system would improve, each participant chose to explain some of the negative aspects of
their education.
An additional challenge was making sure that the voices of participants carried
the story. Though the in-community research partners were Inuit, the director and
producers of the documentary were all Qallunaat. We faced the challenge of ensuring
that the documentary was not another example of white paternalism, with researchers
located at a distant university, prescribing to Inuit what they should do to “fix” their
educational system. The collaborative research had been conducted with the support of
the territorial government Department of Education and the Inuit-run community and
school District Education Authority (DEA). All our partnerships and Inuit community
researchers had the potential to be undermined if the tone of final product was too
Qallunaat and did not reflect Inuit perspective, voices, and community priorities.
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The initial screening of the documentary for one of our two partner
organizations did not go as we had hoped, and with suggestions of substantial changes,
we left the meeting wondering where we had gone wrong. Had we not properly
communicated the objective of the video with partners in the planning phase? Had we
misrepresented the data? Or was it just that the story was not one that our partner wanted
to hear at that point in time? Everyone stepped back and took a breath.
Slight adjustments were made, and more feedback was gathered on the film. We
screened with our second partner organization and the response was overwhelmingly
positive. In an email to a colleague, I relayed the feedback that the, “film validates what
they [Inuit partners] have been thinking about education and what young people have
experienced, [this] seems to be a take home message. It expresses the situation in a very
powerful way”

personal communication, 2012). With a theatre filled with

members of our partner organization and armed with the overwhelming support of those
who had viewed it, we moved forward to finalize the documentary.
The final product was a 32-minute documentary named Alluriarniq – Stepping
forward: Youth perspectives on high school education in Nunavut (see Figure 3). The
title came from a meeting with our research partners, the Coalition of Nunavut DEA’s.
After discussing the video with regional representatives, the word alluriarniq
(“stepping forward”) was suggested to symbolize the courage it took for the youth come
out and share their opinions and also because together, their voices were stronger. One
copy was in English, with English narrations, and a second copy was completed with
Inuktut narrations and subtitles below the English interview content.
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Youth Perspectives on
High School Education
in Nunavut

Figure 3. Documentary video cover.
The video was uploaded to two online video platforms, YouTube and Isuma,
which is optimized for viewing at low-bandwidth in the North. At the time that this
thesis was being completed, the total online views of the English and Inuktut narrated
versions, across both websites, was 6,609 (see Table 1). Additionally, there are 2000
physical copies of the DVD in circulation.
Table 1: Online Views of Documentary Video to April 2017
Narration
Language
Stepping English
Forward
(2013)
Inuktitut

Isuma.TV
Views

Youtube.com
Views

Total Views
Per Version

2,956

1,288

4,244

Total Online
Views

6,609
1,983

382

2,365
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In the spirit of transparency of data and ensuring that research was fully available to the
communities, each edited interview was uploaded to the internet, on YouTube, with a
copy embedded on the program website. Interestingly, one interview has been viewed
550 times (interview with Jenna Kilabuk from Pangnirtung:
https://youtu.be/Dnl5bOuc4PM). The sheer number of people who have been engaged,
coupled with the ability to reach a non-scientific audience, means that the important
messages about Nunavut high school education were being heard widely.
While working on this documentary project, I was not simply gathering data; I
was also gathering insight into Nunavut, its history, and how I was acting within this
colonized context. I became more careful and cautious, slowing down my reactions and
taking time to consider myself and my situation when confronted with the challenging
issues at the heart of the reconciliation process. I carried these lessons with me through
the remainder of my work-life at UPEI and into my life as a mother and Canadian
citizen.
Program research. Jobs as complex as the one I had taken on often make it hard
to create firm lines between one project and one task and the next, and often one thing
informs or shapes the next. Such was the case within my new role. I was learning about
education in Nunavut in a very holistic way. The knowledge and skills I learned
producing the documentary video in the ArcticNet research while simultaneously
working with educational leaders who were students in the Nunavut MEd program
positively affected each other. I saw education from the perspective of the course
teachers and MEd program administrators, as I was privy to in-depth discussions held
during graduate courses, and I was aware of issues from the perspective of the students
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in schools, having interviewed young people for the documentary video project. Each of
these experiences enabled me to build my own perspectives, and each strengthened and
built upon my understanding of the complexity of education in Canada’s newest
territory. However, one of my greatest sources of learning was from the participants in
the Nunavut MEd program and the findings I gathered from research about the program.
I have previously explained why I was hired to gather research data on the
Nunavut MEd program and report the findings. From the first course I attended in July
2011 until the end of the program, I remained with the program participants while they
completed their face-to-face courses. As I previously mentioned, I sat in on some of the
classes as they took place. Except for one course, when I had a personal interest in the
subject matter, for most of the courses, I joined in for parts of the day and watched the
students’ presentations of their projects. There was a specific focus on healing and
growth within the program, and every day during the face-to-face courses, a trained
counsellor worked with participants in group or one-on-one settings to help each person
process any intense emotions that came up because of class discussions. The counsellor
was also available to the students after classes finished for the day. I did not want to be a
voyeur sitting in when I should be giving space for the Inuit educational leaders to learn,
grow, and heal as they moved through topics that were deeply personal. A balance was
found between spending enough time in class to observe how things were going and
developing an understanding of the course content, while respecting the students’
privacy.
As the participants were learning and growing, I was not simply witnessing
progress in their presentations. The conversations we shared and the discussions we had
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over evening suppers led to personal connections with each of them. The research data I
was gathering was not simply numbers on a spreadsheet. Research questions also
focused on what the program participants were feeling. Each conversation I had, each
interview I recorded, and each survey response I read changed my perspective on
education in Nunavut.
Working through Colonialism
In Chapter Three, I explored what I learned about education in Nunavut and
about the process and impacts of colonialism. Uncovering pieces of Canada’s colonial
past was a part of my journey. At the beginning of this process, my first reaction was
embarrassment for my ignorance. I felt frustrated and betrayed at how little I had
learned about Indigenous history in Canada. However, learning this information was
only the first half of the job of understanding it—I also had to process it all. Coming to
terms with what I had learned and incorporating it into my worldview was a more
challenging process than simply comprehending the history and theories. This part of
the process was emotionally draining. Many of the things I had thought to be true had
been turned on their heads, and I had to figure out “now what?” How did I feel about
what I had just read, heard, or experienced?
Not only was I trying to understand and process new information, but I also had
to figure out how to do my work as well as understand the history of colonialism in
Nunavut and the legacy of research within Indigenous communities. I was a young, nonIndigenous woman wearing the hat of the “researcher.” Smith (1999) has argued that in
Indigenous communities, “stories about research and particularly about researchers (the
human carriers of research) were intertwined with stories about all other forms of
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colonization and injustice” (p. 3). In this section of the thesis, I explain three of the
strongest emotions I felt while trying to work through this process: Guilt, anger, and
silence.
Guilt. Having learned more about colonialism, uncovering the hidden privileges
that I had experienced in my life (yet had not been aware of), I began to feel a deep
sense of guilt. Why had I been born into such a position of wealth and power, or, more
importantly, why was there such inequity in the distribution of power and resources,
even with respect to something as essential as healthy food? I had previously travelled in
developing countries and had already faced this question; it was a bit harder to
acknowledge that the same level of inequality existed in our own “rich” country, in our
own backyards.
Travelling in Nunavut, I started experiencing what daily life looked and felt like.
My Nunavut immersion began on my first trip North, when I spent time in Iqaluit for a
course, then flew alone to Pangnirtung to connect with community research partners.
This first trip prepared me for the next four years and got me used to the intermingling
of research and program work at the same time. Everything blended together in my
learning, making it hard to draw firm lines between one thing and another. Everything
affected the next insights, and things changed quickly, depending on what I was
experiencing.
I started off by seeing primarily middle-class life in the territory. When Nunavut
MEd courses were taking place, we were housed in comfortable accommodation—bed
and breakfasts or local hotels. During my research trips, I started to see more of life
outside the capital and the tourist bubble of Inuit art and Arctic char. My research
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colleagues, experienced Inuit educational leaders, welcomed me into their homes and
fed me meals of chowder and bannock at dinner tables surrounded by large extended
families. I was invited to evening family jam sessions with fiddle music and jigging and
to community feasts. These women showed me what life could be like in the territory,
but they represented what “a good life” looked like because they all held stable
professional positions and were often leaders in their communities. While they surely
had their struggles, they were also teachers with job security and a post-secondary
education up to a graduate level.
The deeper I moved into the research on high school education, the more I saw.
My learning took place when the cameras were rolling and after the interviews had
stopped. In the conversations, Inuit youth opened up about their struggles learning
Inuktut, their frustration with high teacher-turnover rates, and the low standards for
education. One person told of not being challenged, while others explained how they
struggled to keep up with course content after missing many days of school because they
simply had not been interested in attending, or they were being bullied at school.
Opportunities to learn from Elders in informal environments would arise for students,
but to go out hunting sometimes meant missing significant amounts of school, putting
the academic year in jeopardy. Youth spoke about the difficult balance between learning
traditional Inuit skills out on the land with family and focusing on education, and about
how these two strands of knowledge often conflicted. At the same time, I heard stories
about the power and positive influence of grandparents and the hope youth held for the
future.
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What took place off-camera was just as important for my personal education.
During the interviews for this project, as previously mentioned, Inuit participants were
often hesitant to share negative stories, and I shared that feeling. I saw the impact of
food insecurity and observed the prices of food. I experienced how hard it can be to eat a
reasonably healthy diet on a researcher’s daily stipend, even when it is adjusted to allow
for the high prices of northern travel. Being around for the ins and outs of daily life,
community fundraisers, and sewing circles was very valuable. However, catching
glimpses of addiction, violence, abuse, gambling, language loss, and the impacts of
suicide on communities provided another level of learning; arguably, these were, and
continue to be, the impacts of ongoing colonialism in the territory. For the most part, the
stories that were shared with me on these topics are not recounted in this thesis because
they are not my stories to tell. While it was very emotionally difficult to think about the
many social and cultural challenges in Nunavut, an accurate portrayal of my experience
requires that I mention they became part of my experience in communities I visited. I
certainly do not want readers to believe that I was naïve about what was happening
around me while I was in these communities. Seeing and hearing more about what life
in a small Northern community involved opening my eyes to the harsh realities of daily
life for far too many Inuit.
Working with Inuit in Nunavut, I felt guilt for two main reasons. First, I felt the
weight of responsibility for the actions of settler Canadians and how the activities and
assimilationist policies had created the kind of conditions that led to the state of inequity
felt and lived in Indigenous communities in the current time. Non-indigenous people
and government continue to have control over the lives of too many Indigenous people
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in Canada. They still occupy positions of significant power in Nunavut communities,
and the policies of the past still shape the many struggles being lived by Indigenous
Canadians. Though the actions of the Qallunaat in Nunavut and other Indigenousmajority contexts were not my own, I felt that I could not completely disconnect myself
from them—I could not simply just say, “Well, that’s not my problem. Those people in
the past made some choices that turned out badly for Indigenous people in Canada.”
This overarching sense of guilt about how the entire Indigenous community was treated
in Canada may sound like it was futile, but the more I learned, the more I felt that as
settler Canadians, we were all guilty and complicit because we reaped the benefits, and
our lives reflect the comfort and security made possible by the procurement of land from
Indigenous communities. My family, along with almost all the inhabitants of PEI, live
on still unceded Mi’kmaq territory. While my ancestors may not have been directly
involved in drafting, enacting, or enforcing the policies that involved racist and
oppressive practices towards Indigenous people in Canada, I still felt culpable. My
ancestors had worked hard on land to feed our family, but it was not rightly ours to sow.
All of the benefits, privileges, and the joys of growing up in rural PEI that I described in
Chapter One took place on stolen land that had been lived on by Indigenous peoples
since time immemorial, prior to my ancestors’ arrival from Scotland and England.
Aside from feeling guilty on the larger and societal level, my second feeling of
guilt was on a personal level. Each time I returned home from a research trip to
Nunavut, I was struck by how easy my life had been to that point. Even when I had
complained as a child that, “we have no food,” what I had really meant was that we did
not have any of my favourite foods on hand. I never had to worry about whether my
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home was a safe place for me to go, if it would be heated, or if I had to go to work to
help with bills. Though I am sure my family worked hard to ensure these things were
provided, it often made me feel guilty that I had such a comfortable life when so many
others had lives far from easy, filled with pain, loss, suffering, and hunger.
After each of my travels to international developing countries, I would return
home with a similar sense about my extremely privileged life. There really is nothing
quite as humbling as realizing just how many of the things you might classify as
“problems” are really just trivial and inconsequential when you put them into a larger
perspective. Each time I returned home, I would marvel at the size of houses, cars, and
the wardrobes of people. Returning home from a country like Mexico, Peru, or
Malaysia, you expect a certain amount of adjustment. Yet I experienced the same
reverse culture shock each time I returned home from time in Nunavut.
Anger. My personal journey had made me start to realize the inequities in
Canada and to recognize my advantages. It made me acutely aware when people close to
me started conversations about how “unfair” it was that Indigenous people in Canada
were given so many special “privileges,” particularly about taxes, fishing and hunting
rights, and education. Paulette Regan said,
Talking about the burden of history makes us feel frustrated and overwhelmed.
We don’t know how to put the past behind us, so rather than engaging in
meaningful dialogue, we get stuck in destructive monologues. We talk past each
other, not hearing the deeper truths residing in stories that are troubling for both
teller and listener, albeit for different reasons. (2010, p. 20)
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I felt like my friends who started discussions about how Indigenous people in Canada
seemed to have a “free ride,” had never had to acknowledge their own opportunities or
acknowledge and understand the systemic racism many Indigenous people in Canada
have faced. Had they understood the history and the issues, they may not have felt like
they, as Canadian-born university-educated settler descendants, were the
“disadvantaged” ones.
It was often an emotional struggle when someone said something overly racist. I
would cringe a little bit, sometimes wincing at the comment. The feeling that I needed to
reply and make a contradictory comment was strong. It was a struggle to decide when to
speak up because I just did not feel like I had it in me, or that it would even be beneficial
to question all the racist comments that were made. “Come on, it’s just funny” or “Yeah
but I don’t mean it like that,” were the kinds of responses I received, as though I should
reply, “Oh sorry, I didn’t realize that racism is totally fine as long as other people laugh
at it.” I had also started to pick up on the small things people said or did that indicated
their feelings.
The sentiment, “Well why don’t they just get over it anyway?” quickly made me
angry. Hearing someone saying that the Indigenous people in Canada should just move
on from the history of colonialism, as though it was a single act, as opposed to a series
of deliberate actions and policies over many, many years, caused a flare of anger to rise
up in me very quickly. Every now and then, I might make a small comment trying to
challenge the person’s belief, but not being someone who jumps headlong into
arguments, I tried to avoid conflict. Yet every time I remained silent, the issue would
build up inside me, and I would become increasingly agitated. I knew that in that state, I
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could not be coherent and have a rational conversation with someone I had known since
I was a child.
It is my deep belief that part of the reason why stereotypes about Indigenous
people continue, as well as the racism that often goes with them, are due to a simple lack
of information and genuine lack of connection with people from other cultures. In
Canada, the national narrative does not explore or even readily admit to the events that
took place to form Canada, aside from the fact that we prevailed over the French. The
national story is of hard-working pioneers who came to a new land and worked by the
sweat of their brows to create a new life. It doesn’t mention that there were already
people here…and that the land that the pioneers worked so hard to cultivate and make a
living from was not originally theirs to do as they pleased. In the current day, there are
often conflicts that arise largely because settlers in Canada simply do not know about
Indigenous people’s histories with settlers over the past three hundred odd years, and
further, that we have not been taught about pre-contact life. When I felt calm and
confident enough, I would sometimes take an opportunity to try to dispel myths about
Inuit and life in Nunavut, though for the most part I was either so frustrated or hesitant
to start a conflict, that I bit my tongue and remained quiet.
Silence. One of the major differences between my journey and that of the Inuit
educators in the Nunavut MEd program was the changes in the concept of nipiga or
“voice.” My own personal voice was diminishing, for different reasons and in different
ways. I was becoming silent. My silence came in two forms: A practiced and relaxed
silence, where I was creating space for another person to gather their thoughts and speak
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their mind; and an awkward and uncomfortable silence, where I felt so embarrassed or
reluctant, I simply would not dare to open my mouth.
The first type of silence I started to exhibit took place during the interviews of
Inuit youth about their experiences in high school. I learned the importance of a skill
that involved a great deal of care and thought; that skill was becoming an effective
listener. In the documentary filmmaking process, as the camera was being set up, I
would try to sink into my role as the listener. As a natural extrovert and a member of a
large, loud family, I was not very used to long periods of silence. Working in Nunavut, I
learned how to start a conversation with a comfortable and familiar topic to help the
participant to feel confident. I learned how to listen quietly and not to interrupt or try to
provide affirmation or feedback mid-way through a person’s testimony. I also learned
how to sit quietly to give someone time to gather their thoughts. Sitting patiently was
often a challenge because there was a fine line between giving someone the time and
space to collect themselves and making them feel uncomfortable because they did not
have an answer and you were sitting waiting for a response. Interviewing Inuit youth
was interesting and exciting, but it took time to learn how to keep the conversation
flowing by not saying too much and just offering an encouraging sound, or small nod,
which, I later learned, was closer to an Inuit way of communicating.
My time in Nunavut communities made me more comfortable with silence. Not
only was I patiently listening as research interviews took place, I was also quietly
listening while conversations in Inuktut took place. Travelling had taught me the
importance of just relaxing and letting the conversation unwind around you, whether or
not I could be a part of it due to language differences. I could sit and enjoy the company
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of others, even when I could not participate in the storytelling and sharing. When
conversations were spoken in English, I did not chime in as much as I usually would. I
slowed down and carefully considered what I was saying.
Taking on the role as a listener during the documentary filmmaking process
started me on a path that led to being less talkative in other aspects of my job as well.
Back in July 2012, on the first day that I sat in on a Nunavut MEd course, a year into my
role, I was very excited and nervous about taking part. I came into the class with a set of
questions in my mind about the state of Inuktut in Nunavut, based on some of my
conversations with youth, and I had hoped to find answers. However, simultaneously, I
also felt a sense of apprehension, due to my feeling of “otherness” in the class. I had
asked permission from the students to conduct the research and to become part of this
class as a silent participant. I now believe that because of my silence, the relationships
with the program participants developed, and they were open to me sitting in on the
classes. Yet, I felt uncomfortable at times, knowing that I was a Qallunaaq, a white
person, the person who was studying what these Inuit women were experiencing. When
the class began, I soon felt my concerns disappearing and become more insignificant as
the hours passed. I quickly realized that what I felt and how I perceived my own space
within the class was of little importance when the broader issues and important topics of
the course were being raised.
While participating in discussions in Nunavut, I started to use my second form of
silence because I felt embarrassed. One afternoon, a small group discussion was taking
place, and I was included. For me, this was a rare opportunity to hear from Inuit
educational leaders about the state of Inuktut in Nunavut schools. I found it a bit
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awkward because while I was curious about finding answers to my burning questions, I
felt quite uncomfortable after I posed a question to the small group. Was it more
important for me to be given the answer to my question? Or was it more valuable to
quietly sit and hope that through the course of the discussion, my questions would be
answered, letting the conversation naturally flow through the topics that were important
to the others? I felt after this small discussion that I was being too forward, asking
questions based on my limited experience in Nunavut, and testing the reality for women
who lived within a world I had only just glimpsed. I felt self-conscious and embarrassed,
concerned that I was acting like a stereotypical qallunaat, making assumptions without
fully knowing. Every time I opened my mouth to make a comment or ask a question, I
felt like it was not very important. My remarks did not seem as profound or important to
the discussions as the insights each of the Inuit educational leaders were making.
I started to question myself and my role as a Qallunaaq woman interacting
within a context that was meant to be decolonizing for the Inuit participants. Becoming
more and more uncertain about myself, I was nervous to speak. After this small group
discussion, I went home to re-evaluate my participation in the class. From that moment
forward, I decided that the most effective way to learn within this class was to come in
without any expectations or questions which called for answers, but rather sit patiently,
listening while the topics were explored and the discussion unfolded around me. I began
to appreciate the value of being a silent observer and the importance of patiently waiting
for things to unfold. Often, when it was least expected, the answers to my questions
would emerge; other times, it would lead to five more new questions.
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This silence carried over to other parts of my work as well. There had been a few
occasions where I had tough discussions, after someone in a position of authority had
not been happy with my work. I realized that my go-to response in this situation was
also embarrassed silence. I was too afraid to open my mouth for fear of either making
the situation worse or bursting into tears from the stress. I had been shut down on a few
occasions, and it made me realize the power that intimidating authority figures can have
over your ability to speak up and use your voice. In my conversations with Inuit
educational leaders, many women revealed that they had experienced this same feeling,
often when confronted by male Qallunaat administrators. I was learning the power that
people can have to silence others, whether on purpose or by accident. I began to wonder
if I had shut people down before. Had I been using my power in ways that silenced
others?
In my research role at that time, I was also very closely watching and observing
during many conferences and important meetings. One day, I was sitting in a conference
room full of Inuit and Northerners who had all gathered to hear what the presenter had
to say. Upon completing the presentation, the floor was opened to questions. In the room
sat a multitude of people who were respected and knowledgeable in the field of
education, and there was time for discussion. The first person who stood was a young
white man, and though I cannot recall the exact question he asked, I remember thinking
it was asked simply so the person could hear his own voice. It was one of those typical,
“Okay, since no one is talking yet, I’ll be a great guy and just get things rolling by
asking a question even though I don’t really know what I’m talking about” moments.
While maybe this was a genuine and sincere query by an interested young person, the
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anger and frustration I felt at the question was a familiar feeling at that point of time. I
felt like not enough time had been given for people to stand up to ask their question, that
other opportunities for people to ask relevant questions had be closed, and that the
question asked was simply a waste of time. The person who stood up next quietly asked
an important and hard-hitting question. The time ran out shortly after this question was
asked, and I remember thinking how it would have been better if more time had been
available to respond to the softly voiced and profound question. I realized that, too
often, I had acted just as the young man had, and that realization made me feel anxious.
I did not want to be the person who did not recognize how little she knew, yet tried to
maintain power and control over the conversation. Times like these made me even more
hesitant to speak up because my interpretation of the situation was that the young man
thought he was doing a good thing, but I thought he was wasting people’s time. A
participant in the Nunavut MEd program expressed a similar sentiment:
I have realized that my voice is changing through this process of taking my
Master’s. I feel that…we need to reflect and be sure about what we would like to
voice. We shouldn't just talk or lecture for the sake of it. Only when we have
something important to say or contribute should we speak up and out. Therefore,
I believe in the process of developing that voice…I feel that we must be
knowledgeable in the areas we wish to speak about before we speak about them.
Often, people are not given credit for their contributions because they speak too
quickly or before they've thought things through. (

et al., 2015, p. 40)
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At this point in my journey, I had been very humbled at what I had not known and did
not fully understand. I realized that it was important to sit down, shut up, and let other
people take turns speaking.
There were also times when I was asked to speak. At the end of each Nunavut
MEd course, there was a closing circle, where each person was given time to make their
final comments to the entire group. Even though I was anxious, I always tried to prepare
myself to speak during each circle. Each time, without meaning to, I said almost the
same thing: How I had learned and grown so much, how I felt like I was on my own
journey of learning how to be a good person, and how thankful I was to have been
included in the experience. I must have sounded like a broken record. Every time I
spoke, I felt so scared about sharing my feelings because what I was sharing seemed less
profound or meaningful than the insights shared by the Inuit educators.
My silence had started to turn into immobilization. I was scared to say the
“wrong thing” and did not want to say anything at all. I was second-guessing everything
I did or said because I was so afraid of speaking without fully knowing and exerting my
Qallunaat power without realizing it. My actions might also be having unintended
outcomes or consequences. I could not move forward for fear of becoming yet another a
recolonizing influence. I did not know what to do anymore.
In this section of my the autoethnography, I have shared some of the emotions I
was feeling as I processed the history I had not been taught in school and how this
learning, combined with my critical self-reflection, left me feeling while I was coming
to terms with my whiteness while working in Nunavut.
Moving Forward Together
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Around the point of my most serious uncertainty, I was finding it hard to stay in
my position. I contemplated leaving my job many times because I felt so conflicted
being a non-Indigenous woman working within a society that was moving to decolonize
itself and its people. Where was my place in the vision of a resilient, bilingual, and selfsufficient Inuit community? It seemed to me like I was a just another qallunaq getting in
the way of Inuit progress.
I shared my concerns with a friend, and when I had finished my longwinded
explanation, my friend put a stop to the conversation by asking something along the
lines of, “Isn’t it better that you are in the position, rather than someone else who
wouldn’t even care?” Her comment made me sit back and reflect. To me, my identity as
a non-Indigenous woman was a detriment, and an inhibitor that I could never overcome.
To her, the job would be filled by someone else, and the questioning and self-reflection I
had done was a sign that I took my role seriously, and that made me more qualified for
the position than ever before. I had come a long way since I had started in my “big girl
job,” and I had learned quite a lot in terms of how to be respectful and still remain true
to yourself when working in a different culture. It was then that I realized that I needed
to find a way to move on and move forward while working in the program.
Shared change. From the Nunavut MEd participants, I learned a great deal more
about what the process of decolonization looks and feels like for an Indigenous person.
As the students moved from course to course, we were often all reading key texts on
decolonization, the history of education in Nunavut, and current policy in Nunavut,
learning the same things at the same time. Required course readings for the MEd
students involved completing a review of relevant literature for my high school research
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work. However, we had differences, and the one that was the most apparent was when it
came to our journeys of personal transformation. I have briefly shared observations
about my journey towards change. Next, a variety of quotes from the women I was
working closely with will be shared, highlighting their transformation. It should be
noted that these are not quotes from class discussions, but rather from program research,
from interviews, and from four surveys completed in November 2011, June 2012,
October 2012, and June 2013. Surveys included open-ended questions, which touched
upon personal accomplishments and growth that took place during the program, as well
as challenges. The final program report included evidence of student decolonization, and
I draw from this document as a main source of data when exploring my own journey,
which unfolded alongside the participants, though, as you will see, sometimes in
opposite ways.
One of the major topics participants shared was how they felt when they learned
the history of colonization, from an Inuit-point of view. “Through our experiences and
those of our cohort, we began to see the whole picture and the effect it has had on
generations of our people and territory”

et al., 2015, p. 40). A participant

explained the way the Nunavut MEd affected her awareness:
It has made me more critical. It has made me more aware of the history of issues,
especially colonization. I never knew these terms before, a lot of the
terminology, and the theories made me go, “Oh, I understand now.” It’s starting
to put pieces of the puzzle together. And with those puzzles together, I can feel
like I can explain to others who are not quite aware … because we get stuck with
little things because we are missing a lot of the pieces, and I find that being a
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part of this [program] helps me look and be able to connect all these pieces.
et al., 2015, p. 23)
Together, we were all learning to put together information from theories and from the
stories shared in courses. We were absorbing new information we were learning about
colonialism. One person explained the steps in their understanding of the issue:
First, being able to agree to the fact that Inuit were one of the colonized people
and not bury it or deny it. Then the next step for me would be to accept that fact,
not hide it in a corner and pretend it never happened. Finally, to be able to move
on from the hurts and other effects it had, to not use it as an excuse. (

et

al., 2015, p. 24)
I felt the same way, though I was coming at the issue from a different perspective. I had
to acknowledge that my ancestors were the colonizers, and then I also had to figure out
how to come to terms with that. This distinction, and the differences in our histories,
meant that while I was learning alongside the Inuit participants, our stories were very
different. We were all learning about the historical accounts of the past, from the stories
of Inuit and Qallunaat. However, while Inuit students were sharing the impacts of
colonialism on their ancestors, I was hearing what had been done by my ancestors, at
least in the broader Euro-Canadian context.
Program participants were critically thinking about colonial practices. One
individual said she was learning to “see how they have affected the Inuit way of being.
To look at them with a critical eye and deal with the underlying issues that colonization
has caused”

et al., 2015, p. 23). Another participant said one of her major

lessons was “understanding our history and the effects of the contacts from the outside
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world to our society. With that understanding, we can name the feelings we, as a
society, have had on being oppressed and inferior to the colonizers” (

et al.,

2015, p.23). Another indicated that, for her, “decolonization means trying to ‘unlearn’
what the colonizers have brought with them” (

et al., 2015, p.23). For me, I

was trying to unlearn the colonizing ways of knowing, doing, and being. Inuit students
understood decolonization as an ongoing and necessary process in the face of ongoing
colonizing practices. One student said:
[Decolonization is about] reaching a state of awareness of the underlying forms
of oppression and power struggles that are embedded in today’s society. To be
able to critically analyze choices or actions that were made as a result of
indirect/direct forms of colonization.

et al., 2015, p. 23)

This quote reflected what I was also working through during that period of my life. I had
come to recognize the privilege I had as a Qallunaaq. Though I was young and felt like I
had little power because I was not in a position of authority, I later came to realize that
my status as a white, educated, and upwardly mobile person meant I had some power,
and I had freedom to make my own decisions. I was trying so hard not to act in ways
that were colonizing, and I was analyzing all my actions as though they were under a
microscope.
Another theme that arose when participants spoke about what decolonization
meant to them, or how they were living the process, was a strong focus of strengthening
culture. Inuit participants in the program were working towards reclaiming pride in their
culture and language. As one person wrote:
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Today we are trying to work on getting back to our (Inuit) culture and what was
lost, to take back who we are as Inuit. The non-Inuit had “put a tent over our
heads” and taught us their way of life, but our culture was put aside; therefore,
we saw less of the Inuit culture. (

et al., 2015, p. 37)

The idea of regaining or reclaiming culture points necessarily to how the transmission of
Inuit culture was disrupted during times of active colonization. Without the strong
foundation of culture, one Inuit educator said, “I must try to find my own place in my
culture—find my place in the Inuit society— find my place in the global world. To
regain and to recapture the essence of who I truly am” (

et al., 2015, p.37).

Another person explained her understanding of the effects of colonialism:
Decolonization means to get back our culture and language that had been taken
away. What I mean is that we cannot take it all back but at least try to get what
we can. Also, there is a hierarchy involved in colonization, to use action and
voice in a positive way, to decolonize our Inuit way of life, to become who we
are, find who we were, and to have equal treatment as who everybody else is.
(

et al., 2015, p. 37)

Learning about the history of education in Nunavut, the process of colonialism, and the
ongoing efforts of Indigenous people to decolonize was instrumental in my personal
education. More importantly, though, I forged a relationship with each of the
participants, and this meant that I felt their challenges and their triumphs more acutely.
Learning what decolonization looks like and how it is experienced in real time was one
of the most powerful experiences I had in the Nunavut MEd. Sitting in courses, digging
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into some of the trauma families experienced as a direct result of colonialism, connected
within me in a way that words on a textbook page never could.
Gathering strength. Throughout the MEd program, I witnessed intense personal
growth and moments of realization about how the past had shaped Nunavut
communities into what they are today, how White power had been used to silence Inuit,
the underlying reasons for substance abuse when people were adjusting to community
living, and the cycles of abuse that followed. I bore witness to moments of struggle
where participants were challenged to change their perceptions of the world and
moments of triumph where things seemed to click into place and where new theories
and terminology gave participants the words to describe what they had always known to
be true but did not know exactly how to describe.
To move forward, and past my hesitancy to be involved as a non-Indigenous
person, I had to “get over myself.” The struggles I was facing sometimes seemed
inconsequential in comparison to the power the Inuit educational leaders sitting around
me had exhibited. They could move mountains (or at the very least the mountains of
paperwork required to make a substantial change in their school or community). During
face-to-face courses, cultural sharing took place within the classroom. Elders were
invited to share their wisdom, special country foods were brought in to eat together, and
the sharing of skills like lighting a qulliq acted as positive forces to bring Inuit culture
into the program. Program participants remarked on how they had changed, grown, or
healed while learning in the Nunavut MEd. One woman said, “[Decolonization is part
of] the journey to total recovery (

et al., 2015, p. 36),” and it “has meant
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et al., 2015, p. 36). Another person explained that to her,

decolonization meant:
[T]o let go of past hurts by the colonizers, which have been carried by our
ancestors for generations, and to break free from it and to realize that we have
survived for thousands of years without the help of the colonizers. [It means] to
break the inferiority complex. (

et al., 2015, p. 36)

It is important, one woman explained, “to go beyond the blame-shame aspect, to see the
bigger picture. To be proactive in finding a healthy way of deal[ing] with the impacts of
colonization and to be careful also not to go back into neo-colonialism” (

et al.,

2015, p. 36). Another student expressed:
For me, it means repairing my health and nursing my wounds from a fall in order
to feed my soul as everyone has the right and equal footing on this earth…. Inuit
as the colonized are flowers that have been stepped on but are now starting to
spring back to life high enough to see the sun. (

et al., 2015, p.36)

The testimony these women shared went hand-in-hand with what they shared in their
course presentations. They were taking their power back and raising their voices.
Who was I to sit in a corner, unable to cope with what I had learned had
happened in Canada’s past, saying, “poor me?” There were powerful Inuit women
standing next to me who had lived the experience of colonization and they were saying,
“Come on, we’ve got work to do!” The strength of these educational leaders and the
youth who I had interviewed resonated within me. My struggles were so small and
inconsequential, but they were mine to articulate and overcome. It was important that I
take the time to think about things critically and allow myself to experience all the
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emotions that accompanied my new knowledge, but that did not mean I could wallow in
that dark space. It was time to move forward.
Finding my way through relationships. As I have mentioned frequently, over
the course of my time working on projects and programs in Nunavut, I formed strong
and positive relationships with my Inuit colleagues. In July 2012, the class had a
presentation on bilingual education from Jim Cummins that touched upon about
residential schools in Canada and their effects on the vitality of Indigenous languages. A
particularly emotional and thought-provoking quote was given as an example, from
Dolphus Shae, a residential school survivor. He shared testimony of his experiences as a
child at the Aklavik Residential School with the Berger Inquiry (1977):
Before I went to school, the only English I knew was “hello,” and when we got
there, we were told that if we spoke Indian they would whip us until our hands
were blue on both sides. And, also, we were told that the Indian religion was
superstitious and pagan. It made you feel inferior to whites… We all felt lost and
wanted to go home… Today I think back on the hostel life and I feel ferocious.
(p. 90)
At the break, after the presentation, one of the Nunavut MEd program
participants commented to me that, while she recognized the multitude of negative
experiences of residential school survivors, she had a positive experience attending a
residential high school. She wanted me to know that even though the broad term of
“residential school” could be used to describe her experience, that she had her own
story. We chatted for a few moments about her experience, and I was thankful that she
shared this with me. She said that each school and each person had their own unique
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story, and there were even a few positive stories that came out of that era of education
for Indigenous students. Stories like this are an example of how the relationships I had
formed affected my perspective and personal growth. I learned plenty about the variety
of residential school experiences, yet I had not heard anyone’s personal story. Without
knowing me well, the person would not have felt the need to share her story with me.
Learning from her helped me to move forward—to say that even during a very
controversial era of education, there were still positive stories, and good people at her
school had made the difference. I learned that I could never turn back time and right the
wrongs of the past, but maybe I could be one of the good people who try to make things
better. It has helped me to be a small part of the team that supported the Nunavut MEd
throughout the three years of the program. Though I had times of uncertainty, my
organizing and problem-solving were keeping things on track and made me feel like I
was helping.
While analyzing the data from the Nunavut MEd program, time and time again, I
was struck by the power of the relationships that participants had built with one another
and with their instructors. One of the major findings from the Nunavut MEd research
stressed the importance of community and connection. Students were supported, not
only by their families and friends at home, but they were also very strongly supported by
their fellow students and by their instructional team (

et al., 2015). This level

of community was central to the program. There was a sense of caring and compassion
the helped each of the graduates to persevere. As one program participant stated:
It truly is a privilege to be able to gather and meet together in the fall and
summer. Being able to meet at that time helps make the work seem easier
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almost. Getting to know one another helps us voice our ideas and thoughts
without fear of anything. (

et al., 2015, p. 54)

Building a strong community among participants, program organizers, and
instructors enabled the participants to feel secure with one another. “I love how the
courses provide ample time for discussions. Our group has gelled well, so there is trust
and confidence amongst our group. We learn a lot from each other too” (

et al.,

2015, p. 54). It took time to build rapport and to create a safe-space within the learning
environment, but I believe it was achieved. As one participant said, “The comfort of the
cohort enables me to become a stronger person, we are building a critical voice
together” (

et al., 2015, p. 54).

The quotes above were shared in final reporting on the program. Ironically, it
was the Nunavut MEd community that continued to inspire me in my professional work
to continue with the data analysis and reporting, and the MEd students who became my
strongest supporters and motivators to complete this thesis. They gave me strength and
hope to continue through adversity, or through simple procrastination, as they all had.
The sense of community was something I longed for during my own MEd experience.
When I began my program, the university was just beginning to move towards a more
cohort-based delivery of the Master of Education. Due to this, I had a few courses with
various cohorts and other courses with the remaining students who had also begun
before the cohort model was implemented on campus. It meant that there was very little
continuity between courses from a social perspective. I longed for the support of a
connected community.
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At the final face-to-face course in the Nunavut MEd program, held in Rankin
Inlet, I was heading off to catch my airplane while group was still eating lunch and
preparing for their later departures. During the first course, I had been just another
person helping to facilitate the logistics, but by this ninth course—the sixth that I had
been with the group—, I knew I was going to miss each person in the room. Through the
winter, they would be connected to one another in an online environment, and then I
would see each of them briefly again as they graduated. In that moment, when I was
saying goodbye to each of the women, giving them big and meaningful hugs, I realized
for one of the first times how much the experience working with them had meant to me.
I felt as though I was a part of the group to some extent. I waved a final good-bye as
they called me their “little adopted Northerner.”
Growing to care. My path towards change and building critical awareness was
something that did not come easily, and it took me some time to realize that I had
inadvertently become a strong advocate for Indigenous rights. One day, I opened an
email and read through it quickly. I was attending the Inuit Studies Conference in
Québec City at Laval University and was trying to stay up-to-date while I was away.
After skimming through the content, I sighed and closed the computer because I did not
agree with the decision that was being made about a program that was ostensibly
designed for Inuit students. In my opinion, the solution was short-sighted, but worse was
that it had the ability to set a precedent that would negatively impact Inuit. It felt as
though the decision was made without careful thought about the context in Nunavut,
with the history and ongoing influences of colonialism within the society. I was
confused and frustrated, both with the decision and with trying to understand why I was
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so affected by this series of decisions, particularly when the long-term results would not
directly affect me.
Sitting and reflecting, I could not come up with the reason I was taking this one
decision so personally. I shared the story, and, as I was venting to my colleague, she
pointed out to me that the reason I was upset was actually very important; it was because
I cared. She had said it was hard for me because I cared for the people whom the
decision would affect. The decision was hard for me to accept me because I could see
how it could negatively affect others, how it could exclude Inuit from fully participating
and benefitting from activities taking place in their lands. I carefully shared my opinion
on the topic with those who were the decision-makers. I can never be certain whether
my suggestions made any difference to the outcome.
In the almost five years I worked on programs and research in Nunavut, I had the
experience of watching the turnover of administrators in key positions. I witnessed as
each new person shifted or shaped things to fit their agenda, based on their own
experience. I watched as Southern ways of doing things were implemented, ignoring the
challenges and opportunities of Nunavut. I found it to be a frustrating experience. This
is something that Inuit educators in Nunavut witness time and time again in their
careers. It brings me back to Lena Metuq’s quote, “If you [Qallunaat] do not
understand, I’m sorry… That’s your problem, not my problem. That’s how I deal with it
now. Either you’re with me or you’re against me” (O’Donoghue et al., 2005, p. 10).
From experiences such as this, I have realized what a tremendous amount I learned
while working with and for those in the North over the past years. My perspective has
been changed, and I have become someone who tries to work with Indigenous people.
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Going slowly. My journey of personal growth was like that of the participants in
the Nunavut MEd program, in that it was a gradual process with no set start or end. A
participant in the Nunavut MEd program was speaking about coming to terms with the
impact of colonialism when she said:
Unless you face your demon, you will never move forward. And I really believe
in that. I had to go through this and deal with [it]. I’m sure I should still deal
more with it. And could I say that I’ve been decolonized? I don’t know. And,
when I see other people that are still colonized and they say they are
decolonized, I just can’t agree with them and I just can’t agree with their
acceptance of, “Oh, we’ve been decolonized already and we can just move on.” I
don’t—I can’t—relate to them because they are just looking at themselves and
just their immediate family, maybe, and not looking further into their own
communities and into all of Nunavut, their whole region. (

et al., 2015,

p.22)
Like the Inuit educator who spoke these words, I, too, had to face my demons, to think
about it, and come to a new understanding of myself. Also, I would not attempt to say
that I have been completely “decolonized,” as though it were a goal with a checklist of
items to tick off. However, I can say that while working in Nunavut, I changed, both
literally and figuratively.
On my first trip to Nunavut, I was cold, wearing a nice pair of leather boots,
wool knit mittens, and a Burton snowboarding jacket. A few trips later, I was warm,
sitting on a dogsled, wearing borrowed caribou pants and kamiit, (traditional boots) with
wool duffle socks, a Canada Goose parka with coyote fur, and leather mittens with
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Arctic fox fur. I had not only learned the importance of dressing in traditional materials
to protect against the fierce cold of the Arctic winter, but had also come to appreciate
the beauty of sharing, of going slowly, and the importance of learning from others to try
to be a better person. At that moment, I was in the sled watching Rankin Inlet disappear
as I was pulled by dogs along the sea ice on Hudson’s Bay. I realized that I had also
learned the ability to sit back and silently take in everything going on around me.
During my first “big-girl job,” I was privileged with extraordinary experiences,
met inspiring people, made mistakes, and gained knowledge. More importantly, during
that time, I learned to care. At the beginning of my contract, my focus was all business.
Learning the skills required to do the job was the obstacle I thought would be the most
challenging; however, I quickly learned that my attention was needed in deeply
cultivating my interpersonal skills. My emails changed from focusing on what the
recipient could do for me to solve a problem to checking to see how the person was
doing first, then seeing if they could help with the problem.
There were times when I felt as though my personal journey and discovery was
mirroring that of the participants in the Nunavut MEd program. We were all learning,
growing, and changing as the months and years passed. It resonated with me when one
person shared their transformation:
I have a deeper knowledge and understanding of how the actions of the past have
affected people today and will continue to do so until we stand up and make a
change. [Because of] my increased passion and dedication to the development of
the Nunavut Education system, I am better able to understand systemic change
and the process it requires to [make it] happen. I am more critically aware, I can
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detect the hidden messages in things and people now better than I could before,
and I also can make sense of what happened during colonization, how it affected
Inuit people, and the process and purposes of de-colonization and the fears of
neo-colonialism. (

et al., 2015, pp. 33-34)

Many people involved in the Nunavut MEd program have expressed how the
experienced changed their lives. As a settler Canadian, I have learned that simply
feeling guilt or shame at the actions of my ancestors will ultimately not help build
alliances and strengthen partnerships between Indigenous and settler people in Canada.
Being aware of the role I play and how my actions can affect a situation means that I try
to be careful and cautious and attempt to act in ways that are respectful of Indigenous
society and their freedom to self-determination.
Where have I arrived today? Sometimes, I may be in position to make or feel as
though I may be able to make a difference. The knowledge and wisdom gained through
my experiences help me make better decisions now than I could in the past. Though I
will never make the perfect decision, what I have learned can be carefully and
thoughtfully reflected upon to make the best decision for the situation. I have struggled
with what the proper amount of consideration should be when making a decision, while
knowing the limits of your knowledge. After working with Nunavummiut for almost
four years, I have made efforts to be better and to do better. Most importantly, I have
learned that I can be happy with what I can do.
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Chapter Five: Conclusion
Learning is not easy. Lately, I have been watching my young baby discover the
world around her. She watches us intently and practices a new skill; sometimes she fails
because she just does not have the strength, but she does have the determination. She
wanted to crawl so badly that even though she could not figure out how to get her knees
under her and her bum up, she would pull herself along the floor in an army crawl. At
first, she could only muster moving a foot or two at a time, huffing and puffing with the
exertion; she was intent on getting herself to where she wanted to go. Then, she started
moving around the entire house, sweeping the floor with her onesie as she went, while
treating the house as though it was her obstacle course. Each time around the loop of the
living room, through the bookshelf room divider, over the pillows, and under the coffee
table, she got stronger. There was only a short window of time when she used a
traditional crawl before she decided she wanted to try walking! I have watched the look
of resolve on her face as she tries to do things over and over again until, eventually, she
succeeds.
The kind of learning I did during my time in Nunavut was not quite as groundbreaking as taking one’s first steps, but I did take my first steps on the Arctic tundra.
And I can tell you that I often felt wobbly, and I fell more than once. It is hard to have to
continually face situations where you are uncertain and can see that you are not sure
what you do not know, but you are sure that you are missing something—a key to
understanding the bigger picture. Fiona O’Donoghue (1998) said:
Working on the recognition of racist behavior, language, and non-verbal
messages, involves a willingness to be embarrassed by your own racism.
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Realizing that you are capable of making serious cultural blunders involves an
admission of failure for many Qallunaat who pride themselves on their ability to
acculturate and relate positively to Inuit colleagues. It almost spoils what may
seem like a perfect relationship to suggest that traces of racism are actually
marring. (p. 189)
Qallunaat pride can be hard to swallow. Especially as a young person starting her
career, I had been told by countless people to “fake it until you make it.” However, I
knew that I did not want to be another good intentioned person who really did more
harm than good.
Becoming an Ally
In the previous chapter, I shared experiences during my first trip to Nunavut,
along with how I learned and changed because of my experiences working in the
territory. My story did not end when my contract ended; rather, I continued to learn
more and to become even more steadfast in my opinion that I could, and should, be a
person who was an ally to Indigenous people in Canada. Close personal relationships,
along with a deeper understanding of the Indigenous issues in Canada, made me
someone who cared very deeply about Indigenous and settler relationships.
From the day I learned about residential schools, nearing the end of my
undergraduate degree, it felt like something was inherently wrong with the education
Canadian children receive. The lack of understanding between the two groups, I believe,
is exacerbated by the fact that the mainstream education I received did not touch upon
any Indigenous history issues after Louis Riel was hanged in 1885. My education
seemed to paint a picture of idyllic Mi’kmaq life on Prince Edward Island, then fast-
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forwarded a few years and the British won and Canada was formed, and Louis Riel was
a hero, but then we never spoke about Indigenous Canadians again. When I learned
about residential schools, I knew that something should change because I did not want
others to be so unaware of our shared history as I was. Gradually, I began to educate
myself. The spark for this whole process though was not my shame at being
unaware…it was the connection I had made. For the first time, I was learning about
Indigenous issues in Canada from an Indigenous man, Roland Chrisjohn. Learning
history is important, yet relationships are what helps to ground theory in our everyday
reality.
It has been argued that to become an ally, one must first be able to recognize the
Indigenous “resurgence against colonial and neo-colonial power, within Canada and
globally” (Barker, 2010, p. 316). During my time in Nunavut, I gained insight and
knowledge into the ongoing effects of colonialism, along with the passionate individuals
who work tirelessly to heal themselves after being educated within a system of
education that aimed to stamp out their culture. Alfred (2009) addressed the process of
reconciliation and restitution by saying what is necessary is:
[A]n acknowledgement and acceptance of one’s harmful actions and a genuine
demonstration of sorrow and regret, constituted in reality by putting forward a
promise to never again do harm and by redirecting one’s actions to benefit the
one who has been wronged. (p. 182)
Simply being aware of the history is not the main goal; rather it is to become someone
who can help work to work towards setting right some of the past damages.
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Barker has noted that one challenging aspect of decolonizing and shifting one’s
way of thinking and doing to become an ally is that there is no clear path or set of
directions to achieve this goal (2010, p. 327). Nevertheless, we can find our way through
relationships. As Paulette Regan (2010) shared:
I learned that reconciliation is not a goal but a place of transformative encounter
where all participants gather the courage to face our troubled history without
minimizing the damage that has been done, even as we learn new decolonizing
way of working together that shift power and perceptions. (p. 211)
Therefore, personal transformation or decolonization is not an end in itself for settler
people; rather, we need to view reconciliation as a place to effect change. It is not a
process with a set ending point. Though we may be able to pinpoint events that trigger
self-reflection, I believe it is impossible to ever truly say, “I am there! Now I have been
decolonized.” The best we can do is to work towards changing our lives and ourselves.
The Inuit value of Piliriqatigiinniq/ Ikajuqtigiinniq, or working together for a common
cause or goal, is what I feel reconciliation should be, with non-Indigenous allies
standing alongside Indigenous people in the struggle for a better future.
Hope
Prior to the end of my time working on Nunavut programs and research, I was in
Ottawa, Ontario, at the 2014 Arctic Change Conference. A large international
conference with a focus on Northern research and 1300 delegates from all around the
world, this gathering of scientists, Northerners, policy-makers, and students was the
largest gathering of Arctic science research ever held in Canada. During this conference,
I had the opportunity to present research on the Nunavut Master of Education program

UNLEARNING QALLUNAAT WAYS

159

in a session named Education in Inuit Nunangat in a time of change. The presentation
focused on two major ideas: demonstrating the results from the research that highlighted
how the program was different from traditional graduate programs and the results that
emphasized the intangible benefits of the program, in the form of student outcomes.
Student outcomes were then subdivided into academic outcomes, which would be
expected during a graduate-level program, but also non-academic outcomes, such as
increases in self-confidence and voice, interest in culture, and personal decolonization
and healing.
In front of an audience of around 100 individuals interested in education in
Nunavut (including the Nunavut Minister of Education, Paul Quassa; the former
president of ITK and the former chairperson who spearheaded the development of the
National Strategy on Inuit Education, Mary Simon; and Lars Kullerud, president of the
University of the Arctic, Norway), I was initially quite nervous about the presentation.
Coming to the end of my contract with the university, I understood this would likely be
my final opportunity to share this research, a project in which I had invested much of
my working time and energy, as well as my heart. I prepared a presentation that I knew
would look very different from the type of slideshow delivered by a natural scientist.
Almost every slide included a photo, and each slide only contained a handful of words. I
was presenting images that captured moments in the program and speaking about each.
I took a deep breath, set down my notes with shaking hands, and I began my
presentation. I explained who I was, and why I was sharing the research. This step was
vitally important to me and seemed crucial to be able to explain why a young white
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woman was sharing the growth and the testimony from Inuit educational leaders. In the
presentation, key results were shared passionately, and it closed with a message of hope.
As someone who had worked intimately within the Nunavut MEd program and
a student within my own courses at UPEI, as I have previously argued, I often learned
more by attending Nunavut MEd courses. Yet, many people in Nunavut belittled the
program itself and even put down the graduates in the media. Many people had openly
called the program “watered-down,” and they assumed that because the content was
adjusted to be more relevant for students that the academic rigour was compromised. I
completed my presentation by indicating that the true benefit of the program would
likely not be felt for a long time and that it may be as simple as a young high school
graduate deciding to pursue post-secondary education because he/she could remember
that in 2013, their grandmother graduated with a Master of Education degree. One can
never say what that young person would go on to do with further education, having been
inspired by an Inuit educational leader back in 2013. The closing message was meant to
symbolize the importance of the program and allude to the decolonization of education
in Nunavut. The participants in the program, along with individuals involved intimately
with its delivery, were on the long-term road towards shifting the power of education
out of the hands of the colonizers and turning it into a tool for Inuit empowerment.
While a university in the Arctic may still be many years from becoming a reality,
programs such as the Nunavut MEd can work to address the needs of Inuit students as a
short-term solution. After the presentation, as usually happens when sharing information
about the program, audience members began to question whether there would be a third
iteration of the program. Unfortunately, at this period, there is no interest from the
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funding partner in delivering another round of this important, but very expensive,
program.
The late Jose Kusugak (2010), an Inuk politician and visionary, shared a
message of hope for the future of the territory:
Nunavut offers a lesson to the broader global community. And that lesson is
about the resilience of the human spirit. Not that long ago, it was possible to say
that the Inuit of Nunavut were thoroughly colonised [sic] people—we had lost
control of large parts of our lives through the introduction of outside institutions,
languages and values. We still carry that legacy of colonisation [sic] with us in
many respects (as well as, I should add out of fairness, a more constructive
legacy in the form of useful things that Europeans brought with them).
But in Nunavut, the tide has shifted. Conclusion of the Nunavut Agreement and
the creation of the Nunavut Territory and Government, within the lifetimes of
those of us who were taken away to regional schools, is proof positive that the
strength of the human spirit can overcome the biggest of political obstacles and
transcend the most entrenched of political prejudices. (p. 28)
Our spirits can, indeed, overcome many obstacles. During my time in Nunavut, I was
privileged to hear many stories both from youth and Inuit teachers. Through every story
shared with me, I learned more about the resilience of Inuit, the strength culture brings
to us, and the power of family. As I move forward with my life, I take each of these
stories with me, and I hope that when I look back on my own life, in my story, I am
someone who played a role to improving Indigenous-settler relationships.
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The End
At the end of this journey, what can I say that captures everything I learned
during my time working in Nunavut? One thing I can say for sure I that I un-learned just
as much as I learned. I was forced to confront my opinions about Canada and to
incorporate even more knowledge about how racism and bad policy can have
devastating and extremely long-lasting consequences on a society. In the end, I did what
I could to be a good Qallunaaq—to know when to keep my mouth closed and defer to
the wisdom and experience of experienced Inuit, who may not speak loudly, but they do
so with power.
I move forward with the next chapters in my life, not sure where they will take
me but knowing that what I’ve learned has changed me and has certainly changed the
way I will raise my daughter. May she grow up knowing that history is only the account
of the winning side, that sometimes you can live in a good country that has done bad
things, and that even when life seems a little overwhelming, it's the relationships you
have that will always help you get through the tough times.
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Kind regards,

'James Moran, Ph.D
Chair, UPEI Research Ethics Board

550 University Avenue, Charlottetown, Prince Edward Island, Canada CIA 4P3
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Humans and applicable laws and regulations.
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Chair, UPEI Research Ethics Board
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