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Planting Seeds of Reconciliation: Cultivating Indigenous-Informed Pedagogies to Challenge Systemic Racism and Meet Alberta’s TQS Standard 5
Introduction
For hundreds of years, colonization has perpetuated the idea that the other are uncivilized, heathens who have no use in our society. Indigenous peoples were seen as the other. Their usefulness unacknowledged, and their ways of knowing, being and understanding the world around them cast aside by society. Mocked for their primitive ways of living, they did not live up to the colonial view of how civilized people lived. This was the creation of systemic racism. Perpetuated through time by laws, policies and colonial attitudes. Now, in 2025, we have the chance to change this narrative. Bridge the divide and cultivate reconciliation. The way forward is in education; by educating ourselves and our students, we can create a collective understanding and respect. 
In Alberta, Teaching Quality Standard # 5 (Alberta Education, 2018) requires educators to incorporate Indigenous ways of knowing, being and understanding into their classroom settings. By doing so, the hope is that it will foster a mutual respect and general understanding of Indigenous ways of knowing, being and understanding within the classroom. Thus, facilitating the Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s (Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015) recommendations for education. Teachers should weave Indigenous knowledge into everyday classroom practice to follow these guidelines. This will then create safe, inclusive spaces for students to learn about Indigenous histories, culture, language and oral traditions. As such, educators need to understand that it is not just a requirement but a professional and ethical responsibility. By incorporating Indigenous perspectives, educators can address systemic racism and foster a broader understanding of Indigenous peoples’ histories, struggles and validate their stories. In this paper, we will explore ways to weave Indigenous knowledge into the already set out curriculum and ways to foster a respectful understanding of Indigenous knowledge. This answers the research question: How can non-Indigenous educators incorporate Indigenous knowledge into their teaching to address systemic racism, advance reconciliation, and fulfill Teaching Quality Standard #5? In effect, facilitating the larger picture of reconciliation. It is important not to view Indigenous teachings as additional, as this can deprive students of the benefits of indigenous voices in the classroom. Instead, we must look at it as a connection to real-world experiences in a holistic way. Thus, enriching our students’ learning experiences and positively expanding their understanding of the world around them (Leddy & Miller, 2024). 
Understanding The Teaching Quality Standard #5 and The Truth and Reconciliation Calls to Action and Their Importance
[bookmark: OLE_LINK1]	The Alberta Teaching Quality Standards are a set of guidelines for educators created by the Alberta Board of Education (Alberta Education, 2018). These guidelines are in place to ensure that educators have a designated list of teaching outcomes to facilitate appropriate student learning. In the interest of time and conciseness, we will be specifically focusing on Teaching Quality Standard #5 and its significant importance to ensuring the incorporation of Indigenous ways of knowing, being and understanding into the classroom curriculum. The Teaching Quality Standard #5 states that teachers are to be: 
Applying foundational knowledge about First Nations, Métis and Inuit:
A teacher develops and applies foundational knowledge about First Nations, 
Métis and Inuit for the benefit of all students.
[bookmark: _Int_wPLpi1ig]Achievement of this competency is demonstrated by indicators such as:
1. Understanding the historical, social, economic, and political implications of:
· Treaties and agreements with First Nations;
· Legislation and agreements negotiated with Métis; and
· Residential schools and their legacy;
2. Supporting student achievement by engaging in collaborative, whole school 
approaches to capacity building in First Nations, Métis and Inuit education;
3. Using the programs of study to provide opportunities for all students to 
develop a knowledge and understanding of, and respect for, the histories,
cultures, languages, contributions, perspectives, experiences and 
contemporary contexts of First Nations, Métis and Inuit; and
4. Supporting the learning experiences of all students by using resources that 
accurately reflect and demonstrate the strength and diversity of First 
Nations, Métis and Inuit (Alberta Education, 2018).
By embedding this knowledge into pedagogical practices, teachers can combat systemic racism, create inclusive and safe classroom spaces for learning and encourage critical engagement of Canada’s history and the ongoing path towards reconciliation. While the teaching Standard #5 is a guideline, it is also an ethical responsibility for teachers. Providing students with a well-rounded education includes Indigenous perspectives and should not be an addition to their learning but more embedded into the practice of the teachers’ teaching pedagogy (Leddy & Miller, 2024). 
In 2015, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission issued several Calls to Action in response to the truth about residential schools. Their findings indicate that the relationship between non-Indigenous and Indigenous peoples has been shaped over time through colonization and racism (Chrona, 2022). Racist attitudes towards Indigenous peoples have created biases that evolved from colonial structures and colonial mindsets of Canadians (Danyluk et. al., 2023). The way forward is by decolonizing education. In order to achieve this, we must recognize and embrace the diverse heritages, languages, and cultures of Indigenous peoples (Battiste, 2019). By doing so, we can change the perspectives of Canadians and create a pathway for change to happen (Danyluk et. al., 2023).
 The Truth and Reconciliation Commission put forth two main calls to action surrounding education. For purposes of this paper, we will discuss only calls to action #62-63, as these are the recommendations that focus on teacher responsibilities for reconciliation through education (Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015). 
These recommendations are:   
62. We call upon the federal, provincial, and territorial governments, in 
consultation and collaboration with Survivors, Aboriginal peoples, and 
educators, to:
i. Make age-appropriate curriculum on residential schools, 
Treaties, and Aboriginal peoples’ historical and contemporary 
contributions to Canada a mandatory education requirement 
for kindergarten to Grade Twelve students.
ii. Provide the necessary funding to post-secondary institutions to 
educate teachers on how to integrate Indigenous knowledge and 
teaching methods into classrooms.
iii. Provide the necessary funding to Aboriginal schools to utilize 
Indigenous knowledge and teaching methods in classrooms.
iv. Establish senior-level positions in government at the assistant 
deputy minister level or higher dedicated to Aboriginal content 
in education.
63. We call upon the Council of Ministers of Education, Canada to maintain 
an annual commitment to Aboriginal education issues, including:
i. Developing and implementing Kindergarten to Grade Twelve 
curriculum and learning resources on Aboriginal peoples in 
Canadian history, and the history and legacy of residential schools.
ii. Sharing information and best practices on teaching curriculum 
related to residential schools and Aboriginal history.
iii. Building student capacity for intercultural understanding, empathy, 
and mutual respect.
iv. Identifying teacher-training needs relating to the above (Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015, p.7).
Poitras & Danyluk (2024) highlight the role of preservice teachers’ education in supporting reconciliation through education. They explain how pre-service teachers and educators can facilitate reconciliation by stating that “Our belief is there is room for everyone, Indigenous and non-Indigenous, and no matter what stage of learning you are at, in taking up individual responsibilities to enact reconciliatory actions” (Poitras & Danyluk, 2024, p. 26). Essentially, by doing so, we can enact the Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s calls to action and change education from the current colonial narrative that is in place today. It’s like Justice Murray Sinclair once said, “Education is what got us here, and education is what will get us out.” (Anderson, 2016, para. 1). The way forward to change systemic racism is through educating students and teachers, ultimately changing the narrative. Giving perspective will enact change and build understanding. Educators and pre-service teachers can use various strategies to change the narrative, which we will outline next.  
Strategies to Incorporate Indigenous Knowledge
	There are several strategies to help incorporate Indigenous knowledge into the classroom. These include building foundational knowledge, collaborating with elders and community members, integrating Indigenous perspectives, utilizing storytelling and oral traditions, creating safe and inclusive spaces, employing Experiential land-based learning, and acknowledging and challenging systemic racism. All these strategies are useful tools to enable pre-service teachers and current educators in incorporating Indigenous ways of knowing, being and understanding into their classroom and the curriculum. For Indigenous pedagogies to exist in classrooms, it is important for educators to understand that Indigenous peoples’ knowledge is embedded in language, stories, songs and art (Battiste, 2019). 
It is also important to note that biases must be left out of the equation in order for this to be successful. Unfortunately, we all carry biases and beliefs that could damage the goal of reconciliation. Therefore, for reconciliation through education to be successful, we as educators must remain indifferent to biases and keep our beliefs out of classroom spaces. While this can be challenging at times, it is necessary to enable a safe learning environment for our students and ourselves. Implementing Indigenous ways of knowing, being, and understanding can be a great learning experience for both student and teacher. Its holistic nature provides students and teachers with a broader understanding of the world around them. The world around them is constantly changing and in flux, which makes them look at the entire view rather than just a small piece, giving a critical viewpoint (Bear, 2023).  The holistic wholeness of Indigenous culture is embedded in the way they see the world around them. Little Bear (2023) explains that “wholeness is like a flower with four petals. When it opens, one discovers strength, sharing, honesty and kindness. Together these four petals create balance, harmony and beauty”. (p. 79). Each part of Indigenous ways of knowing, understanding and being is interconnected to the other, and leads to a holistic understanding of the world around us. Creating a dynamic learning environment with room for critical understanding. 
Building Blocks 
As preservice educators and current educators, we can engage in further learning. In fact, it is vitally important that educators engage in ongoing professional development. This includes pre-service teachers and current educators, whether they are non-Indigenous or Indigenous. Educators need the right tools to integrate Indigenous pedagogies into their classrooms and curriculum effectively. In fact, during a study conducted by Danyluk et. al. (2024), pre-service teachers and current educators were asked what foundational knowledge meant to them. Their answers varied but consistently noted that “foundational knowledge included understanding the differences in teachings, values, culture, and languages between Indigenous groups and emphasized the importance of recognizing the distinctive qualities of each group” (Danyluck et al., 2024, p. 39). For educators and pre-service teachers, gaining foundational knowledge is essential for teacher and student success and can be gained through seminars, courses, self-teaching and working with elders and Indigenous communities. Seminars and courses can be done through employers for current educators, and courses for pre-service teachers through their post-secondary institution. Self-teaching can also be a valuable tool and involves learning through readings, podcasts, YouTube videos, and resources found on websites that are dedicated to acknowledging Indigenous knowledge systems (Danyluk et al., 2024). Foundational knowledge is the building block to the integration of Indigenous pedagogy and is the educator’s ethical responsibility. Think of building blocks like building a house, you begin with a foundation and then continue with the outside walls, the roof and then complete it with the inside walls. In the process, you complete with drywall and decorations. Courses and seminars are the foundation of the outside walls and the roof. Self-learning is the interior walls and drywall, which leads to decorations. By educating ourselves, we can gain the knowledge needed to incorporate Indigenous ways of knowing, being and understanding and allow us as educators to enrich our students’ learning experiences. 
Collaborating with Elders and Community Members
Just as foundational knowledge is vital, including Indigenous voices is equally important for creating authentic learning experiences. Oral stories can be a meaningful way to incorporate Indigenous knowledge into a classroom (Gorecki & Doyle-Jones, 2021). With the help of elders and community members, current educators and preservice educators can develop meaningful lessons that incorporate Indigenous ways of knowing, being, and understanding. These lessons can bridge gaps in knowledge by fostering a deeper understanding of Indigenous cultures, histories, and traditions. This approach helps address systemic racism and creates a safe space for reconciliation to begin (Gorecki & Doyle-Jones, 2021). While elders and knowledge keepers are valuable resources, it is essential not to rely solely on them to replace educators. Educators are expected to gain knowledge from Indigenous elders and knowledge keepers and regularly integrate this understanding into their classroom practices and curriculum (Danyluk et al., 2024). These relationships are often built through the school boards and are meant to help educators gain knowledge and understanding of Indigenous perspectives. Many Elders want to educate teachers; elders are a valuable resource for classroom learning. It is important to ensure proper respect is always paid when collaborating with elders, knowledge keepers or community members. Follow Indigenous protocols as they are in place to safeguard the knowledge being shared. Their knowledge is shared in hopes of reconciliation and must be valued through reciprocity. 
As relationships with communities are often organized through school boards, the availability of elders can sometimes be a stumbling block to helping educators learn more to incorporate Indigenous ways of knowing, being and understanding into their classrooms. Some communities may not have agreements with school boards in their area and or not enough elders in their communities to help with education (Chrona, 2022).  This is when it is important for educators to reach out to their community, Indigenous friendship centers, or Indigenous liaisons within the school district to get guidance and help when needed. 
Integration 
Marie Battise (2019) explains that incorporating Indigenous perspectives daily can shift mindsets and challenge previously held stereotypes and racist attitudes. She further notes that education has been colonial in nature, and to change this colonial narrative, we must adopt a different approach to education. By integrating Indigenous pedagogies into everyday teaching methods, educators not only enrich their students’ learning experiences but also actively challenge and reshape longstanding societal and educational narratives. In doing so, they promote more informed practices and ensure Indigenous perspectives and voices are genuinely amplified. Indigenous learning systems can benefit students greatly as they promote critical thinking and action, literacy is embedded in social contexts, and it allows students to see the importance of different roles and experiences in life and how that plays a part in making meaning (Battise, 2019).
According to Danyluk et. al (2024), three barriers to integration were identified during a study. These three barriers include: diversity of Indigenous peoples and communities, the misconception that only Indigenous educators can teach Indigenous perspectives, and that due to Canada’s multi-cultural society, we should not just include Indigenous perspectives but should, in fact, include many other cultural perspectives. The study goes on to explain that, unfortunately, many pre-service and practicing educators feel unprepared to incorporate Indigenous perspectives into their classrooms. For them, this often causes fear and anxiety about appropriation and hesitation in including these perspectives. These three barriers are commonly discussed by educators and pre-service teachers and are noted to be the largest stumbling blocks to them incorporating Indigenous perspectives into their classrooms. The way forward lies with education. As educators, we need to educate ourselves on the respectful ways to incorporate Indigenous perspectives into our teaching. This will build confidence and help educators feel more comfortable doing so (Leddy & Miller, 2024). This is crucial for reconciliation as “reconciliation has the potential to transform the education of all young people across Canada” (Lanford & Hunter, 2020, p. 175) and is the educator’s ethical responsibility in their teaching pedagogy. 
Oral Stories/Traditions
	Indigenous people have used oral stories as a form of transmission of understanding the world around them, from time immemorial. Oral stories/traditions are used as tools to teach about the land, culture, beliefs and offer a unique perspective of Indigenous peoples’ interconnectedness to the land (Chorona, 2022). They are not comparable to the Eurocentric version of stories that are often single-mindedly based and offer only one perspective. Oral stories do not follow the general conventions of the colonial structured storytelling and are a way for students to understand the world around them differently(Chrona, 2022). They offer an opportunity for students to cultivate knowledge from a different perspective on Indigenous culture and language. By using oral stories/traditions to highlight Indigenous culture and their inclusion in our teaching methodology, it enriches students’ learning in the classroom and incorporates Indigenous ways of knowing, being and understanding. These stories offer students the opportunity to organize ideas and concepts as well as develop their learning. Often times Elders or knowledge keepers are not available to help educators in sharing oral stories/traditions, so other means can be utilized by non-indigenous educators. The use of Books or stories written by Indigenous authors can be a good alternative and can enrich student learning.
Creating Safe and Inclusive Spaces
Educators need to ensure the classroom is a safe, inclusive learning space. There are several ways to do this. Firstly, educators can include the use of Indigenous perspective decorations, posters, and artwork. Finding decorations specific to the territory or region they are teaching in can be an important way to honour the nations in the area (Leddy & Miller, 2024). Secondly, by creating an open and safe classroom environment where all student voices are heard in a respectful manner. Be creating classroom standards educators can ensure that all students feel safe, supported and respected. This can be done as a class and can be created as a poster that can be hung in the classroom environment for students to see. By doing this, educators can include students’ voices and ideas and makes an excellent co-design project. The result will be a poster or list of classroom expectations for how students will treat each other. By creating these safe, inclusive spaces, educators can establish mutually trusting relationships that encourage student growth and learning (Leddy & Miller, 2024). 

Experiential Land-Based Learning
Experiential land-based learning is holistic in nature and a valuable way to help students gain an Indigenous worldview and perspective. Incorporating this hands-on learning has been a valuable learning tool for centuries. So, when educators incorporate this with land-based learning, students will gain valuable tools for problem-solving and learning in the moment. For example, before European settlers, many Indigenous children were taught foraging, weaving, hunting, and processing skills alongside knowledge keepers and elders. This is experiential land-based learning that was passed down through generations as a means of survival and cultural relevance. Engaging in experiential land-based learning is empowering and creates a sense of enjoyment for learners. This results in a learner being proud of the accomplishment of the tasks. This embeds pride in a student’s learning experience and promotes further learning. This is an essential learning practice of Indigenous cultures and part of the human experience (Leddy & Miller, 2024).  
Land-based learning is holistic and encourages student engagement in their learning process. It offers students the ability to understand the interconnection we as humans have to the world around us. By engaging in land-based learning, students can connect to the land on a deeply emotional level. Thus, giving them insight into the importance of respect and reciprocity. This encourages students to understand their roles in connection to the land and their role in preserving it. This can be an excellent way to teach all core subjects, offering an opportunity for diverse and engaging lesson planning (Leddy & Miller, 2024).  
Challenging Systemic Racism
Pratt & Danyluk (2017) note that colonization has influenced the narrative of Indigenous peoples in Canada and remains a source of ongoing oppression.  As such, it has created racist attitudes and perpetuated biases seen in systemic racism. Therefore, as educators, it is essential to keep our biases and beliefs to ourselves and out of our classrooms. We need to ensure that we are not pushing our agendas on our students. When it comes to challenging systemic racism, we need to be aware that the stories and perspectives we present in our curriculum can be some of the most powerful tools for instilling understanding in our students.
Therefore, choosing a non-biased narrative can help students to gain a broader perspective of historical and current issues surrounding Indigenous peoples. As such, it is an educator’s ethical responsibility to ensure that all areas challenging systemic racism are taught in a respectful and age-appropriate manner. Using materials that are geared towards student ages can be impactful, but not emotionally and mentally damaging to their well-being. For example, when teaching residential schools to a group of grade one or two students, educators should not engage in difficult discussions surrounding difficult topics. The details at this age are not appropriate and should be taught at an older age. However, they could use age-appropriate teaching tools such as books written by Indigenous authors (Chrona, 2022). 
Foundations of Systemic Racism
Systemic racism is vast in its entirety, and as educators, it is our ethical responsibility to understand not only how we define it but also how it manifests within our society and classrooms. It is defined by its colonial nature and refers to the ongoing influence of colonial policies and attitudes that continue to shape institutions, laws, and social norms today, often to the detriment of Indigenous peoples and other marginalized groups.
To fully grasp the scope of systemic racism, it is crucial to examine its primary forms:
· Individual racism - personal beliefs, attitudes, and actions that reflect prejudice or discrimination.
· Institutional racism - policies and practices within organizations and institutions that systematically disadvantage certain groups.
· Structural racism - the cumulative and compounding effects of an array of societal factors, including history, culture, and interconnected institutions, that reinforce inequity (Banaji et al., 2021).
As Prete (2021) observes, systemic racism is perpetuated through “unequal power relations that exist” (p. 101), and these are embedded not just in overt actions but also in the structures and norms that guide our daily lives. Unfortunately, these injustices are often overlooked or dismissed as mere products of culture, making it even more urgent to address them in education to promote meaningful change and reconciliation.
In response to these challenges, educators must move beyond awareness to action. Steinhauer (2020) explains that we must adjust our actions, thoughts, and how we talk and listen to each other to change the narrative and our perspectives. Thus, supporting change rather than continuing to perpetuate systemic racism. Teachers can begin by reflecting on their own biases, incorporating diverse perspectives and Indigenous knowledge into their curriculum, and fostering open discussions about equity and justice in their classrooms. Establishing classroom expectations that honour all voices and encourage respect is one step; another is seeking out resources and stories authored by Indigenous peoples to deepen students’ understanding. By taking these specific steps, educators contribute to dismantling the structures of systemic racism within education.
As Jo Chrona (2022) explains, systemic racism is “perpetuated by normalizing inequity” (p. 78), which underscores the importance of challenging everyday practices that reinforce unfair outcomes. By integrating these concepts more deeply into educational practice, teachers can create learning environments that not only recognize but also actively work to undo the legacy of colonialism and systemic inequity. Below, we will address each aspect of systemic racism and reflect on ways educators can change this narrative.
Individual Racism
Individual racism is perpetuated within personal beliefs, attitudes, and actions, many of which are shaped by upbringing and social interactions. Often, individuals may not realize they carry these biases, as such racism is not always part of their conscious thoughts. Banaji et al. (2021) describe individuals as agentic entities - that is, people who have the capacity to act independently and make choices that influence their environment. In this context, agentic means that every person can make decisions that shape their surroundings and relationships. These decisions are influenced by inbuilt attitudes, beliefs, and behaviours. Here, inbuilt refers to psychological processes that are deeply embedded within us, often without our awareness. For example, the racism of low expectations is often not recognized and is brought on by personal biases that educators often do not realize they have towards Indigenous students. Educators may unknowingly carry ideals that some students will perform poorly compared to others. These inbuilt attitudes might include preferences or prejudices; beliefs that could take the form of stereotypes; and behaviours that may reveal themselves as acts of discrimination (Chrona, 2022). All of these are intricately woven into the mental systems that sustain systemic racism. For instance, a teacher might unconsciously call on certain students more frequently than others based on assumptions about their abilities, unintentionally reinforcing harmful stereotypes. Such acts may seem minor, but over time they contribute to patterns of inequity within classrooms and beyond. Because these biases are so deeply rooted in early experiences, we may inadvertently harm others without recognizing it.
As educators, it is essential not to project personal biases or attitudes onto students. Being mindful of our words and actions helps interrupt the cycle of individual racism. Pratt & Danyluk (2017) explain that early interventions in pre-service teacher training can reduce unconscious bias and foster more equitable classroom environments. By educating teachers, we can break previously held biases both inside and outside of the classrooms, combating systemic racism as individual educators.
Marie Battise (2019) explains that “No educational system is perfect, yet few have a history as destructive to human potential as Canada’s with its obsession with assimilation” (p.180). Previous historical experiences of Indigenous peoples in Canada have been oppressive and coercive in power. This oppression is then embedded in Indigenous peoples’ personal beliefs within themselves. Unfortunately, many Indigenous peoples have been told the racist, oppressive narrative for their whole lives, so many believe it. This, in effect then not only oppresses their education but also their daily lives. It is time to change this narrative; as such, educators can be the first step in the process of change.
Institutional Racism
Ahmed (2024) explains that institutional racism is the combination of the influences of colonialism on legislation and has been historically perpetuated through privilege and power. Institutional racism was created through “the emergence of European and Western social constructions being elevated as hierarchical superior forms of knowledge and truth” (Ahmed, 2024, p. 2). This continues to include discriminatory policies and practices that are embedded within organizations and institutions, such as schools or government agencies, which systematically disadvantage certain groups. In contrast, systemic racism encompasses the broader network of societal structures, including legislation, cultural norms, and interconnected institutions, that collectively reinforce and perpetuate inequality. Colonial laws, such as those established by the Indian Act, were deliberately designed to assert European dominance by positioning Western knowledge and culture as superior, while marginalizing Indigenous worldviews and rights. Ultimately, the fight to remove institutional racism is a larger issue of the removal of power and privilege that those in power do not want to relinquish (Ahmed, 2024). 
Indigenous peoples were seen as the other; their knowledge forms were not valued, thus creating a system of inequality. Unfortunately, historical educational polices embedded in Canada, like the Indian Act, have disadvantaged Indigenous peoples for generations. Not only did they restrict Indigenous self-governance, but they also imposed policies like Residential Schools, where Indigenous children were forcibly removed from their families, forbidden to speak their languages, or practice their cultures. Residential Schools have caused a general dislike and distrust for education due to the abuse and atrocities suffered under these policies. In fact, survivors of these schools have shared accounts of long-term psychological trauma, loss of cultural identity, and family separation. For example, many former students report ongoing struggles with mental health and disconnection from their communities as a direct result of the abuse and assimilationist policies they endured (Troniak, 2015). Another example is the Sixties Scoop, a government policy that saw thousands of Indigenous children taken from their families and placed in non-Indigenous foster or adoptive homes, further eroding cultural continuity and community bonds. These historical injustices continue to shape the experiences of Indigenous peoples today (Troniak, 2015). In education, Indigenous students remain disproportionately affected by lower graduation rates and underrepresentation in post-secondary institutions (Deonandan et al., 2019), barriers that are directly linked to the intergenerational trauma and systemic exclusion perpetuated by colonial policies like the Indian Act, Residential Schools, and the Sixties Scoop. These policies had the goal of assimilation of Indigenous peoples into Euro-Canadian society. 
As educators, we have a crucial role to play in combating institutional racism. Schools are places for learning and contain social systems where oppression and inequality can exist. The first step to combating institutional racism is understanding how it is created and perpetuated by educating ourselves. Through self-reflection and ongoing professional development on Institutional racism, educators can understand racism and how it operates through polices and curriculum. Educators can transform their classrooms and schools into spaces of equity and inclusion by adopting mutually respectful guidelines for their classrooms and their school spaces. 
By adopting anti-racist and decolonizing approaches, educators can challenge the current Eurocentric narrative and integrate Indigenous perspectives into the curriculum. By using culturally responsive teaching, it will affirm students’ identities, connect learning to their lived experiences, and encourage open discussions about race and social justice. Outside the classroom, educators can advocate in areas such as equitable school polices, colonial structured curriculum, and challenge biases. Building partnerships with families and communities further strengthens inclusivity by valuing local knowledge and promoting collaboration. Ultimately, combating institutional racism requires a sustained, collective commitment to reflection, accountability, and continuous growth toward equity and justice in education (Chrona, 2022).
Structural Racism
Structural racism represents the cumulative impact of institutional practices and policies that reinforce racial disparities, deeply embedding inequity within Canadian society, particularly in education for Indigenous peoples (Harper & Thompson, 2025). This form of racism manifests through interconnected areas: poverty, suppression of Indigenous identities, discriminatory legal structures, and gender-based violence (Harper & Thompson, 2025, pp. 44–45). These factors are not isolated; rather, they interact and amplify one another, perpetuating cycles of disadvantage across generations.
Poverty, for example, creates significant barriers to educational success. Harper & Thompson (2025) highlight that students from low-income Indigenous families often lack the resources necessary to adequately prepare for school. Studies consistently show that proper nutrition is essential for learning. Children who start the day with a healthy breakfast are better able to concentrate and absorb information. Yet, many Indigenous communities contend with limited access to nutritious food, safe drinking water, and adequate housing. A report by the Office of the Auditor General of Canada (2021) found that over 30% of homes in some Indigenous communities are without access to safe drinking water. Such conditions can lead to health issues, increased absenteeism, and diminished academic performance, all of which sustain cycles of poverty and educational inequity. Further research points to the fact that malnutrition and substandard living conditions directly impede cognitive development and learning outcomes (Harper & Thompson, 2025; Chrona, 2022). These economic hardships are thus inextricably linked to other forms of structural racism, compounding their effects.
In addition to economic hardship, the erosion of cultural identity through policies like residential schools has further compounded these disadvantages. The suppression of Indigenous identities in Canada is rooted in the history and policies of residential schools; government-funded institutions that, for more than a century, sought to assimilate Indigenous children into Euro-Canadian society. From the late 1800s until 1996, these schools removed children from their families, forbidding them from speaking their languages, practising their cultures, or maintaining ties to their communities. Residential school policies required children to cut their hair, wear Western uniforms, and participate in Christian religious practices, severing their connections to ancestral traditions (National Centre for Truth and Reconciliation, n.d.). Battiste (2019) underscores that knowledge, identity, and belonging are transmitted through song, language, ceremony, and art, so their loss is a profound devastation. The personal story of Phyllis Webstad, who had her cherished orange shirt taken from her on her first day at residential school, powerfully symbolizes the stripping away of dignity, culture, and family love (Orange Shirt Society, 2023). The aftermath is a legacy of loss, of language, familial bonds, and self-worth, leaving deep intergenerational trauma. Many Indigenous people today still contend with the emotional scars of displacement and work to reclaim the traditions denied to their ancestors (Battiste, 2019). These cultural losses, intertwined with poverty, make educational success even more challenging for Indigenous students.
Compounding these challenges are legal frameworks that have institutionalized discrimination. The ‘top-down’ approach of the Indian Act exemplifies how government policies were imposed upon Indigenous peoples, embedding racism into Canadian law. Enacted in 1876, the Indian Act defined who qualified as a ‘status Indian’ under Section 6 and established the reserve system, physically and socially separating Indigenous communities from settlers (Government of Canada, n.d.). These provisions went beyond simple administration; they entrenched racial hierarchies, authorizing the government to control land, culture, and mobility. For instance, the reserve system restricted Indigenous peoples to specific areas, while the legal definition of ‘status Indian’ governed access to rights and services, often excluding those who did not meet arbitrary standards. This legal discrimination normalized and perpetuated societal attitudes of marginalization, shaping public discourse and community relations (Ahmed, 2024; Battiste, 2019). These structural barriers, closely linked to the effects of poverty and cultural suppression, further reinforce inequities in education and beyond.
Gender violence represents another deeply rooted aspect of structural racism, intersecting with legal, cultural, and economic factors. Heidinger (2022) found that Indigenous women are 65% more likely to experience violence in their lifetimes than non-Indigenous women. Colonial structures stripped Indigenous women of essential rights, such as property ownership, participation in leadership, and the ability to maintain their status within their communities. For example, the Indian Act removed many women from band membership and denied them the right to pass status on to their children, while imposing Western gender norms that conflicted with traditional matriarchal values. These imposed norms contributed to the objectification and ongoing disadvantage of Indigenous women. The legacy of residential schools further disrupted family relationships; children deprived of nurturing environments often struggled to form healthy bonds as adults. This helps explain the high rates of partner violence within Indigenous communities. The impacts of gender-based violence are far-reaching, affecting not only individuals but entire households (Heidinger 2022). As Harper & Thompson (2025) explain, children exposed to violence at home frequently experience post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), which can impair concentration, peer engagement, and mental health, ultimately undermining their ability to learn at school. These experiences are deeply interconnected with the broader landscape of poverty, cultural displacement, and legal discrimination.
Recognizing how poverty, cultural suppression, discriminatory legal frameworks, and gender violence are mutually reinforcing allows educators to respond more effectively to the realities facing Indigenous students. Harper & Thompson (2025) emphasize that structural barriers such as inequitable school funding, biased disciplinary policies, and limited access to advanced coursework all contribute to persistent educational disparities. By understanding these interconnected challenges and how inadequate resources, discipline practices, and exclusion from opportunities disproportionately affect Indigenous learners, educators can design more inclusive and effective learning environments. Strategies such as culturally responsive teaching, advocating for equitable resources, and building supportive classroom communities are crucial in supporting all students to reach their full potential, thereby challenging the cycle of structural racism.
Conclusion
As educators, we hold powerful tools and positions that can dismantle systemic racism and enact reconciliation. By embedding Indigenous perspectives into our teaching pedagogies, we can fulfill the Alberta Teaching Quality Standards #5 and transform the colonial narratives that have shaped education for centuries. This will take a strong commitment that goes far beyond the meeting of curricular requirements and requires reflection and continuous learning. Engaging in collaborating with elders and Indigenous communities, experiential land-based learning, integration of Indigenous ways of knowing, being and understanding in our classroom settings, oral stories and traditions and creating safe, inclusive spaces, we can honour diversity, respect Indigenous knowledge and empower our students. Reconciliation is not just a single act; it is an ongoing journey. A journey that challenges educators to unlearn personal biases and change perspectives. A challenge to embrace humility and to teach with empathy and understanding. Through collective efforts, as educators, we can truly plant seeds of reconciliation and nurture the learning spirits of our students who will value and sustain equitable relationships with Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples.

My Reflection
When I first embarked on my research journey, I had different expectations as to how this would play out. Originally, I was going to submit two lesson plans and all the appendices to accompany them and then write a small paper about what I learned. However, through research and my writing, I began an in-depth execution of ways to incorporate Indigenous ways of knowing, being and understanding. As a pre-service teacher, I have been fortunate enough to have a background in First Nations studies from my previous degree. However, I realized very quickly that not all pre-service teachers have that knowledge. Which led me to this paper. I felt that providing a guideline of ways new educators could incorporate Indigenous perspectives into their classrooms could be a valuable tool. In writing this paper, I have also increased my knowledge of ways to engage students and honour Indigenous knowledge in a classroom, teaching from a holistic Indigenous perspective. 
On a personal note, while engaging in the research for this paper, I found myself engaging in reflection. What I learned about systemic racism challenged my understanding and made me take a deep reflection on my own upbringing, personal views, and understanding of my biases. Overall, I feel that this paper has challenged my own psyche and changed my perspectives drastically. I would say that this paper was not just about learning more about a topic I already knew about, but more of a self-exploration of who I want to be as an educator. I am grateful for this opportunity and look forward to utilizing what I have learned and experienced. I thank you for the opportunity of learning and self-reflection. It has allowed me to grow, not just as an educator but as an individual. 
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