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ABSTRACT
In this study, we present a pedagogical framework for informing teaching in a culturally
responsive manner in Yukon First Nations communities. We provide a description of the
processes used to develop this framework and then present an account from three teachers
who have used the framework to inform their teaching. Further, we provide qualitative and
quantitative data to give some preliminary indication of the influence of teachers‟ adjusted
practice on students‟ learning. Finally, we describe our ongoing work in the Yukon context
and the potential significance of the work to the wider education community.
INTRODUCTION
More recent developments in Canada‟s Yukon Territory draw attention to how political
changes have potential for accelerating practices in education that are responsive to
Indigenous People‟s cultural knowledge systems and practices. In contrast to other provincial
jurisdictions across Canada, treaties were historically never negotiated in the Yukon. Over the
past three decades, the Governments of both Canada and the Yukon have moved towards
actualizing policy developments with YFNs (Yukon First Nations), called Self-Government
Agreements (SGAs). SGAs, which are unique to the Yukon, are complex and wide-ranging,
and include financial compensation, land, harvesting rights, heritage resources and operative
governance structures in areas like education and justice. The SGAs have come to finalization
within the last decade and set out the powers of the First Nation government to govern itself,
its citizens and its land. Self-government agreements provide self-governing First Nations
(SGFNs) with law-making authority in specific areas of First Nation jurisdiction, including
education. With the establishment of SGFNs, each FN with the required co-operation of
Yukon Education (YE), faces the challenge of reversing assimilation and regaining a sense of
identity especially within the processes that influence the education of their children.
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Typical of most Aboriginal peoples, YFNs presently participate in a school system that has
been drawn from the dominant culture, in their case southern Canadian school system
models. Because of this, school processes and practices such as decision-making in regards to
the content of curricula, pedagogical practices and language of instruction have both
intentionally and unintentionally denied the inclusion of those aspects of [YFN] culture that
have value and are important to [YFN] children (Bishop & Glynn, 1999).

Consistent with

the tenor of SGAs to work towards education practice more responsive to the Yukon‟s 14
First Nations, “culture-based education” has been more recently identified by YE and its
Education Act as one of the foundational principles for school development in the Yukon. YE
policy requires the activities of organizations in YFN communities to create, preserve,
promote, and enhance their culture, including arts, heritage and language in classrooms
(Yukon First Nation Education Advisory Committee, 2008). This policy is based upon the
principle that culture in all its expression, provides a foundation for learning and growth, and
that YE should support individuals, organizations and communities to promote, preserve and
enhance their culture (Yukon First Nation Education Advisory Committee, 2008). The
educational experiences should be reflected not only in the management and operation
processes of the school but also in the curricula and programs implemented and pedagogies
used in classrooms (Yukon First Nation Education Advisory Committee, 2008).
In response to these current developments and an increasing call for school‟s to be responsive
to YFN claims, this study attempts to determine through conversations with a YFN
community, what teaching practices are of learning consequence for YFN students. Second, it
seeks to develop a framework for fostering improved teaching. Finally, it provides
preliminary findings that show the influence of modified teaching practices in response to
this framework on student learning.
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

This area of research is informed by two major and interconnected categories of thought culturally responsive teaching and critical pedagogy. Culturally responsive teaching is
defined as using the cultural knowledge, prior experiences, frames of reference, and
performance styles of students to make learning encounters more relevant to and effective for
them (Gay, 2000; Stephens, 2003). As suggested by Gay (2000) culturally responsive
teachers teach to and through the strength of their students. The underlying premise of
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culture-based education is that the educational experiences provided for children should
reflect, validate, and promote their culture and language. These experiences should be
reflected not only in the management and operation of schools but also in the curricula and
programs implemented and pedagogies used. It assumes that students come to school with a
whole set of beliefs, skills, and understandings formed from their experience in their world,
and that the role of the school is not to ignore or replace these understandings and skills, but
to recognize the teaching practices and understandings within the cultural context and affirm
these in formal classroom settings (Stephens, 2003; Wyatt, 1978-1979). Culturally responsive
teaching does not endorse a reductionist view that there is a uniform cultural specific
pedagogy that creates a „two-race‟ binary framework (Donald & Rattansi, 1992; McConaghy,
2000). Instead it suggests that culturally responsive teachers are most importantly responsive
to developing the full educational potential of each student through the heightened awareness
of how they can work congruently with each student and the environment – the knowledge,
skills, values, norms, resources, epistemologies – each represents (Costagno & Brayboy,
2009).

Culturally responsive teaching is commonly referred to as being informed by critical
pedagogy. Critical pedagogy is defined as “an educational movement, guided by passion and
principle, to help develop consciousness of freedom, recognize authoritarian tendencies, and
connect this knowledge as a foundation for taking constructive action” (Giroux, 2010).
Critical pedagogy acknowledges the importance of being aware of the socio-political context
in which schools and, ultimately, classrooms are located. The primary intent of the YFN
SGAs is a response to a critical awareness of the injustice of existing social orders, including
education, that have historically and, arguably, continue to this day disenfranchise YFNs and
this study‟s case, the classroom pedagogies perceived to influence students‟ learning. In
response, critical theory, similar to the underlying premise of the SGAs, re-examines and,
ultimately assists, in this study teachers, in the re-construction of their practices in order to
work towards a social order based upon a reconceptualization of what can and should be for
students and the community they represent.
METHODOLOGY
As purported by Bevan-Brown (1998), the overall aim of this research was motivated by our
desire to assist YE and Yukon First Nations to better inform and benefit YFN students and
their teachers through the realization of YFN aspirations for education, especially in
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classroom practices. Our central research questions are: What teacher-specific and learningenvironment characteristics and social interaction behaviors do members of a YFN
community perceive contribute to learning success in both informal and formal contexts?
And, what influence does a change in teacher practices have upon student learning? The
research itself was motivated and invited by a YFN Education Director familiar with the
authors‟ similar work in Nunavut (Lewthwaite & McMillan, 2006, 2010; Lewthwaite &
Renaud, 2010; Lewthwaite, McMillan, Renaud, Hainnu, & MacDonald, 2009). The
methodology for the overall research project is informed by participatory action research
(PAR), especially that conducted by the authors in Aboriginal communities of Nunavut. In
this previous and ongoing research, the collective aspirations of each Aboriginal school
community (i.e., its teachers, students, parents, administrators, and supporting elders) worked
as researchers in collaboration with the authors to (a) identify common goals, (b) implement
strategies for achieving these goals, (c) evaluate the effectiveness of efforts to achieve set
goals, especially in regards to its influence on student learning, and, finally, (d) respond to the
evaluations with further courses of action (Lewthwaite & McMillan, 2006, 2010;
Lewthwaite, McMillan, Renaud, Hainnu, & MacDonald, 2009; Lewthwaite & Renaud,
2010). Because this Yukon project, overall, endeavors to critically identify, challenge and,
ultimately, provide direction for the patterns of action of local institutions might use in being
response to locally identified goals, including the pedagogy in classrooms, it is emancipatory
as well (Lewthwaite & Mason, 2012).
PARTICIPANTS AND DATA COLLECTION
Phase One: Our Stories About Teaching and Learning
The research itself involves two phases. The first qualitative phase (which we describe here
briefly to provide context to the study) focused on developing an understanding of the
pedagogical practices the Yukon rural community perceived influenced learning. In this
qualitative phase, which is detailed elsewhere (Authors, In Press), 52 interviews involving 54
community members, (43 First Nation citizens between the ages of 18 and 82 and 9 past and
current teachers at the local school) lasting between 20 minutes and two hours, focused on
identifying teaching and learning practices characteristic of effective teaching practices. We
present a single example of an excerpt from a conversation with a 27 year old First Nations
woman:
When I went to school, basically the teacher stands up at the front of the class and talks
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on and on about their subject. It was hard, because they‟re up there and you‟re down
here, and you‟re sitting there and there are lots of other students, so there are lots of
distractions. They get their twenty minutes up there and you are just expected to listen
[to learn] and they start getting you to do your work, and there‟s so many students that
if they make it to you, they make it to you, and if they don‟t, they don‟t. I felt like the
teacher was up here like a judge, and you‟re down here like you‟re guilty or something.
That‟s kind of how I felt. Or, you know, „you‟re just a little person, what do you
know?‟ It‟s like „well, I‟m an empty vessel; you‟re supposed to give me knowledge.‟
But it was a little bit harder learning that way because you‟re being told what to do and
not being shown really how to do it. It was easy for me to just go daydreaming,
because it was my good luck to be in the back of the class. For me, and I notice for my
peers too, it‟s easier to learn when the elders are telling me stories, and then we get
hands-on experience right there. So, for example, with something like „First Fish‟ [a
program run by elders to assist young people in learning about fishing] we‟re told
stories and then we get to help and learn and there‟s always someone there to help you.
You go through the whole process. Just being told what to do doesn‟t work for me. I
don‟t have the comprehension. I need to see it. I‟m a visual learner. And the
assistance and supervision of the elders helps. They work with you and watch with you.
If they see you make a mistake they‟ll come over right away and say „this is the proper
way‟, or „this works safer this way.‟

(Kimberly)

Within the experiences of the participants, we, collectively, identified common themes
associated with characteristics of teaching of consequence, both in formal and informal
settings (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992). In identifying these themes, we isolated those elements of
the conversation that spoke directly to what we interpreted as „observable‟ behaviors. Since
we were ultimately in our research attempting to determine what culturally responsive
teaching „looked like‟, we focused on teaching characteristics that were regarded as lowinference as opposed to high-inference behaviors (Murray, 1999); that is, specific and
observable teacher behaviors that indirectly or directly help learners to learn. In Kimberly‟s
case above, we identified the importance of limited explicit oral instruction; story-telling;
first hand experiences; and being provided with feedback during learning as important
contributors to the learning process. In all, 52 teacher practices were identified from the 54
conversations as influences on learning. These influences were communicated back to the
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community members individually and collectively seeking their corroboration of the findings.
At this point of reporting, no adjustments have been made to this list.
Figure 1: Pedagogical Framework for Informing Culturally Responsive Teaching

Because the purpose of this research was to identify what participants identified as influences
upon their learning, and characteristics of effective teachers, both informal and formal, we
organized the themes from our data around independently identified and then negotiated to
agree upon headings. In all, we identified eight categories of thought and practice that were
indicators of effective practice. These are illustrated in Figure 1 and described in Table 1
below. As well, thirty-three of the behaviors are organized in Appendix One in what we refer
to as a Classroom Teaching Inventory. It is important to note that the majority of these lowinference behaviors have been identified by participants in our previous work (Lewthwaite &
McMillan, 2010) in northern settings. What provides significant credibility to these behaviors
identified by northern students and community members is that many of these attributes are
identified as highly effective teaching practices in a meta-analysis of over 800 international
studies focusing on identifying what influences and causes learning (Hattie, 2009). Hattie
(2009) claims that the most important prescription for improving education must be „dollops
of feedback”. Commonly, as Hattie asserts, we usually consider feedback in terms of
communication from teacher to student. That is, teachers provide feedback to help students to
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learn. Conversely, he suggests that the student to teacher feedback, in this case the feedback
of community members which have deeply considered their prior and current learning
experiences, can be significant for altering teaching practices. As he suggests, this dialogue
between teacher and learner makes learning visible. When we considered the respondents‟
comments in light of the research literature on effective teaching practices, we as researchers
are making visible and confirming (Noddings, 2004) that many of the attributes of effective
teaching asserted in the literature are the teaching and learning practices ascribed within this
community.
Referring back to Kimberley‟s comments, we see the importance of succinct explicit
instruction, modeling, and proximity and feedback during learning as characteristic of the
teaching and learning practices of the community and thus „normalized‟ teaching practices
for the First Nation community. In Hattie‟s (2009) identification of the most significant
influences for advancing student learning, he lists teacher practices such as the provision of
feedback, clear direct instruction and high instructional quality as some of the most
significant influences on learning. Although we saw correspondence between what the
community was saying and the literature on attributes influencing learning, we could see
many influences were specific to „place‟ emphasizing the context-specific nature of effective
teaching practice in northern settings. As suggested by Luke, enacted curriculum, including
teaching practices must demonstrate links between school and the everyday realities of
Indigenous Peoples life and cultures (2010). For example, the frequent mention of the need
for prolonged wait time for learners to process ideas and be afforded opportunity for
response, and the common reference to teachers over-talking rather than under-talking, we
saw, as researchers in a community we know well, as normalized learning practices. In brief,
there was an orthodoxy of practice for learning in the community, and this orthodoxy was, we
believed, not representative of the common practice of schooling within the dominant
culture‟s perception of what good “teachering” entailed (Mason & McFeetors, 2007).
In order to foster the use of these narratives as a means to inform teachers of these practices,
we abbreviated the accounts provided by community members into narrative „vignettes‟,
commonly about 300-400 words long. Community members who consented authenticated the
accuracy of these accounts. We organized the vignettes under the eight categories illustrated
and described above into a thirty-two page booklet entitled Our Stories About Teaching and
Learning. As an example, Kimberley‟s narrative was one narrative situated under the
category, Teaching Practices.
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Table 1: Attributes of Culturally Responsive Teachers

Phase Two: Teachers Adjusting Their Teachering
The second phase of the research (which this paper focuses on) involved the first author and
three non-native teachers and the students of Grade 4 and 5 in the community‟s school. It
involved only these grades and their teachers because the research focus is on gauging the
influence of culturally responsive teaching on students in the intermediate years (Grades 4-
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8); years identified by the researchers as the most consequential in formulating their views as
learners (Lewthwaite & McMillan, 2010).
In subsequent years, the longitudinal study extends follows the students through years 6, 7
and 8 allowing us to determine the ongoing influence of responsive teaching on students‟
learning. Two of the teachers (Anita and Caitlin) were in their first year of teaching at the
school and the other, (Arthur), had been in the community for 14 years. The classrooms
consisted of, on average, 16 students, with approximately 32% self-identifying as First
Nations. It is note-worthy teachers did not „single-out‟ First Nations students in this study.
That is, teachers would adjust their practices for their class, not just First Nations students. As
mentioned earlier we as researchers and teachers involved were opposed to a reductionist
view that there is a uniform cultural specfic pedagogy that creates a „two-race‟ binary
framework (Donald & Rattansi, 1992; McConaghy, 2000). We hypothesized that the
influence of changed practices would be of benefit to all students and that teacher
observations of influences on learning attributes would be evident in the teaching intervention
phase. In ongoing phases of this research, we are investigating the influence of these adjusted
practices on YFN students in comparison to non-YFN students.

In this phase, the teachers enacted changes that they individually identified as needing
adjustment based upon the qualities of effective practice illustrated in the narratives. Prior to
any discussion with the teachers about responsive pedagogical practices, the first author
observed multiple one-hour teaching sessions for each of these three teachers. In Arthur‟s
case, eight one hour observations of the teacher‟s teaching practices were observed in a
variety of curriculum settings. The first author used the Classroom Teaching Inventory
(Appendix A) to document the frequency of manifestation of these practices. One week after
these observations, the first author asked the teachers to independently read the collated
narratives and consider how their teaching could be more responsive to not only what was
taught (that is, the content) but, also and more importantly, how the teaching unfolds (that is,
the processes) and the priorities in their learning. The first author then met with the teachers
for two hours to discuss their responses to the vignettes. Using the Classroom Teaching
Inventory (CTI) (Appendix A), these teachers identified what they perceived to the frequency
of use of these behaviors prior to any adjusted teaching. At the heart of these discussions with
teachers was assisting teachers in recognizing that they were the central players in fostering
change, first in themselves by altering their beliefs about students and the cultures they
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represent and, then, working collaboratively towards an environment where practices reflect
the culture in which students and their teaching practices assist students in their learning. The
authors anticipated that the community‟s voice would draw into question the protocols of
classrooms and, in response, promote a dynamic and synergistic relationship between home
and community culture and school culture (Ladson-Billings, 1995). This questioning would
ultimately and purposely “problematize” teaching by upsetting the orthodoxy of classrooms,
and, by so doing, encourage teachers to ask about the nature of student and teacher
relationship, their teaching, the curriculum (Ladson-Billings). By creating this disequilibrium,
we believed educators would be pushed to seek resolution of these issues to move their
classrooms to become more culturally responsive as they employ a preferred pedagogy.
Over the course of the second semester of the school year (January to May), teachers adjusted
their teaching in response to the identified areas of selected change. In most cases, the
changes involved adjustments to all categories of practice. In advance of and during the
intervention, the first author worked with teachers in supporting their adjusted practices,
including the development of resource material that responded to students‟ cultural
background and complied with Yukon curricular outcomes. In the discussion associated with
the adaptation of the curriculum materials, the researchers and teachers focused not only an
adjustment in content inclusion but also identified what practices and learning emphases
would accompany this adjusted content. During the implementation, the first author observed
teacher‟s practices and documented changes in their practice using the CTI. On average, this
involved a total of 12 hours of classroom observation over a total of 16 classroom visits. The
teachers were encouraged to consider the influence of their adjusted practices on student
learning. Post-teaching discussions were seen as opportunities to engage in reflection-onaction assisting teachers in making the professional knowledge gained from their experience
in the classroom an explicit part of their decision-making. In order to corroborate his
observations, teachers documented their perceived changes using the CTI.
From the community conversations, we as researchers identified from the narratives and
negotiated in discussion with the three teachers and the YFN chief and council, student
learning attributes of importance to gauge change in through the adjustment phase. As an
example, many of the interviews identified „self-belief as a learner‟ as a major influence on
their long-term engagement and, too frequently, disengagement with school. Thus, we
selected this as a learning attribute to monitor. We developed a rubric as a means to gauge
students‟ progress according to these various attributes. This rubric is presented in Table 2.
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Prior to the intervention teachers gauged student development against these criteria. Since the
first author was quite familiar with each student‟s learning attributes through multiple
classroom observations, he independently gauged students according to this attribute rubric.
As well, the teachers dialogued individually with their students at the end of the research
phase using the rubrics as a means to gauge student‟s perceptions of their development.
Adjustments were made to the student‟s rubrics based upon the negotiation among the three
sources of data from teacher, first author and student input.
At the end of the intervention phase four months later, the teachers met with the first author
to corroborate on identifying the adjusted practices and the influence of these adjusted
practices on student learning attributes. In all cases, the interviews between and among the
first author, teachers and students were a chat (Bishop & Glynn, 1999) as they were not
directed by any pre-determined interview protocol but, instead, were informal yet directed by
the need for collaboration among teachers, students and first author to construct the final
story as to the influence of teaching practices on student learning. Although the conversations
among teachers and the first authors were audio-recorded, the conversations with students
were not. All conversations audio-recorded were transcribed. The transcriptions were verified
as accurate by those interviewed.
Table 2: Personal Learning Attribute Rubric
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In the section that follows, we illustrate the journey of the three teachers. We focus on
documenting this journey in accordance with the intent of the paper. That is, what teaching
practices are indicative of good practice and of learning consequence for YFN students?
Using a framework for fostering improved teaching based upon a community‟s identification
of effective teaching practices, what is the influence of modified teaching practices in
response to this framework on student learning?
RESULTS
Initial Conversations around “Our Stories About Teaching and Learning”
The initial conversations with teachers required them to consider their current teaching
practices in response to the stories presented by community members in the document Our
Stories About Teaching and Learning. Important to the research process was the immediate
positive teacher response to the community‟s stories about teaching and learning. As Anita
mentioned:
You think sometimes that teachers are the ones that are the experts on teaching. That
is what they are trained to do. You don‟t think about students and parents having
views of teaching. You are just not brought to think anything different. These are very
informed. They are well thought about.
Teachers identified that the community‟s commentaries presented a very thoughtful critique
and a „consciousness‟ of the education being provided in their community. They recognized
that community members‟ considerations about education focused strongly on the priorities
and processes of schools, much more than the content. As Caitlin suggested:
I hear what they [the community] are saying. I think most think that incorporating
Aboriginal Perspectives is about increasing the content material to ensure more cultural
inclusion. It goes much beyond that. It is about our beliefs in students and their
capabilities. Not leaving them behind and isolating them from other learners. It‟s about
how we work with students. How we teach and support them in their learning. Every
student has something to offer.
Embedded within the initial conversations with these teachers were responses to the many
stories from community members‟ perceptions that often teachers held deficit views of First
Nations students. As Caitlin asserted:
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I get so mad at the views people still have of First Nations people. [You hear people
say] they aren‟t interested in school. They are unlikely to be successful in school. They
aren‟t as intelligent. It‟s like if a First Nations student is successful, there‟s something
different about that student.
It is noteworthy that these the teachers‟ responses were indication of their propensity for
adjustment and this openness to adjustment was fundamentally influenced by their beliefs
about students and the community they represented. As Bishop et al. (2003) assert, at the
heart of many school systems‟ thinking is a belief or, at least, an assumption that Western
ways are superior and that Aboriginal culture and specifically students may bring deficits to
classrooms, not assets. Such thinking suggests that not only are students‟ background
experience and knowledge of limited importance to promote learning, but so are their cultural
foundations. Deficit thinking or theorizing, as it is called, is the notion that students,
particularly low-income, minority students, fail in school because they and their families
experience deficiencies such as limited intelligence or behaviours that obstruct learning
(Bishop, 2003; Castagno & Brayboy, 2008; Valencia, 1997).

In contrast to this, these

teachers reacted strongly to the assertions made by some community members, accepting that
these, indeed, were „cultural myths‟ sometimes voiced in the community, but not beliefs they
themselves held as teachers.
Anita‟s comments give evidence of her awareness of the political and socio-cultural context
and its importance in creating a climate of readiness for teacher change. As suggested by
Villegas and Lucas (2002), her sociocultural consciousness is a pivotal disposition in
fostering her responsiveness. Her awareness allows her to see that the First Nation seeks an
adjustment to the practices of schools, especially in her teaching and that she seeks to respond
to this intention. Anita suggested:
In my first day in this community I was taken back about how clear the First Nation
was about its future. It has a vision of what it wants to see happen in education and I
am here to be a part of that solution. I see that as why I am here. I may be seeking
some of my own personal and professional goals, but it was clear I am working with
this First Nation.
Teachers responded strongly to the learning priorities that need to inform their „teachering‟.
As Arthur suggested:
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At the Grade 4 level, you are working on developing foundational skills that are
necessary for students‟ success throughout their life not just school. That is what the
message [in the community interviews]. We focus on development of values
important to lifelong learning and being a community member. It starts here in the
classroom. I really focus on developing responsible and accountable young
community members. We focus on developing these qualities as well as the
academics but there has to be a balance. I can see as students get older and are in the
higher grades it focuses on the academics and maybe that‟s why students disengage.
All three teachers were challenged in their thinking about learning priorities. As Kemmitt
contests (2012), education is, ultimately, about the formation of persons who in turn become
a part of the collectives of communities, societies and our shared world. Unfortunately, as
Kemmitt suggests, schooling can often interfere with education because schools and
schooling can be suffocated by a dominating focus on curricula and assessments and
students‟ achievement. The teachers‟ response to the commentaries suggested that teachers
needed to be reminded that, too commonly, education focuses on an academic rationalist
orientation (Eisner, 1979) that focuses on curriculum mastery, subscribing to a need for a
critique of the learning and teaching priorities of school. As Anita stated:
I think it is a tragedy that we fall into a trap of thinking that the focus of education must
be on moving students through the system to get a good education. Although the focus
of some of our parents is on their kids being university material that is not the priority
for most parents here. We can‟t just measure success in terms of academic
performance. I think that once we start thinking that way, that‟s what we begin to
communicate in our teaching and that‟s why many students will disengage. We have to
be reminded not to buy into that kind of thinking.
In response to the commentaries, in the completion of the Classroom Teaching Inventory all
teachers were able to identify behaviors they could modify. As suggested earlier, in all cases
these were primarily in the area of patterns of communication, content, and teaching
practices. In Appendix A, we present as an example Arthur‟s self-completed CTI. In it, he
identifies areas where he intends to focus on developing either in reducing the frequency of
this behaviors use (-) or increasing its use (+). As corroborated by the first author‟s
observations, Arthur had intuitively adjusted his teaching practices over several years of
considered teaching in response to the learning orientations of his students and saw only a
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few areas where adjustment was necessary. A selected example for the Grade 4 teacher,
Arthur, was to develop content material that was more closely connected to students‟ lives.
He wanted to adjust his teaching so it was located in local context and connected to students‟
lives. He wanted to improve on teaching academic ideas from resource material largely
irrelevant to students‟ lives and to enriched learning through first-hand experience activities
that had „working to end‟ type projects involving tangible end products.
An example of a responsive „lesson‟ is presented in Appendix B. The curriculum focus is on
understanding characteristics of sound and pitch with focus on what contributes to changes in
volume and pitch. In this lesson students are first introduced to the topic through a narrative
account presented by a community elder. The account is adjusted, with approval, by the first
author to make explicit the link to the attributes of sound and pitch. The narrative leads into
an investigation making „moose‟ callers. Finally, a community elder demonstrates how
authentic moose callers are made. As well (but not described here), the teacher duplicated the
elder‟s practice by making „callers‟ out of construction paper. What we draw attention to how
many of the attributes the community identifies as characteristics of effective teaching are
captured in this lesson. We focus on only some attributes here: (1) the narrative is presented
as an „interrupted‟ story line (short paragraphs) allowing time and space for students at the
end of each paragraph to consider and comment on the information in the paragraph; (2) the
narrative is applicable to local context including the terminology used; (3) the narrative is
supported by visual imagery; (4) working to end type products (making callers and written
letters) are the focus of the learning and assessment; (5) modeling and clear directions are an
essential component of the teaching sequence; (6) students express their learning in multiple
forms ; and (7) community members are confirmed as contributors to the learning process.
Adjusting and Monitoring Practices
As indicated previously, teachers worked with the author to adjust their practices in
accordance with where they saw the need for adjustment. In the post-teaching reflective
discussions, of importance to the author and teachers was „noticing‟ (Mason, 2002) the
influence of these adjustments on student learning attributes. Of particular importance to the
teachers was developing “sensitivitiy and awareness” to the response of students to
adjustment in actions.
As Anita suggested:
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I can see that I probably did too much for students in the past. I like construction-type
activities where students have to work to an end, but I think I haven‟t left enough
room for them to try different things and be creative and consult with each other. I can
see by leaving things a little more open-ended this requires perseverance on their part
and they seem to engage and collaborate more.
As Caitlin suggested:
I know I was too casual with the explanations. It didn‟t take a lot of effort to model
how to do something or break a procedure into steps and teach these explicitly. I
wouldn‟t write the instructional sequence on the board. I can see I did not model as
well as I should have. [By making these changes] it has had an effect. I can see now
that if they were off task it was because they were frustrated or because they didn‟t
know what was expected. By providing that extra support, that off-task behavior is
minimized. I congratulate them on being more on-task and committed to their
learning as well, whereas before I would have kept those words to myself.
As Arthur suggested:
I am just more aware that a student being quiet does not mean they aren‟t engaged.
My First Nations students are, overall, the quieter ones and I just give them more
space and extra time and opportunity to respond to questions or ideas. I‟m more aware
that even a glance at a quiet student can be enough to encourage them to offer an idea
to the class. I haven‟t encouraged much reciprocal working together on areas like
mathematics, but I can see students respond well to assisting someone if they need
help. It boosts their confidence in themselves when they can assist someone in their
learning.
Overall, the targets for adjustment set by the teachers were achieved. Teachers by the end of
the research period were showing a more complex range of low-inference human behaviors
that corresponded more closely to the responsive teaching preferences identified by the
community. That is, they were responding to the learning styles, pattern performances and
interests (Gay, 2000) of their students and deepening and broadening their practice. In
Appendix A, Arthur‟s self-identification of his changed „teachering‟ practice is represented.
This self-identification was corroborated by the first author based upon his observations of
Arthur‟s teaching over the implementation sequence. The adjustments Arthur made are
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similar to the adjustments made by Caitlin and Anita in that the practices, overall, have
moved from the rarely (R) and sometimes (S) to the often (O) to the always (A) category.
Student Learning Attribute Changes
Using the rubric developed to gauge student learning attributes, teachers and the first author
completed the rubrics at the end of the formal research period. As mentioned previously,
teachers as well dialogued individually with their students at the end of the research phase
using the rubrics as a means to gauge student‟s perceptions of their development.
Adjustments were made to the student‟s rubrics based upon the negotiation among the three
sources - teacher, first author and student input. At this stage of the research process, we, as
researchers, have not formally collected conversational data from students that might provide
further insights into students‟ response to adjustments in their teacher‟s teaching. We have,
however, encouraged teachers to be more dialogic with students about their changed
practices. In Hattie‟s (2009) terms, he suggests that encouraging reciprocal student-teacher
feedback, to assist in identifying teaching practices to alter or maintain and by so doing make
learning visible.
Table 3: Mean Student Learning Attribute Scores Before and After Research Phase (N=52)

Learning Attribute

Pre

Post

Effort

2.47 (.85)

3.48 (.69)

Contribution

2.42 (.72)

3.11 (.73)

Attentiveness

2.40 (.88)

2.91 (.60)

Attitude

2.89 (.82)

3.49 (.58)

Self-Image

2.36 (1.00)

3.17 (.70)

Problem-Solving Skills

2.32 (.87)

2.75 (.83)

Note: All paired differences are significant at p<.001. Standard deviations in parentheses.
In Table 3 above, we list the changes in the mean scores of student learning attributes across
the three classes collectively. We emphasize the limitations of these data, especially in that
this intervention is not matched against a control school. As well, at this stage we do not seek
to distinguish between First Nation and non-First Nation students in terms of their learning
attribute gains. Most noteworthy in these data is that students showed a significant
improvement in each of the six learning attributes. The attributes that students were found to
show the greatest gains were Effort, Self-Image and Contribution. These differences were
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consistent throughout the sample. First, there was no difference between the 3 classes in
terms of the gain for each attribute. Second, the gain of each attribute did not differ between
FN students and non-FN (i.e., both groups gained similar amounts).
Teachers were asked to comment on the data collected and the results evident. All
commented on increased effort and attitude noting that students were willing to cognitively
invest more in their learning. This expressed itself in student effort and attentiveness. This
increase in engagement was attributable to a variety of factors. Anita attributed much of its
success to the resource material used:
I know the materials were used were more relevant to them. They could relate to the
stories and wanted to add to the stories based upon their own experiences. They were
more willing to present a point of view both orally and writing. It showed itself in
their effort and commitment to learning. I think these qualities have always been there
for my students, but they were just more noticeable through the nature of the
activities. My changed practice gave room to their expression.
Caitlin attributed it to the opportunity to work reciprocally.
When they can draw upon each other‟s strengths it lengthens the time they will stay
committed to a task. If they are required to always work independently and can‟t work
collaboratively, they will disengage. Providing the opportunity for them to seek out
help, rather than just wait for my assistance makes a big difference in keeping them
engaged.
Arthur referred to the importance of communication skills and teaching practices.
I have always been quite focused on my communication skills. I try to keep
instructions and explanations audible, simple and sequential. Things [instructions for
example] are written on the board. I pride myself on having a well-structured
classroom. I have focused more on making learning sequences clear and
uncomplicated. I try not to waste words [undertalk rather than overtalk]. I try to
ensure my explanations are supported by my actions [by modeling]. I try to ensure
there is enough waiting time to ensure everyone catches the idea and knows what to
do. I think the on-task behavior and time spent on learning is improved because of
this.
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Of importance to the teachers was identifying how they noticed changes in their class as they
made adjustments to their teaching. As Caitlin suggested:
An alteration of a practice such as clearly described procedures and modeling what is
required instead of just giving lots of words to describe what is required, just makes
more sense to students and to me. I am aware of the need for clear and direct
instruction and that clear and direct instruction is not simply about words. Taking the
time to work through a procedure and allow students time to organize their thoughts
around what is required makes such a difference in the learning sequence. I find
students much more deliberate in their work and that comes from me being more
deliberate in my teaching. It just has to be much more purposeful.
And, as Anita suggested:
Making clear the learning goals is so supportive for students. Rather than them
working blindly, it draws attention to what is important. I make the learning intentions
clearer. I identify the barriers or the obstacles that make learning difficult. If I come
alongside them we can talk about specific areas that we have identified in advance. It
just becomes more intentional.
In all, teachers affirmed that through the semester they had sharpened their awareness of
influences on student learning attributes. All commented that the systematic manner in which
they had reflected upon their teaching in accordance with the community‟s comments about
effective teaching practices had encouraged their ongoing critique of their teaching. As well,
the teachers asserted that this research effort was confirmatory in that the teachers identified a
sense of satisfaction in responding to the expressed concerns and requests of the community
expressed through the Our Stories about Teaching and Learning document. These teachers
were confirming the community in their adjusted practice. As asserted by Noddings:
When we confirm someone, we identify a better self and encourage its
development. To do this we must know the other reasonably well. Otherwise we
cannot see what the other is really striving for, what ideal he or she may long to
make real. Formulas and slogans have no place in confirmation. We do not posit a
single ideal for everyone and then announce „high expectations for all‟. Rather we
recognize something admirable, or at least acceptable, struggling to emerge in
each person we encounter. The goal or attribute must be seen as worthy both by
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the person trying to achieve it and by us. We do not confirm people in ways we
judge to be wrong (Noddings 1998: 192).
In all, teachers were able to identify through the process taken a very clear
picture of what practices the community was identifying as contributors to
their success as learners. What is noteworthy in this introductory study is
that the teachers involved held positive views of their students and the
community and were open to adjusting their practices as teachers. In the
introduction of this paper we emphasized that this research project is
underpinned, theoretically by the constructs of culturally responsive teaching
which has as its foundation critical pedagogy. These teachers were open to using
the cultural knowledge, prior experiences, frames of reference, and performance styles of
students to make learning encounters more relevant to and effective for them (Gay, 2000;
Stephens, 2003). These teachers wanted to teach to and through the strength of their students.
As well, through their experience we believe they have become critically aware of the
classroom pedagogies perceived to influence students‟ learning. They have been open to reexamining and re-constructing their practices in order to work towards a social order based
upon a reconceptualization of what can and should be. As Arthur said:

Although I can see that these behaviours (from Figure 1 and Table 1) are indicative of
my practice, it is really about my mindset. I wasn‟t like this always, but I have
adjusted my teaching overtime to better help students here learn. I believe that my
mindset needs to be very open. I need to understand my students, each one
individually and to do this, takes time. I need to understand my students – not just
their interests. I am constantly trying to adapt my practice to integrate to assist them in
their learning. I feel as though you need to be adapting to the needs both socially and
intellectually of each student. I believe that the mindset of a responsive teacher needs
to be exactly that – responsive. If it isn‟t working, I am doing it wrong. One student
not learning or being disengaged is the barometer of how I am doing. You need to be
in control of your teaching and to make learning happen for your students. You can
teach but can your students learn? I need my students to learn that learning is my
bottom-line and I believe I need to respond to their needs to do that. I believe
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responsive teachers are motivated because they like to learn, and in turn they want to
see their students learning. They are not afraid to question their teaching. Responsive
teaching allows student to feel like they are being cared for but also being challenged
to learn and take ownership of their learning.

Arthur makes clear that although we might be able to see in his practice those behaviors that
are characteristic of responsive teachers, responsive teaching is foremost an attitude of mind.
When students are regarded as culturally located individuals having capacity to learn and are,
individually and collectively, worthy of respect, adjusting practices to foster their learning is
not something demanded by external authority; instead, it becomes an action of willingness.

SUMMARY
The purpose of this study has been to report on the first phase and the preliminary outcomes
of the second phase of a research and development project focusing on culturally responsive
teaching in Yukon First Nation settings. We started this paper by emphasizing the signficance
of the political events that have occurred more recently in Canada‟s Yukon Territory. With
the establishment of SGFNs, each Yukon First Nation with the required co-operation of
Yukon Education, faces the challenge of reversing assimilation and regaining a sense of
identity especially through the education provided for children. Nel Noddings asserts that the
obligation of schools is to be responsive: to listen attentively and respond as positively as
possible to the legitimate expressed concerns of students and the communities they represent
(2004). The information in this study presents evidence of responsivenss of three teachers to
the voiced concerns of a YFN community, concerns that reflect a critical awareness of the
education and schooling process of their community. Responding to these voiced concerns is
the imperative for the school involved and these teachers provide some preliminary indication
of the influence of this response on student learning attributes.
The narrative accounts of the community began as starting points for engaging teachers in
reconsidering their teaching practices. We believe that these oral accounts challenge many of
the fundamental structures, practices and content of Yukon education. For the three teachers
involved in this study, we believe that because of the recent political changes associated with
the Self-Governing Agreements, they possessed a socio-cultural awareness and commitment
to acting as agents of change in teaching responsively. They were open to re-examining and
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re-constructing their practices in order to work towards a social order consistent with the
community‟s aspiration. They were committed to working for the benefit for their students
and were open to adjusting to the teaching practices exposed by the community‟s stories
about teaching and learning.
Based upon our long-standing and ongoing work in Canada‟s northern schools, we do not
believe that these three teachers are typical of all northern teachers. Many are not open to
such re-conceptualization. As we have stated previously, teachers are commonly
characterized by conflicting understandings in the significant linguistic, cultural and worldview differences between the dominant national society and the minority Indigenous
community. We anticipate that the community‟s voice as documented through the narratives
is essential in drawing into question the protocols of mainstream classrooms and, in response,
promote a dynamic and synergistic relationship between home and community culture and
school culture (Ladson-Billings, 1995). This questioning will ultimately and purposely
“problematize” teaching, upset the orthodoxy of classrooms, and encourage teachers to ask
about the nature of student and teacher relationship, their teaching, the curriculum, and
schooling (Ladson-Billings). By creating this disequilibrium, educators will be pushed to
seek resolution of these issues to move their classrooms to become more culturally
responsive as they employ a culturally preferred pedagogy prompted primarily by an
awareness of the socio-political changes required at the community and classroom level.
In our going research, we are monitoring students‟ learning attributes as they progress
through the Intermediate years. We parallel this research with similar activity in other
northern Indigenous communities seeking to determine if there is a significant difference in
the influence of responsive teaching on Indigenous as compared to non-Indigenous students.
As Castagno and Brayboy (2008) assert, we seek to provide some conclusive evidence to
ascertain the influence of culturally responsive teaching on students‟ academic performance.
As well, we seek to determine which practices have the most significance on student learning
attributes. Based upon the outcomes of this study, early indicators suggest that adjusted
beliefs and practices do have consequence on student learning and, potentially, more
significantly, a community because of the confirmatory nature of listening and responding in
action to the voiced concerns of the community involved.
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