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encountered may have allowed for some movement into the present and future.  Connecting 

story and visual art shapes perceptions and allows for multiple voices to be heard. 

 

Walking with Rosie 

One day, Rosie and I were outside our school, walking along the side of the gravel field where 

it gives way to the forest. We were with students taking photographs of the green and grey 

that glows in the winter moss and sky of North Vancouver woods. I remember that Rosie said 

to me, as we were walking, that she believed a lot of the Aboriginal students had lost their 

voice. I took it to mean in the context of the school and both literal and metaphorical. She 

went on to explain how the experiences of her mother and others in residential schools led to 

this loss of voice.  

 

Her mother was trained to work in a cannery and to clean. She was taught English. That’s all 

she had when she came out of that school. There had been a loss. Her own voice—the voice 

of her culture and humanity—had been lost. She did not have language to connect her identity 

to the culture and family from which she had originated. 

 

Many months later, when I asked Rosie again about this idea of loss of voice in schools for 

Aboriginal students she spoke about the actual physical voice and the language. 

Hul’q’umin’um contains guttural sounds, physical formations and actions which Aboriginal 

children do not use if they do not learn Hul’q’umin’um. 

 

She said, “I can’t imagine it.  These children were taken from their families as young as four 

and five years old. And they were punished for speaking their own language. They were made 

to clean, get down on their hands and knees.” She then went on to describe her grandfather’s 

tales of the sisters, the nuns, teaching at the residential school. She laughed at this part of her 

story, but the word humour doesn’t seem apt. The nuns were French Canadian and their 

English was weak. The nuns would speak in French so that the children didn’t know what 

they were saying. 

 

Rosie tells me that when her own grandparents were together speaking Hul’q’umin’um they 

would hide it from the children and stop as soon as the kids came into the house.  Their 

parents and aunties and uncles and elders did not want them to learn the language for fear that 

they would be punished when they spoke it in schools.  

I have heard many stories of lives and families damaged or ruined by residential schools from 

my students and colleagues. A young girl once told me that her grandpa said all schools were 

bad for you. He had been in a residential school. I struggle with how to reach students who are 

not encouraged by their families to engage with the schoolwork that I present, and do not buy 

into my educational programming. 
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My conversation with Rosie made me appreciate that we had found a visual language to share 

with each other and the students. I realized that it was vital to bring Aboriginal art into our 

schools. But, equally or more important was the knowledge, meaning, and ways of connecting 

to Aboriginal art. I hoped that the projects Rosie and I facilitated would work towards 

Aboriginal students finding a voice in the public school setting, that it would allow them to 

know and express themselves as Aboriginal people (Dion & Salamanca, 2014, p. 161).  

 

Conclusions 

“How may we trace our way through a pedagogical experience in order to reveal hidden 

shadows and ghosts of the strong emotions that mark the space and place of classroom?” 

(Prendergast, et al., 2008, p. 58). Throughout the ten months of teaching Aboriginal art, I 

wandered and explored new territory, negotiated new terrain, and developed new 

relationships, but I rarely had time to reflect on the emotional side of teaching and learning. 

By rambling through memories of my teaching experience, I am able to gain some awareness 

and contextualization of the cultural significances of teaching Aboriginal art in my class.  

 

This paper is a reflection on an uncharted journey of conversations and events. “This history 

of walking I am writing can only be partial, an idiosyncratic path traced through them by one 

walker with much doubling back and looking around” (Solnit, 2000, p. 4). Looking back now, 

I see threads that allow me to treat several experiences of a school year as a whole. Each 

project that Rosie and I entered into helped us to reach the beginning of a new project. These 

projects were conceived through a series of conversations. The relationship that Rosie and I 

developed and the common love of visual art were the foundations of our work.  

 

As I look back at this year, I see there was a necessity of using an exploratory method of 

teaching to approach unfamiliar territory. To map out the entire course of Aboriginal art 

studies at the beginning of the year would have resulted in a superficial and homogenous 

journey. There was no way for me to know what Rosie could share of her own experience 

with the students. There was no way for me to know how the students would respond to Rosie 

and my instructional design. In retrospect, it seems vital to me that the personal life 

experience of instructors and students always be considered when teaching art and when 

teaching cultural histories.  

 

Throughout the year questions arose for me regarding my position of authority in teaching 

Aboriginal art. Also, I questioned the classroom social dynamic that I was influencing by 

introducing the difference of culture that directly affected these young people. Moreover, I 

lacked knowledge of the politics that exist between communities within the Aboriginal 

peoples of this region. I was only able to see the relationship between Aboriginal and 
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dominant Western culture in North Vancouver. I knew, that in my ignorance, I was lumping 

together many different cultural stories and symbols under the broad stroke of ‘Aboriginal 

art.’ I was assuming cultural homogeneity, “superficially generalizing cultural practices” 

(Broome, 2015, p. 191). When possible, I tried to follow the lead of local Aboriginal 

community members.  

 

Rosie and I made time to talk and share stories. She shared stories of her mother’s experience 

at residential school and of her own experiences of school as an Aboriginal person. Hearing 

these stories has made me question my own approach to teaching children of the Aboriginal 

community within our school.  

 

As educators, we speak of positive changes with the Aboriginal students in our school in 

terms of academic improvement, student participation in events and parent involvement. The 

more I learn of the history of residential schools the more I see an event that has affected the 

lives of students I work with. Here is an event that will not go away or be undone.  There is a 

loss that will never be recovered. I see the value of Rogoff’s (2002) concept of living and 

working with the gap can help to articulate differences in this situation. If I do not see the gap, 

if I am not conscious of the history of residential schools and the remaining effects of them, 

how can I begin to try to understand and respect the desires and ideas of my Aboriginal 

students? How can I move beyond my own assumptions? 

 

The students were encouraged to engage personally with each creative process and to have 

their images tell a story. The visual art enabled stories to emerge that did not have words but 

were connected to experience. Stó:lō scholar Jo-ann Archibald (2008) writes that storywork 

“effectively educates the heart, mind, body, and spirit” (p. 10). 

 

Telling the personal story of my teaching practice this past year has truly made me think about 

the ways that I work, the choices I make. I exercise power in the curriculum that I highlight, 

the student suggestions I accept and reject, and the stories that I tell and that I hear. More 

importantly, I have begun to understand the incomplete nature of the knowledge and ways of 

knowing that I work with in relation to Aboriginal education. Working as a non-Aboriginal 

teacher to develop culturally conscious and decolonizing education practice requires risk and 

engagement in relationship. Local experience with and relationship to Indigenous community 

members are necessary elements of including ontological differences. Non-Indigenous people 

can engage in a practice of listening and of not knowing (Cameron, 2015). Evolving 

collaborative teaching, reflective writing, and accepting how much I don’t know have been 

invaluable tools for me in this process. 
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Relaxing spatial and temporal structures through an unplanned ongoing series of art projects 

was one way of disrupting the traditional public school education limits on knowledge and 

ways of knowing. It was an attempt at “destabilizing dominant ways of knowing the world in 

order to make room for assertions of Indigenous knowledge” (Hunt, 2014, p. 30).  
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