The Harm of Assumptions: An
Indigenous Perspective
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Actor Alan Alda (1980) once said, “Your assumptions
are your windows on the world. Scrub them off every once
in a while or the light won’t come in.”

Through making efforts toward reconciliation and
cultivating relationships with Indigenous people, non-
Indigenous people are beginning to scrub their windows
and let the light in—the light that is Indigenous culture
and ways of knowing and being.

Nevertheless, many assumptions about Indigenous
people persist. Those assumptions guide some in how they
think about and construct Indigenous identities.
Assumptions, especially toward youth, can be incredibly
harmful.

This article explores how assumptions about Indigenous
learners formed, which assumptions about Indigenous
learners continue today, and how we can create more hope
and an environment that promotes and celebrates
Indigenous success in education.

The issue of assumptions and stereotypes imposed on
Indigenous people—both laterally and, primarily, by non-
Indigenous people—is much larger than can be fully ad-
dressed here, yet the conversation is necessary.

My Positionality

Before continuing, I must share my positionality in rela-
tion to this work.

I am a Cree/Euro woman, reclaiming her Indigeneity
in real time.

Reclaiming who I am as an Indigenous woman, finding
and meeting immediate family, and cultivating
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relationships that allow me to hear stories of lived experi-
ences are opening my heart and eyes to the realities faced
by Indigenous people and guiding me to where I want to
be, personally and professionally.

The Statistics and the
Assumptions

Statistics regarding Indigenous people paint a picture
of the inequalities and dichotomies that exist in the settler
state known as Canada.

With regard to education, Statistics Canada reports that
91 per cent of non-Indigenous youth (aged 19-30) have a
high school diploma or equivalent, but only 46 per cent of
Indigenous youth who live on reserves do. For off-reserve
Indigenous youth, the percentage is higher (73 per cent) but
nowhere close to their non-Indigenous peers (J Layton 2023).

These low rates of graduation contribute to assumptions
that Indigenous youth are lazy and incapable and that they
lack the intelligence of their non-Indigenous peers.

The statistics tell a story—but not the full story. What
is missing are the people, their stories and their lived ex-
periences, as well as acknowledgement of the impacts of
Canada’s racist and colonial history.

‘When that history is understood, as well as how violence
and oppression toward Indigenous people have been main-
tained, it becomes clear how stereotypes and assumptions
are constructed and then perpetuated over time.

19



How We Got Here

As discussed by the Truth and Reconciliation
Commission of Canada (TRC 2015), Canada was built as
a nation through racist and colonial acts committed against
Indigenous Peoples.

In 2014, the National Collaborating Centre for
Aboriginal Health (NCCAH), now known as the National
Collaborating Centre for Indigenous Health, published a
fact sheet on anti-Indigenous racism in Canada. As the
fact sheet emphasizes,

Inaccurate or inadequate education about Canada’s
colonial history and its role in creating the disadvantages
currently facing Indigenous communities essentially
transfers responsibility for economic and social prob-
lems to Indigenous peoples’ presumed failure to evolve,
rather than to the socially and economically damaging
effects of colonialism and racism (Harding, 2006). (p 4)

The NCCAH (2014, 2) defines racism as follows:

Racism is a social injustice based on falsely constructed,
but deeply embedded, assumptions about people and
their relative social value; it is often used to justify
disparities in the distribution of resources (MacKinnon,
2004). Racism manifests in multiple ways that allow
some groups of people to see themselves as superior to
others and to claim and maintain multiple forms of
political, sociocultural, and economic power.

Colonialism, which “involves imposing a culture on a
group of people while attempting to erase their own exist-
ing culture” (Houle 2022a, 6), is a form of racism. When
they first encountered Indigenous Peoples in the 16th
century, Europeans established reciprocal relationships.
However, they soon began using any means necessary to
assimilate Indigenous Peoples into Eurocentric society
and ideals.

Structural racism is the way “economic, social and politi-
cal institutions and processes of a society . . . create and
reinforce racial discrimination (Jackson, McGibbon, &
Waldron, 2013; Lawrence, Sutton, Kubisch, Susi, &
Fulbright-Anderson, 2010)” (NCCAH 2014, 5). Many institu-
tions and structures across Turtle Island—including housing,
health care, education and law enforcement—involve deep
manifestations of racism against Indigenous people.

In Canada, structural racism has its roots in the Indian
Act of 1876, which imposed strict control over Indigenous
people and perpetuated stereotypes of incompetence
(NCCAH 2014). This act laid the groundwork for policies
that have left many First Nations communities with sub-
standard housing, overcrowding and inadequate
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infrastructure, which have contributed to ongoing health
and social inequities (Olsen, Merkel and Black 2021).

Moreover, the structures in place serve to reinforce and
perpetuate assumptions. For example, many students who
live on a reserve attend school on the reserve up to a certain
point. Once high school approaches, they may have to
commute every day to an off-reserve high school, or even
move away from their family home and relocate to a new
city. This is not the experience of most urban and rural
non-Indigenous students. Students living on reserves are,
thus, at a disadvantage in accessing the provisions for
furthering their education (J Layton 2023).

One policy of the Indian Act—the residential school
system—is an overt example of structural racism. In the
late 19th century, knowing that education was a powerful
tool with a national reach, the federal government created
residential schools as institutions of assimilation and then
mandated attendance for Indigenous children.

Residential schools were built on negative stereotypes
about Indigenous societies (Young et al 2010). While
Indigenous students were forced to attend residential
schools, where they were stripped of their culture,
European students heard a narrative that perpetuated the
idea that Indigenous people were savages who needed to
become like “us” (TRC 2015).

This overt narrative continued for over 150 years, mean-
ing that the harmful, hateful stereotypes used to excuse
the atrocities committed against Indigenous children and
their families have had an impact on about seven
generations.

In June 2008, Jack Layton, then leader of Canada’s New
Democratic Party (NDP), offered an apology in the House
of Commons to residential school Survivors:

It was this Parliament that enacted, 151 years ago, the
racist legislation that established the residential schools.
This Parliament chose to treat First Nations, Métis and
Inuit people as not equally human. It set out to “kill the
Indian in the child.” That choice was wrong. Horribly
wrong. It led to incredible suffering. It denied First
Nations, M¢étis and Inuit the basic freedom to choose
how to live their lives.

Many effects of the residential school system continue.
The damage caused by residential schools created inter-
generational trauma that is still visible in the lives of
Indigenous people (NCCAH 2014), and “even when chil-
dren were permitted to leave residential school, there were
no supports for re-entering their communities so the
transition was not always smooth and family relationships
could often not be reestablished” (p 9).

Residential schooling, interacting with other forms of
social and cultural displacement, has contributed to
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generations of family disruption and social turmoil that
have fostered and been fuelled by racialized stereotypes
and discrimination, institutionalized racism, and systemic
social exclusion (Milne and Wotherspoon 2020). Trauma
responses include “alcohol and substance abuse, violence,
parenting problems, depression and suicide (Nagy &
Sehdev, 2012)” (NCCAH 2014, 9).

Today, the children and grandchildren of Survivors sit
in our classrooms, fearful and mistrusting of engaging in
the system that once broke their people. As the NCCAH
(2014, 9) notes,

It often falls on children to absorb the feelings of loss
and frustration felt by their parents and grandparents.
Even though these children did not experience the
trauma of residential schools first hand, they are expe-
riencing it indirectly through the effects on their fami-
lies and communities (Volkan, 1997).

The history of residential schools presents a difficult
reality for today’s Indigenous learners, who must grapple
with the knowledge that Indigenous children and youth
have sat (and, in some cases, continue to sit) in classrooms
that teach a history that is not true. These narratives distort
the truth and attempt to position Indigenous youth as being
at fault. They perpetuate the harmful assumption that
Indigenous youth lack the desire for something better.

How Assumptions Harm
Indigenous Learners Today

As the NCCAH (2014, 2) notes, harmful assumptions
“not only [degrade] the autonomy of Indigenous peoples
and their legitimate right to be self-determining, but [have]
damaged the self-concept of countless generations of
people who unfortunately, at times, internalize such de-
meaning stereotypes (Harding, 2006).”

These assumptions are the result of maintained colonial
structures that position Indigenous people as “other.” For
well over 200 years, racism has been “experienced by
[Indigenous] individuals, families, communities, and na-
tions through interactions and structures of the everyday
world” (NCCAH 2014, 2).

Indigenous people have been subjected to structural
racism from all facets of a colonized school system. Today,
we are the first generation of Indigenous people who did
not attend residential schools. However, I have been taught
that it takes seven generations to heal from trauma.

Literature on how Indigenous people may feel victim-
ized in the school setting exists, but little primary evidence
has been collected. Scholarship has missed opportunities
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to create an understanding of Indigenous experiences that
could combat negative assumptions.

However, one informative study exists that sought to in-
vestigate microaggressions toward Indigenous postsecondary
learners, through the collection of primary documentation.
Canel-Cinarbas and Yohani (2019) asked Indigenous post-
secondary students in Canada about their experiences with
microaggressions. The language used in the questions incor-
porated the stereotypes and assumptions affecting Indigenous
students as they navigate the education system. The following
themes emerged: “overt discrimination; assumption of intel-
lectual inferiority; assumption of criminality; invalidation
ordenial; second-class citizen; racial segregation; and myth
of meritocracy” (p 41). The researchers concluded that the
participants had been subjected throughout their schooling
to conscious acts of racism, including mockery, name-calling,
physical violence and exclusion from education.

The assumption of the intellectual inferiority of
Indigenous students fosters the belief that they have lower
academic potential or lower expectations of themselves as
learners than non-Indigenous students. One participant in
Canel-Cinarbas and Yohani’s (2019) study shared that, no
matter what he did, one of his high school teachers always
found a way to belittle him or discredit his accomplishments,
implying that the barriers were too great to overcome. He
internalized the message that he was not qualified to receive
acceptance to university, which negatively affected his sense
of self-efficacy.

Another participant shared how when he disclosed the
reserve he was from, people immediately assumed that he
was affiliated with a gang. In another situation, a non-
Indigenous client refused to let an Indigenous bank teller
complete a transaction (Canel-Cinarbas and Yohani 2019).

These acts of discrimination, rooted in race, are harm-
ful, alienating and lonely. A person can take only so much
projection before internalizing the beliefs and assumptions
other people hold about them.

Painting all Indigenous people with the same brush is
problematic. Generalizations foster the false assumptions
that all Indigenous people are the same and that they all
follow the same traditions and customs. A pan-Indigenous
view minimizes the complexity and diversity of Indigenous
experiences, encouraging stereotypes and minimizing em-
pathy and understanding from non-Indigenous sources.

After a particularly violent racist encounter, one par-
ticipant in the study said, “You could try to tell them how
that makes you feel but they will never be able to grasp it.
They’ll never be able to transcribe it properly into their
understanding” (Canel-Cinarbas and Yohani 2019, 53).
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Reconciliation and
Decolonization in the
Classroom

We need to scrub our windows while also acknowledg-
ing the statistics regarding Indigenous learners. Data from
Statistics Canada show that Indigenous youth have lower
graduation rates and higher poverty and unemployment
rates (J Layton 2023; Statistics Canada 2021). The weight
of these statistics is heavy.

However, hope for this generation of Indigenous youth
emerges through education and a foundational knowledge
of Indigenous cultures. As the late Chief Justice Murray
Sinclair, chair of the TRC, often stated, “Education is what
got us into this mess, and education will get us out of it.”
This education seeks to value and understand the power of
relationships and how they can foster true reconciliation.

In Canada, Indigenous youth and their families have
for hundreds of years been made to feel shame about their
cultures—shame created and perpetuated by the education
system. It is no wonder, then, that fear, uncertainty and
trepidation accompany Indigenous families into the edu-
cational context. Reporting on a study by Milne and
Wotherspoon (2020), Boklaschuk (2020) notes, “The
legacy of settler-colonialism and residential schools in
Canada continues to fuel distrust of the education system
by some Indigenous parents and hinders the goal of rec-
onciliation in this country.”

Trust has been deeply broken and, going beyond land
acknowledgements, relationships between Indigenous fami-
lies and non-Indigenous teachers and other members of the
school community must be cultivated in a way that demon-
strates reciprocity. In Boklaschuk’s (2020) article,
Wotherspoon says, “Fostering a dialogue between the school
system and Indigenous organizations and community mem-
bers is key to developing trust and ensuring schools are
perceived as a safe space for all students in the future.”

As Young et al (2010) discuss, Indigenous teachers also
experience “being excluded or silenced by dominant histori-
cal, institutional, and social narratives positioning them as
not ‘real’ teachers” (p 285). These teachers themselves were
once students experiencing either residential schools or
colonial curricula. In a tragic anecdote, one of the authors,
Mi’kmagq teacher Jennifer Williams, shares, “I feel embar-
rassed for my attempts to embrace my cultural traditions,
and for not knowing them to begin with” (p 297). Not only
can I relate to this, but I believe that Indigenous students
and teachers probably have those feelings of shame all the
time, and that can breed loneliness and isolation.

Along with mutual and reciprocal relationships, decolo-
nization and the disruption of power relations that
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perpetuate Eurocentric beliefs are fundamental in the
classroom. Decolonization efforts help eradicate assump-
tions and stereotypes.

Decolonizing starts with the self and then can be ap-
plied outwardly, such as in the classroom. Houle (2022b)
discusses how when teachers have an understanding of
their own biases and how to relearn ideas, they can help
shape what happens in schools. Teachers must continually
revisit what they think they know and re-examine their
lesson plans, school and classroom events, and materials
in light of their new insights and experiences. By decolo-
nizing their thinking, teachers will be better prepared to
construct an understanding of Indigenous learners as they
are, not as how they are assumed to be.

Houle (2022a) notes that, in her experience, teachers
approach decolonization with interest and a willingness to
change. If they resist, it is usually because they are unaware
of the goals of reconciliation and what it entails.

This resistance can halt the work of reconciliation.
Ideally, reconciliation would be facilitated by teachers
taking active steps in their journey. Yet I have heard sea-
soned colleagues label reconciliation as “a new teacher
problem.” This is discouraging and may be more common
than one may think. Perhaps those teachers do not see
much Indigenous representation in their classrooms, or
perhaps their bias privileges one view over other world
views (Brant 2017).

Regardless of any resistance or trepidation toward the
work required for reconciliation, a sense of urgency is
imperative if this work is to be done. Consistent effort in
cultivating reconciliatory initiatives can and must be de-
veloped not only in schools but in all aspects of Canadian
society.

Decolonization is some of the most valuable and most
transformative work we can do. Like seasons, life and the
Medicine Wheel, all things are cyclical and can be revis-
ited, but the learning never stops. Teachers are helping
shape the future.

Survive to Thrive

Preservice teachers today receive an education that
includes the truth about Indigenous histories and current
realities. It is encouraging to think of a future with willing
teachers who desire to do better and who are excited to
learn and teach about a population that Canada has mis-
historied, as well as to move forward in a way that benefits
Indigenous learners.

Young et al (2010) share a trend that gives us further
cause for hope. They discuss how, after leaving residential
schools, Indigenous children were encouraged by their
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families and communities to come home for healing and
to not leave again. Today, if Indigenous youth desire more
education, they are encouraged to leave the reserve, fulfill
their dreams and then come back home.

This shift in the narrative about education and reserve
living is a beautiful reflection of the rebuilding of trust.
New “intergenerational narrative reverberations” (Young
etal 2010, 285) are being created through every Indigenous
person who achieves their goals and shares this spirit with
their families. Though it is not the responsibility of
Indigenous people to challenge stereotypes, the increase
in Indigenous representation will begin telling a new story
of people who were here, are still here, and are thriving
for themselves and their communities.

Returning to the statistics, the data reveal positive
trends, in small increments, toward increased high school
graduation and entry into postsecondary education among
Indigenous youth (J Layton 2023). Statistics also show that
Indigenous youth are a fast-growing population in Canada
(Statistics Canada 2022, 2023).

As more non-Indigenous people understand Canada’s
history, strive for reconciliation and unlearn misconcep-
tions, hope builds for current and future generations of
Indigenous youth.

Conclusion

Collective wounds are difficult to heal. For Indigenous
people in Canada, the support and care needed to heal the
hurt are the responsibility of everyone.

The horrific history endured by Indigenous people is
part of Canada’s story, but it no longer has to be part of
the present or the future. While time is needed to heal,
hope can be found in the stories, in the statistics, and in
teachers’ decolonization efforts (both in the classroom and
in their own thinking).

What is so exciting for the future is that education is
available, accessible and interesting. If relationships are
to be cultivated and maintained so that a new narrative,
free of harmful assumptions, can emerge, all Canadians
must understand not only the history of Canada and how
assumptions about Indigenous learners came to be but also
how we remain hopeful.
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