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Residential Schools
Angela Houle

A

ll teachers, but especially Catholic religion teachers, are right in seeking insight into how they can
humbly, respectfully and productively address the
travesty of Indian Residential Schools. Just as teachers
have valid questions and concerns, so do students and
parents. All parties have reasonable questions about
residential schools, and many focus on Christian
churches’ involvement in them. These questions need
to be answered, and teachers need help to answer
them. I promise I will get to that, but there is another,
more important question: How can teachers themselves seek to understand this tragedy and how can
they attempt to provide an atmosphere of healing?
Almost every teacher has had to teach a subject that
they knew little about. For me, it was drama. Although
I can be a drama queen, I had never even attended a
drama class before I was assigned to teach it. What
did I do? What all teachers do. I set about learning
everything I could—attending professional development sessions, reading, listening, viewing materials I
could get from the library, asking friends if they had
resources to share. I was already an avid theatre goer,
so that helped. Now you’re thinking, yes, but that is
just drama—it carries with it much less emotion and
fewer consequences if taught poorly. You’re absolutely
right—so do not cut corners in the work you need to
do in learning about residential schools, the Catholic
Church’s involvement in them and the process of
decolonization. The consequences in this are immense. As teachers, we educate ourselves so that we
can teach from a place of authenticity. Our students
know when we do not know our stuff. They also know
when we do know our stuff, and they respect it.
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History and contemporary scholarship show that
the education system was and continues to be one
of the most effective tools of colonization (Smith
2012; Truth and Reconciliation Commission [TRC]
2015). The voices of the survivors of Indian Residential Schools (IRS) have begun to be heard. Recently,
thousands of unmarked graves have been discovered
on the grounds of residential schools; as we learn
more, this number will surely continue to grow.
These revelations have made it difficult to deny the
atrocities that were and continue to be propagated
against the First Peoples of this territory by the colonial education system (Daigle 2019; TRC 2015).
Educational institutions across Canada have a definite call to implement decolonizing practices in their
schools and classrooms through the Truth and Reconciliation Commission. Former senator Murray
Sinclair, Commissioner of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, has famously said, “Education is
what got us into this mess and education will get us
out of it” (Anderson 2016). This evolution in education is possible.

Situating Myself in This Work
Relationships are integral to all research and work
done with and regarding Indigenous people (Wilson
2008). As a self-identifying Métis Indigenous education consultant working in Alberta, my leadership
position directly pertains to Indigenous education and
schooling. In my position, I am asked regularly by
educators from my own school district, and from
across the province and beyond, for advice on how
to effectively pursue reconciliation, decolonization

and Indigenization in the education system. I am also
the granddaughter of a residential school survivor.
This makes the work of ensuring the progress of decolonization in schools critically important to me. A
final important factor in my position on this subject
is that I am a Catholic who works in a Catholic school
district, and my children attend a Catholic school. I
feel it salient to add that this article is written with the
assumption that the educators reading it are actively
seeking guidance in pursuing decolonization and
reconciliation. The work of decolonization and pursuit of reconciliation is difficult and there are many
barriers to it, including some educators’ failure to see
the value of transformation and resistance to or fear
of leading the work (Tuck and Yang 2012; Regan
2010). It is my hope that this article may help those
who are fearful or resistant to this work to see value
and hope in decolonization, to consider starting their
own journey and then possibly to aid their students
toward reconciliation as well.

listening to music—though, as you’ll see, these are
great places to start. Teachers must start the journey
of authentically decolonizing themselves to be able
to teach about the Catholic Church’s involvement in
residential schools from a genuine, informed place.
One of the best places to start pursuing this decolonization is identifying how colonization has affected
one’s own self (Ermine 2007; Poitras Pratt and Danyluk 2019). One must be aware of one’s own place in
the dynamics of the colonial agenda (Sensoy and
DiAngelo 2017). Honestly assess where you are on
the Wheel of Power/Privilege:
“Without looking at how they are personally implicated in the colonial project, non-Indigenous

Wise Practices Toward Decolonization—
Learn Your Place, Listen, Walk, Work
Teachers working in all schools, but especially
Catholic schools—teachers of religion, in particular—
hold a critical place in this work. Sixty per cent of
Indian Residential Schools were run by the Catholic
Church. In the eyes of many Indigenous people, the
Catholic Church is also the only church that ran Indian
Residential Schools that has not formally apologized.
The church feels it has apologized because an apology
was issued in South America, but many Indigenous
people of this territory find that lacking and feel that
an apology should be delivered here, where the
schools were run. Obviously, Catholic school educators cannot control church-led apologies or whether
Indigenous people feel that the one provided is adequate, so we must concentrate on what we can
control: ourselves, how we lead our own lives and
what happens in our classrooms.
Educators must educate themselves about Indian
Residential Schools. They must gain more than a
superficial understanding and have more than trite
platitudes that oversimplify the situation and do not
honour the suffering of the students of IRS or the
questions from their justifiably conflicted students.
This involves investing time and effort. It involves
doing more than just reading or watching movies or
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educators may be narrowly focused on helping ‘those’
poor people thereby adopting a savior stance which
can be disempowering” (Poitras Pratt and Danyluk
2019, 11–12). According to Sensoy and DiAngelo
(2017), an educator’s positionality includes factors
such as race, class, gender, sexuality and ability-status,
all of which inform their perspectives and reactions.
To transform entire systems, these systems need to
recognize their own responsibility to Indigenous
peoples and articulate their responsibilities in the
transformation (Pidgeon 2016). That starts at an individual level.
If educators become aware of, understand and
acknowledge their place in the structures of the
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colonial context, they will be better prepared to take
action in an informed way. Educators must do the
work to “unsettle colonial structures, systems, and
dynamics in educational contexts” (Poitras Pratt et al
2018, 1).
I would recommend that every teacher read “Exploring Reconciliatory Pedagogy and Its Possibilities
Through Educator-Led Praxis" (Poitras Pratt and Danyluk 2019). It directly delineates a process to pursue
decolonization. Poitras Pratt and Danyluk suggest a
three-step process for gaining the knowledge and
experience required to feel confident and competent
enough in beginning one’s own decolonizing
journey.
Poitras Pratt and Danyluk suggest that the first
step in a personal journey toward decolonization
ought to be private actions of listening to and learning from Indigenous people. This can be reading
and viewing news from Indigenous sources, reading
fiction and nonfiction literature written by Indigenous authors and listening to music created by
Indigenous artists to gain knowledge and perspective. In this listening and learning step, learners
must keep in mind that no one example of Indigenous writing or art represents all Indigenous
people (Poitras Pratt and Danyluk 2019, 8). Listening to, reading and viewing a variety of sources is
important and will emphasize the diversity of the
many Indigenous people of this land.
The second step suggested by Poitras Pratt and
Danyluk is more public and involves “walking with
and learning from Indigenous peoples” (Pratt and
Danyluk 2019, 8). Attending Indigenous events
such as powwows, round dances, craft sales, and
vigils or marches will give one a sense of the richness of Indigenous cultures and the diversity of
Indigenous people. Going to learn at Indigenous
cultural heritage sites may be helpful as well. It is
important to embark on this step with an open mind
and with humility. Educators “walking with” Indigenous people, witnessing the culture and actions
exhibited, will gain an understanding of the truth
of Indigenous peoples’ realities and lived experiences. This may catalyze a coming to know of the
educators’ own responsibility in creating change.
This second step will help initiate personal connections in the Indigenous community, which are
vital to progress in decolonization.

6 — Fully Alive, Fall 2021

The relationships one builds while walking with
Indigenous people will help with the third step suggested by Poitras Pratt and Danyluk, that of working
with or on community projects designed and led with
or by Indigenous people. Participating in meaningful
work with Indigenous people will give educators an
intimate understanding of its importance. Educators
may encounter real-world systemic barriers to change,
the resistance and reluctance, from a first-person
perspective. They may be surprised by who stands in
the way of this work and who is unwilling to work
with them. This creates a very personal experience
and generates empathy. It will make for lifelong learning. After educators learn what they can by attending
and then by helping do the work, they may feel the
confidence and competence needed to lead their
fellow staff and their students in the work of decolonizing schools.

Cautions in This Work
Educators must come from a place of humility and
authenticity when doing the work of decolonizing a
school. In doing the work of decolonization, educators must be careful they are not trying to “relieve the
settler of feelings of guilt or responsibility” (Tuck and
Yang 2012, 10). We must also reject any curriculum
that perpetuates Eurocentric values (Battiste 2013;
Smith 2012; TRC 2015) and repudiate the teaching
of concepts that perpetuate ideas of European sovereignty or white supremacy (TRC 2015). Educators also
cannot support anything in their school that reflects
a “fragmented and distorted picture of Indigenous
peoples” (Battiste 2013, 186).
Do not rush to reconcile or be tempted to create a
grand spectacle of reconciliation efforts. According
to Daigle (2019), a grand show of reconciliation can
unintentionally secure, legitimate and effectively
reproduce white supremacy and settler futurity in
Canada. It may do this by creating a feeling of absolution in those attending large, elaborate reconciliation
events. The scale of the production may actually erase
the feeling of responsibility that non-Indigenous
people feel toward doing this work by appearing to
solve some of the struggles.
The work must be more than performative. It must
be undertaken with an authentic, sustained intention
to work toward reconciliation. An example of this was
highlighted by Daigle (2019). In April of 2018, a grand

spectacle was held to great acclaim at the University
of British Columbia (UBC), when it hosted the grand
opening for the Indian Residential School History and
Dialogue Centre (IRSHDC). The event appeared to be
a huge success, but, five months later, the UBC school
newspaper reported that “the university had lost residential school records, and that the IRSHDC was
understaffed, underfunded, and remained unable to
formally open to the public” (Daigle 2019). It appeared there were still lessons to be learned by UBC
when the Cree director of the IRSHDC, Mary TurpelLafond, very directly stated that the IRSHDC should
never have been touted as a success so early on, but
rather should be viewed as “a serious place that has
to make an impact,” and pointed out that it needs to
be supported both financially and via infrastructure
in kind (Chase 2018).
The IRSHDC example supports Poitras Pratt and
Danyluk’s caution not to feel like an “instant expert”
on the basis of limited experience or participation.
Educators ought to be wary of the desire to check a
box rather than taking into consideration all of the
context in a given situation, and they must take the
time to authentically do the work. If educators take
this advice to heart, they will be better equipped to
lead their students effectively and ethically toward
the decolonization process in schools.
Decolonization is not a metaphor for other things
that schools can do to improve themselves and, in
turn, society in general (Tuck and Yang 2012). As
educators, we are mandated professionally to do
this, but as human beings and Catholics, we are
compelled ethically as well. Decolonization is specific to the dismantling of colonial systems and
structures and to the inclusion of Indigenous ways
of knowing and being in systems such as education
(Poitras Pratt et al 2018). Hopefully, this highlights
how the work of decolonizing can be intimidating,
but is valuable and is what we need to do before we
have any of the answers to the questions of our students regarding residential schools. When we understand another’s struggle and suffering, we can
hope to provide an environment that is respectful of
it and helps them to embark upon a healing
journey.
I include these references in the hope that you will
read the work of some of these brilliant scholars.
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