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Learning About Reconciliation  
and Residential Schools

Teaching and Learning  
with Indigenous Peoples

many First Nations, Inuit, and Métis peoples do live in 
these places. However, urban Indigenous populations 
are growing very fast, and in fast-growing diverse 
Canadian cities urban Indigenous people often feel 
hidden in plain view. This urban reality is quite distinct 
from the rural or reserve reality, and it is important that 
the content that is learned in schools reflects a diversity 
of perspectives and experiences to avoid singular 
narratives being taught to children that are then 
replicated in their day-to-day lives. 

Indian Residential Schools operated for more than a 
hundred years in Canada. With children being taken as 
young as four years old, every aspect of Indigenous 
families was impacted. Conditions at many of the 
schools were deplorable, and many children were 
physically, sexually, emotionally, and spiritually abused. 
The impacts of all of this, weighing on one generation 

after the next, continue to be felt intensely by 
communities across Canada. Communities are working 
hard to heal themselves from the deep harm that came 
from these intergenerational experiences. Residential 
schools are still new to the learning of many Canadians, 
which is why it continues to be important to expand the 
learning of children from their entry into the school 
system until they leave it. 

In 2008, the federal government of Canada formally 
apologized for its role in the Indian Residential School 
system. One of the outcomes of this apology was the 
launching of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission 
of Canada. The intent of this commission was to 
gather truth through the testimony of Survivors of 
Indian Residential Schools, and research into the 
impact of these schools. The process of reconciliation 
relied on the gathering and educational outcomes of 
the truth gathering and was seen to be ongoing and 
involving both individuals in Canada as well as the 
collective. 

Residential Schools

Many of us are just coming to know the history of 
treaties and residential schools in Canada because of 
the way the education system functioned for so long. 
As such, it is important to come to terms with the fact 
that learning will take time, and there may be some 
bumps along the way. This is okay. It is important to 
act, learn, teach, reflect, and make things better as 
you come to know better. As writer Thomas King 
stated, “Don’t say you would have lived your life 
differently had you heard this story. You’ve heard it 
now.” The same applies here. Reconciliation is about 
action, and there is a moral imperative to teaching this 
content in a good way. There are many excellent 
resources, and many more are being developed on  
a regular basis. If there is something you don’t know, 
don’t be afraid to learn about it and find out! 

First Nations, Inuit, or Métis peoples are often assumed 
to be culturally homogenous. This could not be further 
from the truth. One of the challenges is the terminology 
used to describe Indigenous Peoples. For example, one 
of the historical terms used is Indian. This term is 
outdated and often felt to be offensive. In the 1970s, the 
term Indian was replaced with First Nations, and it is 
meant to honour the nationhood that the government 
sought to erase through the treaty-making process and 
residential schools. The term Indian, however, still has 
legal relevance because of the Indian Act. The Indian 
Act impacts many aspects of people’s lives, but one of 
the biggest ways is through Indian Status. Indian Status 
is legal recognition of an individual’s First Nations 
ancestry and all associated rights, including any treaty 
rights and the rights to live on a First Nations reserve, 
apply for funding for post-secondary education, and 
limited health benefits provided through NIHB (non-
insured health benefits). There is a growing movement to 
change the Indian Act so that it is less restrictive and 
oppressive. 

The word Aboriginal is also considered to be 
offensive to some people, but it is accepted by many. 
It is an umbrella term that can refer to First Nations, 
Inuit, or Métis. It is not a term that captures 
distinctions, which is one of the reasons some dislike 

it. The term First Nations, as well, functions in the 
same way. It implies many nations, but unless one 
seeks out more knowledge, the distinction is not 
clear. There are over 600 distinct nations across 
Canada that could fall under the category of First 
Nations. Across central Canada there are diverse 
Métis communities that have many similarities, but 
also many distinctions. Across the Arctic there are  
at least four distinct Inuit land claim regions with 
peoples speaking different dialects and expressing 
culture in distinct ways relating to the land that they 
are connected to. When delving into the learning  
of historical and contemporary experiences of 
Indigenous Peoples, it is important to be as specific 
as possible about the group or groups you are 
exploring. 

The term Indigenous has gained popularity over the last 
several years, but it is important to define what is meant 
by the term Indigenous. It is often used in a global 
context to refer to the original peoples of a particular 
land or territory. For the purposes of this guide, the term 
Indigenous is synonymous with the term Aboriginal and 
refers to the three distinct groups within Canada that 
are recognized under Section 35 of the Constitution 
Act: First Nations, Inuit, and Métis peoples. 

In an attempt to push back against terms that were 
imposed upon Indigenous Peoples, there is a 
significant push in communities to reclaim traditional 
names for nations. Some examples would include 
using the word Anishinaabe to refer to people 
historically known as Ojibwe, or the use of the word 
Kanien’kehá:ka for the peoples historically known as 
Mohawk. The term Inuit is a word in Inuktut that 
means “the people,” Dene means “the people” in the 
Dene language, and many Métis people from western 
regions refer to themselves as Otipemisiwak, which 
means “the people who rule themselves” in the 
Nēhiyaw (Cree) language. The reclamation of language 
is significant as communities seek to reconnect and 
re-establish traditional languages that were diminished 
through the Indian Residential School System over the 
course of a century. 

One of the unique stereotypes that Indigenous Peoples 
face is that it is assumed that they live in rural areas, on 
reserves, or in northern communities. It is true that 

Terminology

•  Connect with your school board’s Indigenous education liaison or department.

•  Build relationships with local communities. Expect it to take time to build trust and for the 
relationships to grow. 

•  Prioritize the voices of Indigenous Peoples and listen. 

•  Centre Indigenous content, knowledge, ways of knowing and being in your practice (Traditional 
Knowledge, books, film, music, philosophy, art).

•  Follow traditional protocols in your local area (e.g., gifting, blankets, and tobacco), and don’t be afraid 
to ask if you are unsure of the protocols.

•  Work with Elders and Knowledge Keepers trusted in your local communities. Often Indigenous 
education departments and local agencies that serve Indigenous groups are great resources for 
advice.

•  Reciprocate—Value the time and knowledge of any guests in your learning space, or community 
members you work with. Think about how you can reciprocate the relationship. Remember that a gift 
or an honorarium is also given.

•  Go beyond arts, crafts, and displays of music and dance. Talk about the issues, even the most 
difficult ones, and make sure to include Indigenous voices, values, stories, and perspectives.  
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