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ABSTRACT
The drop out rate of First Nations students has been a long-standing issue
and concern. Although it is important to explore the factors for this dropout, this
study takes a different approach. This thesis is intended to contribute to an
understanding of the resilience processes that enable those who persevere and
succeed in spite of great adversity. Six graduates, three female and three male,
from the Saskatchewan Indian Federated College, Indian Education Program,
were interviewed. Using a narrative inquiry method, their stories were analyzed.
Data analysis revealed the factors and themes associated with resiliency. A model
' of resilience is presented based on the predominant protective factors that have
been identified. These factors are: self-efficacy, vision, faith, stability, compassion,
and resourcefulness. The implications of this study for First Nations education and

research are discussed.
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CHAPTER 1
Historical Context of Study
Introduction

| am a Cree woman, mother, grandmother, and educator. My identity is
shaped by various social, political, and historical contexts. | present my story as
the framework through which | have engaged in the study.

| was born in 1954 and | have three sisters and one brother. | am the
youngest in the family. | am from Sweetgrass First Nations and | am happy to call
it my home. In the springtime | go and plant flowers at the house that my parents
left me. This is the only place that is really my home.

My parents were products of the residential school system. They both
attended residential school in Delmas, which is not far from our reserve. My
mother is from Poundmaker First Nations, and she stayed in the residential school
until she was twenty-one years old. | was told that she once did a novena to
decide if she should become a nun or marry my father. My mother completed her
grade eight and then she taught kindergarten at the school. My dad went to grade
five and then he had to work on the farm.

My father farmed, and my mother worked along side him in picking rocks
and clearing the land. On Sundays, my mother would play the organ for mass
while my dad, and several others from the reserve, would sing Cree hymns. There
was a lot of work to be done, but, generally, life was good. We had horses and

cows, and there was always a garden that needed weeding. My mother would be




washing clothes and cooking, endlessly. In the winter time there would be snow to
haul in and melt on the stove. It made good water to wash clothes with.

Our grandparents lived a short distance from us, “on top the hill,” as we
used to call it. My grandfather would tease us and call us “big bellies.” There were
berry-picking adventures with my grandmother. My cousin, my sister, and | would
hop on and off the rubber tire wagon on our way “down the hill,” which is where we
went berry picking. There was a man that lived with my grandparents and his
name was Old Smoky, and we would always have some kind of mishap when he
would take us berry picking. One time there had been a heavy rainfall and Old
Smoky went right ahead and drove the team of horses into the creek. The creek
was high and my grandmother was not agile enough to stand up when the water
kept rising. She was not pleased when she had to dry out a few of her skirts. Our
lunch and our pails went floating down the creek.

The first big change came when my mother started working in town. She
had a job at the Indian Hospital. My brother and my older sisters went to
residential school in Lebret, and my father took care of my sister and 1. My mother
would come home on her days off.

My early school experiences were good. We had a Day School on the
reserve. | entered school eager to learn and after my first year, | was promoted to
grade three. Our classroom was in the church, as there was no other space. My
mother sent me to school in town when | was in grade four. She wanted me to get
a good education. It was something new for Indian children to go to school in town,

but, my mother thought | would be able to fit in, as | am fair skinned.




The nuns and the teachers were strict. In those days corporal punishment
was used and | was a conforming student. When | graduated from grade eight |
was one of the top three students. For my efforts | received a bible. In retrospect, |
would say that my schooling experiences have been the most traumatic
experiences in my life, even though | was able to succeed. There was a lot of
adjustment to new situations.

In reflecting about my own coping processes, | have frequently used writing
as emotional catharsis. | remember writing an essay on racism when | was in
grade ten. It strikes me about how | was able to conceptualize this. | remember
being told that, “You don’t even look like an Indian.” | used to be secretly glad
about this, and now | understand that | was internalizing the racism and | was
ashamed of my identity.

| need to mention some of the teachers who made a difference in my
schooling. In grade three | remember my teacher showing my work to the others
because it was so neat. It was to be an example to the others about how to do
their work. My grade seven teacher read my writing to the class one time. For
grade nine my mother had sent me to high school in Saskatoon. This was an even
bigger change for me. | had trouble adjusting and it was my composition teacher
who took time to encourage me about my writing. | always remember her
kindness.

| returned to North Battleford for my grade ten, and it was then that | started
to rebel. My mother sent me back to Saskatoon for my grade eleven, and |

boarded out with six other Indian girls. | was sixteen years old when | started




drinking. When | was seventeen | started living common-law with a man thirteen
years older than me. This was the first time that | got beat. | had my first son when
| was nineteen and | felt obligated somehow to stay with the father of my son. |
lived in this abusive relationship for seven years. In that time | did complete my
grade twelve and | went to university.

What | can say is that no matter what happened to me | would go to school
or go to work. Somehow that was ingrained in me. | received my teaching
certificate in 1977 and | have been teaching ever since. | am a recovering
alcoholic and | am sober for seven years now. | have come to understand that
everything that has happened has been for a purpose. | had crossed the line into
that world of darkness and despair, but, deep inside, | always believed that there
would be better tomorrows. People were placed in my path to show me the way.

Today | am a proud mother and grandmother. | have two sons and two
grandsons. My routine is to go to A.A meetings, to Al-Anon meetings, to church on
Sundays, and to the sweatlodge, whenever | need it. | also did a sundance, for the
first time, last summer. This may be thought of as an eclectic approach to healing
and recovery, but in my life | have had to learn many ways of coping.

The stories of struggle and dysfunction that are told in this study are, in
part, my personal story, too. This thesis has evolved from my own experiences in
finding my place, and extending it to my work as a university lecturer where | am

called upon to seek out ways of understanding and helping students to succeed.




The Colonial Legacy

This review of the historical practices in Indian Education is to encourage
greater understanding of the roots of the problems and social ills in First Nations
communities and to provide a context for the development of this study. The
foundation of our collective experience lies in the colonial endeavour. Our colonial
history has been aptly described as a national crime (Milloy, 1999). Battiste (1998)
asserts, “In the relentless cycles of renewal and reform Aboriginal peoples live in
extraordinary times. Aboriginal peoples throughout the world have survived five
centuries of the horrors and harsh lessons of colonization” (p.16). The colonial
encounter has been most detrimental to tribal peoples and their survival can only
be attributed to “the power of the Native spirit” (Jaine, 1993, p.124).

Processes and practices of white supremacy, racism, sexism, and
patriarchy constitute the power relationships and hierarchical structures within the
colonial enterprise. Colonialism is manifested through the “configurations of
power” (Said, 1994, p. 133) that worked and still work to control indigenous lands
and populations. European supremacy is based on the civilized/uncivilized
dichotomy, and it effectively justifies colonization. Power is accessed when certain
cultural forms are made to prevail over others, thus producing racialized and
marginalized identities (Chow, 1993). The colonizers are depicted as the
advanced civilization, while the colonized are depicted as backward nations‘. This
conception permits “ideas about the biological bases of racial inequality” (Said,
p.144). Racial and cultural differences are the markers and boundaries used to

subordinate.




Race, power and sex are intricately woven in colonial discourse (Stoler,
1997). Stoler (1997) maintains that sexual control was “fundamental to how racial
policies were secured and how colonial projects were carried out” (p. 367). When
the fur traders came, they formed alliances with local women and the children who
were born from these alliances are the Metis or “mixed bloods.” They came to be
perceived as threats to the racial purity of the Europeans. As a result, new policies
and laws were made to ensure that the colonizers retained their racial superiority.
An understanding of these historical practices facilitates knowledge and
awareness that “the roots of the hierarchical system are founded on classism,
racism, and sexism” (Gaikesheyongai, 1993).

We live in a society that is “male-dominated, male-identified, and male-
centered” (Johnson, 1997). Patriarchy is a western colonial practice and it
constitutes differences in gender relationships and reflects the “deep structures
within us, the webs of belief, experience, which shape the patterns in our lives *
(Johnson, 1997, p.15) as men and women. Within this dynamic is the practice of
sexism. Sexism is “ideology, a set of ideas that promote male privilege in part by
portraying women as inferior to men” (Johnson, 1997, p.19). Gender dynamics
and systemic practices have resulted in women's inequality and mistreatment
(Narayan, 1997). It is this underlying principle which accounts for violence and
abuse against women and girls. Acknowledging these interlocking systems of
structural inequality provides some insight into the complexities and the social and

political realities of First Nations life.




Wa Thiong'o (1986) interprets the establishment of colonialism as one
where “the night of the sword and the bullet was followed by the morning of the
chalk and blackboard” (p.9). Colonialism is sustained by an intimate relationship
with education, imperialism, and capitalism (Said, 1994). In the Canadian
experience, subjugation was carried out through armed conflict, the
implementation of the Indian Act of 1876, and the establishment of the residential
school system.

Indian Education In Canada: The Destruction of Aboriginal People

The ideological apparatus through which the government operated was
through its educational institutions. There are distinct themes in the history of
Indian Education in Canada (Burns, 1998). Prior to colonization, First Nations
peoples had their own education system in place. The colonizers and the
missionaries implemented the residential school system from the mid-1800’s, as
part of the extinction policy. Changes in governmental policy and financial needs
brought about the establishment of Day schools on the reserves in the early
1960’s (Milloy, 1999). The next era is known as the intégration era. As part of the
assimilation process, the Department of Indian Affairs entered into tuition
agreements with provincial échools allowing Indian children to be educated in
provincial schools. Since this period there have been other governmental policies
in place to deal with the “Indian problem,” including the inception of Indian Control
of Indian Education in 1972. First Nations educators from Saskatchewan met in

May 2001, twenty-eight years later, to revisit Indian Control of Indian Education. It




becomes apparent that the issues in Indian Education remain a part of the ongoing
process of dialogue and transformation.

We have had a traumatic history resulting in many forms of social crises as
evident in poverty, alcohol and drug abuse, and high rates of suicide. The
predominant theme in governmental policy has been an attempt to assimilate First
Nations people. In this process the language and culture of First Nations people
has come under constant attack. During an S.I.F.C. Education departmental
meeting, an elder was relating what she referred to as “boarding school times” and
she stated simply, “We had to go through what we had to go through” (B. Lavallee,
personal communication, October, 2000). With these words she had articulated
the essence of resiliency and unknowingly spoke to the subject of my thesis. The
question of why some people survived while others could not cope has developed
into the main focus of this research.

Residential schools were one of the appendages of the Christianizing and
civilizing forces that were at work to oppress and subjugate First Nations peoples.
Those who have gone to residential school know first hand what First Nations
people have to go through to survive. Much has been written about the abusive
nature of residential schools (Haig-Brown, 1988; Assembly of First Nations, 1994,
Jaine, 1993). Many have told their stories of physical, sexual, and psychological
abuse. When young children were forcibly removed from their homes, they
became vulnerable to risk and failure. Their normal development, and their family

and community life, was disrupted irrevocably.




The ability to cope successfully with traumatic events like dislocation and
dispossession, and ultimately, the ability to maintain vision and hope is
characteristic of what it means to be resilient. It can be assumed that oppression
“creates an environment where survival skills are developed and sharpened,
(Cross, 1998, p.151), and where resiliency is required to survive. It can also be
considered that “The richness of our histories and heritage provides an anchor that
holds us to who we are, “ (Cross, p.151). Despite the many challenges we face as
Aboriginal people, we still endeavour to maintain our languages and cultures. Firsf
Nations people have demonstrated remarkable resiliency in this respect.

In an interpretive study on the impact of residential schools, entitled,

Breaking The Silence (1994), some themes become apparent. The study identifies

the negative outcomes of children who went to residential school. These include
“feeling lost, feeling alone, and becoming silent’(AFN, 1994, p.21). Typically,
residential school students have reported that they were made to feel inferior.
They were called pagans and savages and they were forbidden to speak their
language. They were placed in institutions that were regimented and which did
little to foster their emotional development. They were subjected to harsh discipline
and their spiritual traditions and beliefs were disparaged.

Male-female hierarchies and gender specific roles were shaped by the
residential schools (Haig-Brown, 1988). For example, the priests were the ones to
say mass while the nuns were the helpers. This is but one of the ways that
patriarchal and sexist thinking were inculcated. Sexual abuse and repressive

attitudes toward sexuality, resulting from residential school experiences, have also




created a never-ending cycle of abuse and deviance in First Nations communities
(Haig-Brown, 1988).

The establishment of residential schools and their disruption of family and
community life continues to impact negatively on First Nations people as we deal
with the intergenerational impact. However, we need to examine what we can
learn from those people who were able to survive and thrive. The results from an
AFN study (1994) revealed that, despite their exposure to unfavourable conditions,
the mental development of First Nations students was high. Findings from this
study showed that “Despite restrictions and deprivation, the children in residential
school found ways to grow. They discovered ways to express their creativity, to
expand mentally through reading and, for some, to excel academically” (AFN,
1994, p.46). The study concludes that, “human beings can be exceptionally
resilient” (AFN, 1994, p.46).

A recent study entitled Being Indian: Strengths Sustaining First Nations

Peoples in Saskatchewan Residential Schools (Hanson & Hampton, 2000)

provides valuable insights into the capacity of First Nations peoples to overcome
great challenges. Survivors of residential schools were interviewed and their “inner
resources and cultural strengths” (Hanson & Hampton, p. 2) were identified. The
personal and social resources that helped them to adapt included: “autonomy of
will and spirit, sharing, respect, acceptance, spirituality, humour and compassion,
and pride in being First Nations” (Hanson & Hampton, pp.5-12).

Resistance has been presented as a way that First Nations students were

able to cope (Haig-Brown, 1988). Autonomy of will and spirit can be interpreted as
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resistance to the oppressive structures of the residential schools. Strong will and
resolve can be viewed as an outcome of the inner consciousness in which we
believe that we can exercise some power and control over what happens to us.
The use of humour is also recognized as a way of dealing with pain. The stories
that my parents told about their days in the residential school were usually about
humorous incidents; it was not that these were happy times for them, but | believe
that it was simply their way of overcoming the deprivation and wretchedness of
their schooling experiences.

The integrated schools presented another significant challenge for First
Nations people. Students experienced overt, covert, and institutional racism when
they attended schools off reserve (Cleary & Peacock, 1998). Racism has been
identified as a stressor that has psychological, social, and biological effects (Clark,
Anderson, Clark, & Williams, 1999). Memmi (1968) states that “racism is corrosive
[and] it contaminates every part of our being, our mind, body, and spirit” (p.190).
Institutional racism is described as “the unconscious or conscious exclusion of
[Canadian] Indian history, culture, languages, literature, and other instruction
relevant to these students’ lives” (Cleary & Peacock, p.69). These practices have
had countervailing effects for First Nations people, and coping with racism on a
continuing basis has posed even greater risk. Clark and his associates (1999)
assert that when people have to deal with racism continually, it leads to “resource-
strain-behavioural exhaustion and psychological and physiological distress”
(p.808). These are implications that have relevance to this study. An examination

of how colonialism and other interlocking systems of racism, patriarchy, and
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sexism, gave rise to the destruction of First Nations people is essential; otherwise,

the pathologizing of Aboriginal people becomes all the more likely. A study of the

resilience processes of those who have been able to adapt is relevant and timely.
Relevance of Study

Cajete (1994) a Pueblo Indian educator, suggests that education is
ultimately about finding our face, our heart, and our foundation. In the post-colonial
era First Nations people are committed to finding their identity and foundation
through political, educational and social change. The decolonization process is
painstaking as we continue to struggle with paternalism, racism, and the legacy of
the residential school era.

A lingering colonial mentality is problematic and too often we accept our
victimization and in this respect personal agency bears consideration. The
understanding that humans are self-interpreting animals and we all have the
capacity to act in our own best interests (Taylor,1985) is fundamental to an
understanding of personal agency. Fanon (1963) states, “The body of history does
not determine a single one of my actions. | am my own foundation” (p.230). In my
search for an understanding of my place, | have come truly to believe that | am not
a victim and that | am my own foundation.

The conviction that we all have personal agency has led to this research on
resiliency. The previous research approach has been to study the negative
manifestations of our history and existence. The literature has characteristically
focussed on the loss that First Nations people have experienced. It is timely that

we begin to focus on the strengths that have sustained us. This research is
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intended to be part of a more affirming and constructive approach. It is intended to
promote development toward health and wholeness in First Nations communities
and to give voice to those who have hitherto been silenced and ignored.

For the purposes of this study, resiliency will be considered as the active
process by which individuals adapt to change and adversity. Resilient individuals
overcome great challenges and still have the capacity to “love and work well”
(Higgens,1994). The central assumption of this study is that, “We all need to be
understood through our highest level of functioning,” (Higgens, 1994, p.70) which
means exploring how individuals have overcome adversity.

The problems confronting First Nations students are considerable. The drop
out rate of First Nations students has been a long-standing issue and student
retention continues to be an immense concern. A record number of 251 students
were required to discontinue in the 2000-2001 semester in the Saskatchewan
Indian Federated College (Registrar's Office, personal communication, August,
2002). These figures are disconcerting and although it is important to explore the
factors for this dropout rate, the study takes a different approach. A study of
resiliency in First Nations post-secondary students could contribute to addressing
this issue by developing a better understanding of what enables those who
persevere in spite of great adversity.

The Pathway

Cajete (1994) proposes seven orientations for exploring the possibilities of

education and they will be adapted to the research methodology of this thesis.

These orientations include asking, seeking, making, having, sharing, celebrating,
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and being (Cajete, 1994, p.71). The question asked in this thesis is, “What are the
factors and themes associated with resilience in First Nations post-secondary
education students?”

To honour my commitment and belief in personal agency, | wish to focus
my research on those who survive and thrive in spite of tremendous challenges.
The participants are the graduates of the Saskatchewan Indian Federated College
Indian Education Program who, by virtue of completing their university degree,
have shown success and achievement in their lives.

The narrative research approach as described by Lieblich and her
associates (1998) will be used as they have defined narrative research as any
study that utilizes stories for analysis. Narrative research is particularly relevant to
First Nations people, as our life experiences and our stories are the foundation of
our knowledge. Ultimately, our stories can be the only truth and knowledge that we
can claim as our own.

According to Cajete (1994), seeking entails “the search for higher levels of
meaning, “ (p.71). | believe that the challenges that are put before us are there for
us to learn from and can be the basis of new insights and new understandings
about ourselves. As a First Nations woman and an educator, | have my
experiences to guide me and | begin with what | know, but also | have to listen to
others and “explore the boundaries of [my] world and beyond” (Cajete, 1994, p.71)
, to comprehend the higher levels of meaning. To this end, | have been attentive

and listened carefully to others for guidance, direction, and inspiration.
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The first principle common to First Nations philosophies is that “All things
are interrelated” (Four Worlds Development Project, 1982) and this thesis is an
expression of the interconnectedness of all our experiences and relationships. 'i'he
making is the writing and organizing of the thesis. It is the development of new
knowledge arising from new relationships.

This thesis is organized into six chapters. This introductory chapter
described the historical context of this study and discussed the impact of
residential schools and early governmental policy. Chapter 2 is entitied “Review of
Resilience Literature.” Existing research will be discussed, outlining the various
definitions of resilience, the components of resilience models, issues in measuring
resilience, and critiques of resilience research. Chapter 3 is entitled “The Vision:
Methodological Pathway” wherein the methodological approach of this study will
be provided. In chapter 4 the stories of the resilient will be presented. Chapter 5 is
entitled “Factors and Themes of Resilience.” The themes and factors associated
with resilience will be analyzed. The internal and external landscapes of those who
are resilient will be discussed. Chapter 6 is the concluding chapter, and the
implications of the study will be presented. This study is namely a celebration of
our successes as First Nations people. It is intended to present our perspectives
and reclaim our place of honour and respect.

Cajete (1994) refers to having as “a higher level of self-acceptance and
maturity” (p.72). What | create is intended to empower the lives of those who
participate in this research and to validate their experiences. This research is

intended to contribute to a promotion of wellness in our communities and to a
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renewed vision of indigenous education. Adversity can be looked upon as a
positive and “A person who experiences pain and loss may develop a deeper
understanding and empathy for others with similar problems” (Glantz & Johnson,
1999, p.25). The main premise of this study is that those who have found their
face, or identity, and their foundation have demonstrated resilience and therefore
have the potential to contribute to a greater knowledge of resilience and to
become the healers and the leaders of our communities.

Sharing involves teaching others what | have learned. Sharing our stories is
a way of validating our strengths and resilience. This work is intended, above all,
to be a celebration of our lives. Celebrating our lives is a way of healing and
restoring ourselves. It helps us to maintain vision and hope. Being is the final
phase of the research where those who have suffered trauma and survived
adversity can become whole and integrated beings. Ultimately, this is the purpose

of education, that we become whole persons.
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CHAPTER 2

Review of Resilience Literature

The focus of this chapter is to review the various definitions of resilience
and discuss the various issues and considerations in researching this
phenomenon. The pathway to greater knowledge begins with an exploration of
what is known about resilience within the landscape of major writers and thinkers
in resilience research. The characteristics of resilient individuals; the components
of resilience models; measurement of resilience; and critiques of resilience
research will be presented.

Definition of Resilience

Resilience is a psychological concept that has been applied to the study of
hardiness and adaptation in individuals, families and communities (Health Canada,
1999). The study of resilience has evolved from the attempt to understand why
some individuals are able to overcome severe physical and psychological trauma
(Glantz & Sloboda, 1999). The presumption was that these individuals possessed
some special trait or some higher capability than normal people, and this has been
inferred about First Nations groups (Battiste, 1998; Haig-Brown, 1988). Given the
great stresses that First Nations people have had to surmount, they have shown
great resilience.

Norman Garmezy is considered the founder of the study of resilience (Rolf,
1999). His work with schizophrenia led him to study the adaptive characteristics of
children. He uses the term “competence” for describing a variety of adaptive

behaviours. Garmezy defines resilience as “the manifest competence despite
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exposure to significant stressors” (Rolf, 1999, p.7). He asserts that resilience is an
outcome of biological, psychological, and social elements functioning as protective
factors. Analogous to this conceptualization, resilience is defined as “the positive
behavioral patterns and functional competence individuals and families
demonstrate under stressful or adverse circumstances” (McCubbin, Thompson,
Thompson, and Fromer, 1998, p.xiii). Resilient individuals are capable and can
manage their behaviours effectively when confronted with adversity.

Bartelt (1994) defines resilience as “a psychological trait that is seen as a
component of the self that enables success in the face of adversity, and may
either be consumed or, paradoxically, reinforced by adversity” (pp. 98-99). It is
deduced as a mental capacity within individuals that allows them to recover from
stressful life events. Similarly, the working definition used by Health Canada
(1995) is that:

resiliency is the capacity of individuals and systems (families, groups, and

communities) to cope successfully in the face of significant adversity or risk.

This capability develops and changes over time, is enhanced by protective

factors within the individual/system and the environment, and contributes to

the maintenance or enhancement of health (p.1).

From this perspective resilience is inferred as an internal and external process that
develops over time. These definitions bring up the concepts of risk and protective
factors and are the main tenets in resilience.

The definition proposed by Higgens (1994) has been the most relevant to

this study. The term survivor has been used most frequently in describing those
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who were able to overcome adversity and she addresses the difference between
surviving and being resilient. Higgens (1994) states that:

Resilience implies that potential subjects are able to negotiate sig‘niﬂcant

challenges to development yet consistently “snap back” in order to

complete the important developmental tasks that confront them as they
grow. Unlike the term survivor, resilience emphasizes that people do more
than merely get through difficult emotional experiences, hanging on to inner
equilibrium by a thread...resilience best captures the active process of self-

righting and growth that characterizes some people so essentially. (p.1)
From her work with abused individuals Higgens (1994) has also concluded that
resilience is a constituent of the normal developmental process and that we all
have this ingrained ability.

There are two main constructs in how resilience has been defined.
Resilience can be perceived as outcome or the cause of outcome (Kaplan, 1999).
In the first interpretation, an individual develops resilience from overcoming
stressful life situations. In the second sense, resilience can be seen as a
characteristic or personality trait within the individual that allows them to overcome
adversity and risk. The prevalent view is that resilience is a process and that it is
“fostered by stress rather than representing evidence of having overcome stress”
(Kaplan, 1999, p.25). The underlying principle, however, is that stressors or
challenges have to be present for resilience to be inferred.

Resiliency is studied in different contexts. For example, academic, social,

and emotional resilience constitute distinct areas of coping that have been
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investigated. Luthar (1993) has established that it is possible for a person to show
academic resilience but may not show resilience in peer and family relationships.
This type of research is instructive and conveys the complex and diverse
perspectives from which resilience has been researched.

Maslow’s (1970) hierarchy of needs has implications for the study of
resilience. The hierarchy of needs starts with basic physiological needs like
shelter, food, and water, and builds to include psychological needs like love and
belonging. At the apex of the pyramid is our need for self-actualization and self-
realization (Krau, 1989). Self-actualization can be perceived as our “highest level
of functioning” and this is a key component of resilience. This understanding of
human development was also embodied in traditional Aboriginal education. The
parallel between the concept of self-actualization, and the First Nations cultural
belief of becoming whole and coming to know ones’ place (Cajete, 1994) as a
maxim of growth and development, is an importanf aspect of this study.

The main premise of resilience theory is that individuals experience growth
and change and become stronger individuals from overcoming adversity and
stressful life situations. In this study, resilience is defined, basically, as the active
process by which individuals adapt to stressful change and adversity. Personal
resilience, the individual’s ability to cope successfully in spite of adversity, is how
the concept of resilience is used in this research. |

-Characteristics of Resilient Individuals
A review of the literature on the attributes and characteristics of resilient

individuals offers valuable insights into the concept of resilience. In normal, healthy

20




individuals, there are certain biological and psychological traits that facilitate
adaptation. Radke-Yarrow and Sherman (1990) identify three levels of coping:
biological, societal and psychological. They have conceived health and physical
survival as akin to coping at a biological level. Contributing to society and being
happy about one’s place are related to societal and psychological coping,
respectively. It is also assumed that “Resilience is enhanced by self-efficacy
beliefs, a positive self-concept, and self-esteem” (Rauh, 1989, p.165). It is
contended that those people with high self-esteem “are less disturbed by threats to
self-worth” (Kaplan, 1999, p.55).

Self-efficacy is closely linked with the understanding of human agency and
resilience. Self-efficacy refers “to belief in one’s capabilities to organize and
execute the courses of action required to manage prospective situations”
(Bandura, 1995, p.2). Further to this analysis, McGinty (1999) states, “the self is
an active agent in the construction of one’s success (or failure)” (p. 5). The
successes that we negotiate for ourselves engender greater belief and confidence
in our own abilities. By believing in ourselves We can become self-determining
individuals.

Resilient individuals are active participants and they are able to negotiate
challenges through self-factors or, what Wolin and Wolin (1993) have identified as,
resiliencies. Insight, independence, relationships, initiative, creativity, humour, and
morality have been named as essential strengths that help individuals overcome

adversity (Wolin &Wolin, p. 20). In the framework developed by Wolin and Wolin,
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these resiliencies are positioned on a mandala and they are depicted as forming
“a protective ring around the self.” (p. 20).

In her work, Higgens (1994) analyzes the “resilient motifs” and “adaptive
capacities” of resilient people. She proposes that the resilient acquire and develop
hope early in their lives. She refers to this as the “internal locus of hope.” Resilient
individuals also have “faith in surmounting and faith in human relationships”
(Higgens, p.171) and they have a vision. The resilient develop compassion and
are able to forgive those who have mistreated them. Their healing is mediated
through a “Committed social activism” (Higgens, p.227). Further, they are able to
love well and work well and they use their experiences to help others.

Kobasa (1979) maintains that resilient individuals have three levels of
characteristics: commitment, control and challenge. The essence of these three
characteristics is that resilient individuals are committed to their own success and
they understand that they have control over their own lives. They accept
responsibility for their own actions, and they also subscribe to the belief that
change is positive. Schaefer and Moos (1992) maintain, “The process of
confronting these experiences can promote a cognitive differentiation, self-
confidence, and a more mature approach to life* (p.150).

An understanding of cultural dynamics is important in studying coping
responses to stress. From their study of native and immigrant families, McCubbin
and his associates (1998) suggest that resilience is correlated to the worldview of
individuals and families. Belief systems and worldview are elements that enable

individuals to understand and manage their world in a meaningful way. The
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enculturation hypothesis conveys additional insights into resilience and cultural
identity. Zimmerman and his colleagues, (1998), maintain that those Native
American youth who have a strong sense of cultural iden‘tity “have improved
psychological well being” (p.203). An important component of the analysis would
be to determine the significance of cultural identity to well-being and health. These
assumptions of human behaviour and development serve to clarify the conceptual
frameworks of resilience research and impart background information into the
different models of research paradigms that have been developed. Following is an
examination of the groundwork that has been done in the development of
resilience models.

Models of Resilience

The pathology model, with its focus on disorders and deviance, has been
the most predominant in resilience paradigms (Benard, 1999). Health
professionals began with this medical model or “psychology-based disease model”
(Duguid, 1993) as a conceptual base in developing models of resilience. With this
approach the emphasis has been on risk and deviance.

The resiliency model proposed by Richardson and his associates (1990)
includes: “biopsychospiritual homeostasis, life events, biopsychospiritual protective
factors, interaction, disruption, disorganization, reintegration” as key elements
(p.35) (See Appendix A). Homeostasis is explained as the normal state or the
desirable condition of humans (Richardson, et al., 1990). Biological, psychological,
and spiritual homeostasis are elaborate terms that refer to the manner in which

individuals use their worldview, belief systems, and values, to make choices in
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their lives. After experiencing disruption and disorganization, resilient individuals
return to a state of homeostasis. This model is also identified as “The Resiliency
Process Model” in the work of Kumpfer (1999).

Kumpfer (1999) has developed a Resiliency Framework that uses six major
variables (See Appendix B). They include stressors or challenges, the external
environmental context, person-environment interactional processes, internal self-
characteristics, resilience processes, and positive outcomes or successful life
adaptation (Kumpfer, 1999, p.183-184). Kumpfer conceptualizes these variables
as predictors of resilience in individuals. These constructs are valuable in
understanding the complexity and variance in resiliency research designs.

Kumpfer's (1999) model supports the prevalent view that resilience is an
interactive process activated by “genetic, biological, psychological, and
sociological factors in the context of environmental support” (Egeland, Carlson, &
Sroufe, 1993, p. 518). It is assumed that the way we organize our lives arises out
of our early experiences. Competence at one time does not foretell competence at
a later period of life, but it does make the individual “broadly adapted to the
environment and prepared for competence in the next period” (Egeland, et al.,
p.518). The extent of resources which can activate personal resources include
biochemical factors, psychological and physiological factors (Murphy, 1987). Any
number of variables can influence resilience but it is mostly obscured in biological
and psychological processes.

Generally, the components of models of resilience include risk factors,

protective factors, and outcomes (Kaplan, 1999). Some models utilize “feedback
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loops™ between the environmental system and the personal system. The
environmental system includes the family and work environment, and the personal
system includes the individual’s “cognitive ability, health status, motivation and
self-efficacy” (Schaefer & Moos, 1992, p.151). The pathways or transactions
between these elements illustrate the resilience process.

The challenge model is distinctive and has been adapted to leadership
paradigms. In the challenge model it is contended, “specific stressors will have a
positive effect” (Kaplan, 1999, p.70). It is proposed that experiencing hardship and
challenges is the foremost way of learning leadership and developing problem-
solving skills (Kouzes & Posner, 1995). Providing that leaders have enough
resources they can improve their situations. This approach exemplifies another
way that the concept of resilience has been applied.

Main effect models and interaction models are other exemplary models in
resilience research. Main effect models show “ the independent contribution of
risks or assefs or bipolar attributes to the course of the outcome criterion variable”
(Masten, 2001, p.229). This is a path model thét shows how the assets, risks and
bipolar predictors affect the outcome. The bipolar predictors can have both a
negative and a positive effect on the assets and the risks (See Appendix C). In
interaction models, moderating variables can be constant or they can act
independently to effect the outcome (Masten, 2001).

According to the path model, personal resilience can be perceived as a
pathway where risk factors can have a negative and a positive effect or a bipolar

effect. It is, however, difficult to predict human processes in such a linear manner,
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there may be regressions, like prolonged drug and alcohol abuse, which are not
considered in this type of model. Experiences such as attending residential school
have been presented as negative life experiences but can have bipolar effects in
that hardiness and adaptive processes are developed in the process. To explain
interaction models, the same example of attending residential schools can be
used. The residential school experience can be seen as a mediating variable
which can cause constant stress at the time that it is occurring or it can cause
distress in a later period of life, acting independently.

These models are reflective of the different approaches that have been
utilized to construct models of resilience and they demonstrate the progression
from the earliest models to the most recent. They are complex models that are
illustrative of the many ways that researchers have attempted to compute and
quantify resilience processes.

The relational worldview is particularly applicable to resilience research
among First Nations groups. This model describes the state of balance and
harmony and “the constant change and interplay among various forces that
account for resilience” (Cross, 1998, p.154) (See Appendix D). This is a
descriptive model that appears to be more practical as it is holistic and embodies
the mind, body, spirit, and context, representative of human developmental
processes. It includes spiritual practices, teachings, symbols, stories, gifts, and

intuition, elements that are relevant to First Nations philosophies.
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Risk Factors

Risk factors are identified as traumatic events that have the potential to
cause us harm or to become out of balance in our relationships (Health Canada,
1995). Risk factors are “probable negative outcomes (Rauh,1989). They vary in
nature and they are only meaningful “relative to the enormity of the stresses under
which the individual operates” (Kaplan,1999, p.27).The variability in conceptual
frameworks makes it difficult to identify risk factors specifically. A risk factor can be
an “individual characteristic, individual attribute, situational condition, or
environmental context” (Kaplan, 1999, p.37). They include unfavourable life
conditions such as poverty, racism, and family dysfunction. As well, certain
personality traits like aggression can be labelled as risk factors (Kaplan, 1999).

The basic understanding of risk and resilience is that there is some
disruption of “the physical, cognitive, self and/or social developmental process that
disables the individual” (Glantz & Sloboda, 1999, p.114). Glantz and Sloboda
(1999) maintain that the extent of harm is contingent on the nature of the
disruption, the developmental level of the individual, and the supporting factors of
the environment and the individual. To illustrate this further, Glantz and Sloboda
(1999) state that individuals, who grow up in alcoholic homes and may be
genetically at risk for alcoholism, may not have problems with alcohol abuse as
they have seen the negative effects of alcoholism. They may have had positive
role models and social support systems that helped them to overcome this
vulnerability. This discussion demonstrates the many possible outcomes of risk

factors and resilience processes.
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In respect to this study, it has been acknowledged that colonialism, racism,
and the residential school system, have had long-term negative effects on the
physical, mental, emotional, and social developmental processes of First Nations
post-secondary students. Often, individuals who have failed or dropped out of
university have related that they found the adjustment to university life and the
adjustment to university academics too difficult. Based on the literature review, on
personal experience, and on observations of students, other risk factors include
financial stress, relocation, domestic violence, and personal trauma. These risk
factors reflect the structural inequalities and lived realities of First Nations people
and are held to be the factors that increase the probability of failure.

At the SIFC Academic Council Retreat in August, 2000, there were
continuing concerns expressed about student success. It was thought that “those
students who dropped out or failed did not have the study skills or the time-
management skills required for success, and that they tended to be more
susceptible to social problems than other groups in society,” (J. Van Eijk, personal
communication, August, 2000). This information is significant to this study and
verifies the array of risk factors that First Nations post-secondary students can
encounter.

Protéctive Factors

The general understanding is that protective factors build up stress
resistance and risk factors increase vulnerability (Werner,1987). Kaplan (1999)
has determined that protective factors are “variables that mitigate the effects of

risk factors or strengthen ameliorative effects,” (p.46). They can function by
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reducing risk impact or by increasing supportive mechanisms. Rutter (1990)
ascertains that creating opportunities for success is an intervention strategy that
can influence protective processes. If the individual expeﬁences success, then this
will develop self-confidence and self-esteem. Controlling the interactions between
the person and the environment facilitates adaptation. For instance, individuals
coming from abusive backgrounds can be supported through enhanced family and
social support systems and this would be a way of increasing personal coping
processes.

Garmezy (1993) has ascertained that protective factors can be classified
into three categories: “personal qualities such as activity level and cognitive skills;
family support systems, and the presence of caring adults; and the availability of
social support” (pp.391-392). Social support can be manifested through a caring
agency, or a concerned teacher. Kumpfer and Hopkins (1993) maintain that self-
factors that enhance resilience include: “optimism, empathy, insight, intellectual
competence, self-esteem, direction or mission, and determination and
perseverance,” (Kaplan,1999, p. 48).

Beauvais and Oetting (1999) suggest that cultural identification is a
resilience factor. Cultural resources are thought to have the potential of helping
individuals deal with stressful life events. In First Nations culture, the healing
ceremonies can be looked upon as a protective factor. People who retain their
language and practice cultural traditions are presumed to have a strong identity

and a good foundation.
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Protective factors can be perceived as having a direct effect or a
moderating effect. Protective factors have a moderating effect, if resilience is
perceived as characteristic of the individual (Kaplan, 1999, p.60). Distal and
proximal variables are also correlates of risk and protective factors (Luthar &
Cushing, 1999). Risk and protective factors can have an immediate or proximal
effect. For example, it is a traumatic experience for any child to taken away from
home at a young age. They may be able to cope with it over time but this same
experience can have a distal effect and influence the individual later on in his/her
development and be a cause of post-trauma. It also needs to be clarified that
interrelationships exist between protective factors (Werner,1993).

Focus on resilience rather than risk has precipitated various intervention
strategies. One of the programs specific to First Nations people is the Aboriginal
Head Start Program. It is a program that was first implemented to assist First
Nations children in inner city schools but it has also become reserve-based. This
type of approach is necessary as “fostering resilience is a community-building
process” (Benard, 1999, p.271) especially for First Nations communities. With its
focus on language and cultural programming it aims to develop positive self-
concept and self- esteem, and these characteristics are essential components of
resilience (Rauh, 1989).

Outcome Variables

Outcomes are “normative judgements regarding appropriate behavioral

responses” (Kaplan,1999, p.30). in the “normal positive” view, as delineated by

Glantz and Sloboda (1999), positive outcomes are expected unless there are
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negative influences. Negative outcomes and positive outcomes are attributed to
the person or to the environment, or the developmental level of the individual
(Kaplan, 1999). When a positive outcome has resulted, in spite of its being
unlikely; the assumption is that the individual has shown resilience traits.

Positive outcomes are wholly subjective assumptions of what constitutes
success and adaptation and these assumptions are relative to cultures and times.
For example, who decides the criteria for success and adaptation is a significant
issue in cross-cultural studies (Masten, 2001). The outcomes that are used in this
study reflect First Nations perspectives of competence and adaptation. In First
Nations worldview, balance in the four domains, the physical, mental, emotional,
and spiritual realms, is viewed as an indicator of success.

The outcomes specific to this study will take into account characterizations
of successful students. Successful students are “those who graduate and have the
qualifications to compete successfully in the labour market,” (J. Van Eijk, personal
communication, August, 2000). Further, they have been able to meet their own
intellectual, emotional, and spiritual needs. In reference to Cajete’s (1994)
interpretation, the successful individual is one who has found his/her place or their
purpose in life. These conceptions contain the western and the Aboriginal
worldviews of success.

Measurement of Resilience

The measurement of resilience is typically “based on statistical interactions

between risk and a particular protective/vulnerability factor with competence as

outcomes” (Luthar & Cushing, 1999, p. 153). The two main approaches in
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resilience research described by Masten (2001) are classified as variable-
focussed and person-focussed. Masten (2001)states that variable-focussed
approaches “use multivariate statistics to test for linkages among measures of the
degree of risk or adversity” and person-focussed approaches “compare people
who have different profiles within or across time on sets of criteria to ascertain
what differentiates [them from other groups]” (p.229).

Comparing low risk groups and high-risk groups, or comparing them to
control groups, is a common method of assessment. Using an index of risk
variables and estimating their global impact is the method referred to as a
variable-focussed approach. Problems occur, however, from using subjective
notions to evaluate risk and adaptation, as we are all situated in different social
and political contexts.

Multiple-item questionnaires, single stressors, or life events measures are
common types of instruments in resilience research (Luthar & Cushing, 1999).
Checklists or interviews are utilized to measure the extent of adversity that is
experienced. Life event measures would appear to be the most pragmatic and
reliable methods of assessment, but the main criticism aimed at this type of
measurement is that there are “uncontrollable items” (Luthar & Cushing). The
example given by Luthar and Cushing is in reference to student failure. When
students fail classes, it would seem that this is something that they do have control
over, but there could be other reasons for their failure. Perhaps they are not
adjusting well to the university setting or perhaps they are experiencing some

other negative life circumstance and this would have to be considered to be a
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factor in their success. These are the types of ambiguities that need to be clarified
in assessing resilience.

Some life events cannot be maintained at a controlled level and they may
defy quantifiable measurement, therefore, other types of assessments need to be
implemented. The second concern about the use of life event measures is related
to “the heterogeneity of items of potential impact” (Luthar & Cushing, 1999, p.132).
Personal trauma, like the death of a parent, would merit more severity than other
life events, for example. Related to these issues is the presence of “acute and
chronic” stressors, which also need to be examined. A stressor that could be
recognized as both acute and chronic would be being subjected to a prolonged
period of sexual abuse.

There is a myriad of approaches for measuring resilience and they are
mainly quantitative. There is no clear consensus about what is the best approach.
Methods are contingent on the way resilience is conceptualized. Researchers
have recommended the use of qualitative approaches and this type of approach is
warranted in order to balance quantitative approaches.

This study entails a qualitative analysis and the risk and protective factors,
and the outcome variables that are employed, have been determined as being the
most relevant to the participants’ academic, social, and personal resiliency. The
research design follows Kumpfer's (1999) Resiliency Framework as a method of
exploring moderating processes and factors of resilience. This approach aims to
take into account the complexity of developmental processes and to examine the

interaction of risk and protective factors (Sameroff, & Seiffer,1990). It is a design
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that endeavours to take into account “distal and proximal variables” (Kaplan,
1999). Proximal variables are events that have an immediate effect and distal
variables affect the individual at a later period in life. An analysis of the “mediating,
moderating, and outcome variables” (Kaplan, 1999) functioning in the participants’
adaptive processes is also intended. Mediating variables are protective factors that
can mediate change and, moderating variables can be perceived as those
protective factors that lessen or ameliorate the risk factors. In this framework as
well, outcome variables are described as “resilient reintegration, adaptation or
maladaptive reintegration, “ (Kaplan, 1999).
Critiques of Resilience

Resilience has been characterized as a concept that is not functional and
that does not have validity (Kaplan, 1999). Glantz and Sloboda (1999) question
“whether resilience is a quality (or a trait) at all and whether it is a useful
explanatory concept” (p.109). Kaplan (1999) claims that we need to critically
examine what is being explained. Essentially, what we are looking at are the
“processes of human development in different times and places” (Rigsby,1994,
p.91), and, realistically, they cannot be consigned under a singular concept.

Resilience has come to be understood as an ordinary process, what
Masten (2001) refers to as “ordinary magic.” Masten (2001) argues that resilience
manifests itself as a normal part of development. Johnson (1999) also states that
resilience is essentially a “personal negotiation through life” (p.226). From

Kumpfer's (1999) model we can infer that resilience is a normal progression in
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human development. What appears to complicate the research process is that
“‘multiple systems are at work” (Masten, 2001).

We have a partial understanding of desirable outcomes. As has been
stated, a person may be resilient in one area of his/her life but not in another.
Individuals may be resilient at an early period of their life but may not adjust well in
their later years, or it can happen the other way around. This can be attributed to
the conception that resilience is an evolving process and cannot be predicted with
any certainty. This has implications for the “time points of measurement” (Glantz &
Sloboda, 1999, p.117).

Researchers have been exhaustive in their efforts to understand and
explain resilience. Many researchers like Tartar and Vanyukov (1999) are strongly
questioning the concept of resilience. Tartar and Vanyukov (1999) argue that,
“genetically, everyone is unique and there is phenotype variation on the majority of
traits that results from both genotypic and environmental differences” (p.90). There
are too many genetic differences to form a clear hypothesis of resilience, making it
impossible to predict resilience. They contend that an individual is not resilient but
is “positioned on a liability axis” (Tartar & Vanyukov, 1999, p.92). In their view, the
use of the concept of resilience is problematic. They claim that when individuals
who have overcome adversity are revered as heroes, it merely endorses the belief
that through hard work and determination everyone can succeed in a democratic
society.

There are different situations that cannot be explained within the resilience

framework. It is difficult to explain why some people with socio-economic
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advantages fall prey to drug and alcohol abuse and other destructive lifestyles, for
instance. There are an “infinite number of potential developmental pathways”
(Tarter & Vanyukov, 1999, p.95) that can result. The conclusion by many is that
the notion of resilience is not constructive and that it is impractical. Another
limitation in resilience research is that cultural differences are overlooked in the
manner that resilience is defined. The criteria for determining resilience are also
not adequately addressed.

It would be beneficial at this point to examine strategies for research and
theoretical development on resilience. Glantz and Sloboda (1999) perceive that
the term “adaptation” is more appropriate than “resilience” and that there should
be more focus on the factors of resilience. They also propose the adoption of more
developmentally oriented models. One example of a developmentally structured
model would be to analyze the educational experiences of graduates from
secondary or post-secondary institutions, prior to and after they have completed
their program of study.

Glantz and Sloboda (1999) state that “Behavior, function and experience
are continuously evolving states of being and models which recognize this will be
considerably more valid and useful” (p.121). Current approaches that conceive
resilience factors as progressing in an orderly and linear fashion or only as bipolar
occurrences are restrictive. To this purpose the relational worldview model
becomes relevant. Therholistic worldview of indigenous peoples should be
considered an ancillary component of resilience research practice, as life

processes are regarded as recurring and evolving from this perspective.
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Future research needs to address the underlying processes of resilience.
Research paradigms need to be “process-oriented” (Masten, 2001). The use of
different methodologies may stimulate new and significant knowledge. Indigenous
approaches and gender differences need to be incorporated so that more “stories,
voice, and subjective experiences and personal meanings are captured” (Benard,
1999, p.275).

Benard (1999) maintains that we need to view youth and families and
cultures as assets rather than as problems. More research into the intervention
measures that have been implemented to date is advocated as well. Longitudinal
studies need to be undertaken to determine the effectiveness of these programs.
Other possibilities include interdisciplinary and cross-discipline research (Benard,
1999).

Concluding Remarks

We are indoctrinated to believe that everyone in a democratic society is
capable of overcoming challenges and obstacles. The view that competence and
motivation will work the magic is oversimplifying the issue. The conception that
through hard work and determination we can succeed is embedded in school
curricula and to some degree we all subscribe to these types of values and beliefs.
This philosophy, however, disregards structural inequality. We are all positioned
differently and implicated differently from oppression and domination. This social
and political reality needs to be more centrally positioned as the defining element

of future resilience research.
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CHAPTER 3
The Vision: Methodological Pathway

The methodology of this study was organized within an indigenous
epistemological framework described by Cajete (1994). From this perspective
research is interpreted as a visioning process. Research is perceived as the act of
constructing a vision about new possibilities and seeking out the “pathways”
(Cajete). The term pathway is a metaphor that conveys how:

... in every learning process, we metaphorically travel an internal and many

times external landscape. In travelling a pathway, we make stops,

encounter and overcome obstacles, recognize and interpret signs, seek

answers, and follow the tracks of those entities that have something to

teach us. We create ourselves anew. Path denotes a structure: Way implies

a process. (Cajete, p.55)
The internal landscape is the subjective experiences, the self-knowledge, and the
inner world of the participants. The internal and external landscape constitutes the
life events and the challenges that the subjects have traveled. The external
landscape also includes the parameters of educational research within which we
are required to work, and the social, political and historical contexts within which
we are situated.

Cajete (1994) uses the metaphor of hunting to “reflect a basic way that
humans process and structure their learning” (p. 68). Research can be viewed
within the framework of “tracking, hunting, questing, pilgrimage, visioning, orienting

and pathway” (Cajete, p.68). The research paradigm of this study has followed the
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path which “begins with appropriate orientation, acknowledging relationships,
setting intentions, seeking, creating, understanding, sharing, and then celebrating
one’s vision with reference to a place of centering” (Cajete, 1994, p.69).
Orientation

Appropriate orientation begins with self-reflexivity, including the self in
research. Weber-Pillwax (1999) states, “Each research project will be a research
project layered over a research experience layered over a personal experience
over a research project” (p.39). Research is a process of uncovering the layers of
meaning, incorporating the personal and the political. Finding a place to speak
from requires the researcher to be cognizant of the relationships between “the
private, the public, the personal, and the political” (Hallam & Marshall, 1993, p.71).
The process of developing a methodology that is viable for indigenous research
entails having a sense of presence and a sense of place (Cajete, 2000). It involves
moving through different social and psychological landscapes.

My place as a First Nations person, a woman and as a researcher is
complex and emanates from “the untidiness of the social world” (Billig, 1988). My
place has been relegated to the margins, and my knowledge has been devalued
and disregarded; therefore, this research holds promise and possibility from a
personal and political perspective. Smith (1999) states that, in indigenous
research, insider and outsider positioning needs to be clear. | have insider
knowledge based on my experiences as a woman, as a First Nations person, and

as an educator. | know what the challenges are to succeed and | can relate to the
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subjects of this study. As a researcher my position is more tenuous. | am venturing
on a path less traveled.

Our knowledge of the world is “historically and culturally relative” (Burr,
1995, p.4). The implication from social constructionist theory is that there is no
ultimate truth and that our knowledge is relevant to particular cultures and times.
Hallam and Marshall (1993) maintain that we accumulate a number of culturally
constructed identities The implication for self-reflexivity is that we have to
acknowledge the many versions of truth and “the multiple, shifting identities” (Burr)
within ourselves. Self-reflexivity also requires us to be adherent to the “many
competing voices” (Ellis, 1997) that are present in us and in the communities we
research.

The process of defining the research question, interpreting the data, and
constructing the knowledge, is based on our own interpretation of life and human
nature. Our identities and our history shape our research and all of our work is
autobiographical to some degree. For the indigenous researcher, colonialism and
imperialism have shaped this experience. Smith (1999) states that this “burden of
history, makes the positioning of an indigenous researcher highly problematic” (p.
107). Part of the challenge is to claim a position because our voices have been
silenced in traditional research. Hallam and Marshall (1993) state that the most
salient issue in self-reflexivity is related to the ability of the individual to “find a
coherent voice.” Finding a coherent voice requires us to be grounded in self-

knowledge and self-identity, and being true to ourselves.
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Self-reflexive practice makes us accountable. Ensuring that our research
makes a difference in the lives of those we research is part of the self-reflexive
approach. It should empower the researcher and the people who are being
researched. This approach is authentic as it opens up possibilities for others to tell
about their lives and makes personal and social changes. Marcus (1994) asserts
that with positioning “all work is incomplete and requires response (and thus
engagement) from others positioned differently” (p. 172). The underlying principle
is to be mindful of the moral and ethical responsibility in carrying out research.

Indigenous research

The process begins with determining how to connect indigenous research
methodology, narrative inquiry, and qualitative research to this study. Engaging in
indigenous research calls for protocols that are different from traditional research
methods. Narrative research is, in many aspects, the most appropriate to
indigenous epistemology. Qualitative research is also “rife with ambiguities”
(Patton, 1990) but it seemed relevant to this inquiry.

One of the dilemmas of doing indigenous research is that “the notion of a
distinct research methodology for and by indigenous people is still at the beginning
stages of scholarly discourse” (Weber-Pillwax, 1999, p. 33). We are still being
guided by western principles and indigenous research needs to exist on its own,
as a valid, recognized entity. We have a propensity to construct indigenous
research as resistance, an “oppositional or reverse” discourse (Parry,1994), and
this is in itself, limiting. Our knowledge has been relegated to the periphery and

indigenous research is about making that paradigmatic shift to more inclusive and
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respectful research. It cannot merely emanate from “a point of resistance” as
Weber-Pillwax describes it.

Knowledge has been produced from the western standpoint indicating that
there are “two sets of simultaneous processes and practices” (Weber-Pillwax,
1999, p. 39) that indigenous researchers need to be aware of. Cajete (2000) refers
to this process as “split-headedness” and indigenous research is essentially about
integrating two worldviews and philosophies. This process is described as finding
“the ethical space” between the two “solitudes or cultures of understanding” (W.
Ermine, personal communication, 2001). The implication for this study was that
the methodology had to be credible and acceptable within both frameworks.

The approach used in this study is that indigenous research engages in
exploring subjective knowledge gained from life experiences and from our
relationships with our communities and our relations. The indigenous people’s
model is “an alternate knowledge system, which is decolonizing, human, intuitive,
and based on experiences and the community,” (W. Ermine, personal
communication, 2001). To this end, the life stories and experiences of community
members, in this case, graduates of the SIFC Indian Education program, are
utilized.

Narrative research

Narrative research is perceived “more as art than research as it is based
predominantly on talent, intuition or clinical experience. It defies clear order and
systematization” (Lieblich, et al., 1998, p.1). The use of narratives is particularly

relevant to First Nations philosophies and is significant to the development of
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decolonizing methodologies. In First Nations worldview we access knowledge
through the stories we hear and tell. Through stories we carry on the traditional
and cultural knowledge. Stories reflect our philosophies, and relying on traditional
forms of pedagogy seemed the most appropriate for this research. |

Research is a process where the indigenous researcher is engaged in
validating the experiences and knowledge of indigenous peoples and connecting
the research enterprise to indigenous positions (Smith, 1999). The narrative
approach is a way to validate indigenous knowledge and bring authenticity to the
research. Cajete (1994) maintains that “Story...forms the basic foundation of all
human learning and teaching,” and “Through story we explain and come to
understand ourselves” (p. 68).

There are certain protocols that need to be adhered to and to a great extent
the success of this methodology is dependent on the researcher. We have to be
aware that “Personal narratives are never just about me; rather they are about a
me constituted by gender, class, race, ethnicity, historical moments, and particular
locales” (Zawaki, 1998, p.1).

Qualitative research

Traditional research is related to notions of “objectivity and neutrality” and
places the researcher as an outsider (Smith, 1999). Conversely, in qualitative
research, methods are undefined, partial, and ambiguous (Marcus, 1994). It can
be perceived that subjective interpretations position the researcher as an insider,

in a manner that is more accommodating to First Nations perspectives.
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The themes of qualitative inquiry comprise naturalistic inquiry, inductive
analysis, and a holistic perspective (Patton, 1990). In naturalistic inquiry the
research setting has to be amenable to openness. An inductive analysis requires
the researcher to be receptive to the process that unfolds and then forming a
hypothesis. In qualitative research, data also have to be examined from a holistic
perspective with the understanding that there is “no fixed or final authoritative
meaning” (Marcus, 1994, p.566).

In qualitative research there is an increased attention to the researcher’s
position. The researcher, in essence, becomes an interpreter, a participant, and a
psycho-analyst (Werner, 1978). The aim is to assume a “non-judgmental position
and seek meaningful, credible, valid, reliable, accurate, and confirmable findings”
(Patton, 1990, p. 55). Nevertheless, the socialization, cultural background, and
values of the researcher influence what is observed. Furthermore, the researcher
needs to be attentive to intellectual, and psychological meanings (Patton, p.211).
The researcher is working with people and this requires more skill and awareness.

Acknowledging Relationships

The concept of “wahkotowin” (Ermine, 2001) is fundamental to the
understanding of First Nations culture and traditional beliefs. Wahkotowin means
kinship or the state of being related. In our human experiences and human
endeavors, we are all connected and related in some way. The notion of kinship
and community shapes the research process. The relationships that are created

with the participants emanate from a shared history and a common understanding




of what the issues and the challenges are in working towards our goals. It is this
- commonality that shapes and informs this research project.
Setting Intentions

The SIFC Indian Education program provides educational programming to
students across Canada. This program began in 1988 in Regina, Saskatchewan.
Some of the programming is done off-campus. In setting the intentions of this
study, | hoped to get a good cross section of students, an equal number of male
and female participants, who were from various age groups and locales.

Seeking

The research question arises out of my own quest to know and understand
why some individuals are able to survive and thrive against great adversity. The
participants, perhaps in their own need to validate themselves, shared their stories
willingly, understanding that their experiences could help others to succeed. In this
spirit the data were gathered.

Quality of life and balance in the physical, mental, spiritual and emotional
domains, as reflected in the relational worldview model, were used as measures of
resilience for the selection of participants (See Appendix D). They had
demonstrated effective coping and success by virtue of completing the program
and an additional criterion was that they had to be employed for at least two years
after completing their degree.

After the Ethics Approval was given (See Appendix E), the interview guide
(See Appendix F) was developed. Questions were designed to elicit narratives and

the interview guide outlined the risk factors, protective factors, and outcome
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variables. A Call for Participants was sent out initially (See Appendix G). Some
students showed interest, but they did not meet the criteria, since they were still
my students. Participants were to self-identify within the parameters of stressful life
changes that were named. Stressful life changes pertinent to First Nations post-
secondary students include but are not limited to: adjustment to university life,
adjustment to university academics, moving to a new city, financial stress, poverty,
alcohol and drug abuse, limited family support, domestic violence, and personal
trauma.

Through discussion about the nature of my research with colleagues, the
names of certain individuals came up. | also had a list of graduates on hand. | was
aware that the interviews could possibly create some distress for the subjects and
| had to be careful about whom | would choose to interview. For this reason, |
approached the individuals that | had had an opportunity to work with in some
capacity. | phoned them or sent them a letter, asking if they would be interested in
taking part. | was surprised at the response, as the individuals that | did contact
were quite willing to participate.

Description of Participants

Three female and three male graduates participated in this study. Three are
of Cree ancestry and three are of Sioux descent. The average age of the

participants is 42 years. They all entered university as mature students.
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Following is a brief description of demographic data on the participants:

Description of Participants
Participant Age Gender Level Teaching | First Nation Year
(Pseudonym) Graduated
Gloria 50 Female University Sioux 1987
Wilma 39 Female University Cree 1992
Mary . 44 Female Secondary Sioux 1992
Gregory 33 Male Secondary Cree 1998
Joseph 38 Male Elementary Cree 1997
David 47 Male Elementary Sioux 1999

Data Collection

Research is essentially about developing relationships and any research
undertaking needs to incorporate the basic human values of “love, honour, trust
and respect” (G. Crowe-Buffalo, personal communication, 2000) into the
methodology. These values provide the basis for credible, authentic, respectful
research. These spiritual teachings are what | attempted to rely dn, to help me to
connect with the participants.

In seeking knowledge, my intention was to follow First Nations protocol by
offering cloth and tobacco to the participants and by having a smudging ceremony.
This approach would preclude any exploitation of the knowledge that would be
shared. The smudging and the tobacco offering did not seem necessary after the
first three interviews and, in fact, three participants preferred not to partake of the

smudging. | respected this and | did not pursue it. That procedure was in place to
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deal with any discomforts that the interviews may have brought on. It was more
important to feel comfortable with each other and | did not want to alienate or
offend anyone.

Participants were asked to use a stage outline in talking about their school
experiences. The stage outline represents the chapters of their lives and this is
similar to the approach described by Lieblich, Tuval-Mashiach and Zilbar, (1998).
They were to begin with the years prior to going to school, their elementary school
years, their secondary education, their years as a university student, and their life
as it was now. They were to relate significant events and significant people in their
lives. They were to talk in general terms about personal challenges and the ways
that they coped. They were also given the interview guide to help them construct
their stories. The purpose was to get to know the participants better and to follow
the pathway of competence as that presented by Kumpfer (1999).

| was aware that | needed to secure the confidence of the participants in me
as a researcher and | had to have some credibility to begin with. | realized the
need to develop a working relationship with each of the participants and this had to
be done quickly in order to meet the timeline of my research. | had to gain the trust
and respect of the participants so that they would share openly. | had to be an
active listener and be perceptive to not only what they were saying, but to their
behaviours and other styles of communication.

The interviews were taped. They varied from 1%z hours to 3 hours in

duration. While the participants were telling their story, | made a point of not

interrupting the flow of their story with queries. In between the tape changes | did




share some of my own thoughts and experiences, as a way of reassuring them
that they could trust me. | know that reliving old memories can be difficult
sometimes. The interview guide may have served to restrict the interactions to
certain criteria and at another time | would spend more time simply talking with the
participants and getting to know them better before proceeding with any part of the
research.

The first three interviews were done at my workplace. For each interview |
explained what the research was about and what the procedure was, and then |
asked them if they were willing to sign the consent form (See Appendix H). | found
that the setting was somewhat inhibiting but it afforded privacy and confidentiality.
In retrospect, a more informal type of atmosphere would be more conducive to
building trust and sharing, which is what was needed for this type of research.
After each of the interviews were completed | spent some time reflecting on the
process. | wrote my observations and reflections in my personal journal.

The first interview was unsettling to me as the participant revealed some
very personal information. | felt totally inadequate in helping her through this
situation and fortunately, at her suggestion, we ended the session with a prayer. |
was thankful that she did that.

| came to the realization that some of the memories were going to be quite
painful and | thought about how | would deal with this for my second interview.
Before starting the interview, | did begin with the smudging, telling the participant
that | thought that this would be a way of dealing with past hurts. Again, | was

perturbed by the amount of abuse and violence that these women had had to deal
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with in their lives. My own experiences seemed inconsequential. The third
interview was much like thé first two, only this participant seemed much more
detached from her experiences. She had lived in an abuéive relationship for twenty
-one years and she had come to terms with her past life. | felt that | had been
naive about the extent of violence against women. These women had come
through their experiences with strength and they walked with dignity. | felt great
admiration and respect for them.

The fourth interview was done at the participant’s home. This was at his
request. He stated that whatever he had to say could be said in the presence of
his wife and child. This participant lived in another city and it was more convenient
to do the interview at his home. | had only met the participant a few times prior to
the interview, but | felt that we were able to converse quite easily. | explained the
interview process and the interview proceeded much more easily. The importance
of maintaining confidentiality was impressed on me and | became much more
careful about discussing any aspect of my research.

The fifth interview was done at the workplace of the participant. It was
private and again, | had traveled there at his request, as | did not want to
inconvenience anyone. While the participant was telling his story | felt that this was
not easy for him. He was hesitant about being taped and | reassured him that he
would have a chance to read the transcripts before | used them, and that | would
use only aggregate data. It might have been better to simply take notes but | felt

bound to collect the data according to the manner | had outlined in the ethics

approval form. | understood clearly that all of the participants had to overcome




some very difficult challenges and maybe some had not dealt with them enough. |
felt that it would be especially difficult to reveal them to a virtual stranger. | did not
press him for any information that he was not comfortable in talking about and |
decided that | would use the data as it had been given. | would meet with him for
another session and | would be able to ask him for clarification if necessary.

The sixth and final interview was done out of my office. At this point | felt
much more confident about conducting the interviews. With this participant there
had been a student-teacher relationship, but | did not know too much about his
personal background. The interview proceeded quickly and again | felt that the
information given was reasonable given the nature of our relationship. In general |
felt that the interviews with the male participants were shorter and they did not
seem to want to get too emotional about their stories and | respected that.

The interviews were transcribed and after rereading them and doing some
initial analysis | went back to the participants to sign the data release form. When |
debriefed with the participants | shared some of my thoughts. They agreed with
what | had written thus far and | thanked them for their help. | reassured them that
| would present their stories in the best way | could.

Creating and Understanding

Data Analysis

Immediately after each interview was completed | had the tapes transcribed
by Competence Plus, a transcription service, and confidentiality is understood to
be part of the contract. The stories ranged from 12 to 46 pages in length. The

framework for analysis was the holistic-content and the categorical-content
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analysis method described by Lieblich and her associates (1998). For the holistic-
content analysis the life story and development of the individual is taken in its
entirety. In order to bring the text from a “literal to an interpretive level,” as Lieblich
and her associates (1998) suggest, the categorical-content analysis method was
employed. This method requires the researcher to process the data by “sorting the
material into categories or various themes or perspectives” (Lieblich, Tuval-
Mashiach, & Zilbar, 1998. p.112).

The steps for completing a categorical-content analysis include: a) selection
of the subtext; b) definition of the content categories; ¢) sorting the material into
categories; and d) drawing conclusions from the results “ (Lieblich, et al., 1998,
pp.112-114). In my analysis, the risk factors, protective factors, and outcome
variables, as they related to Kumpfer's Resiliency Framework (1999) and the
interview guide, were selected as the categories. Kumpfer's (1999) model was
selected as the most suitable in existing resilience literature. It reflected
comprehensively the behavioural competencies and adaptive capacities in the
physical, mental, emotional, and spiritual realms required to surmount obstacles
and challenges. It clearly represented the stressors and challenges, the internal
resiliency factors, and the resiliency processes.

| kept a separate file for each participant, and initially | cut up the stories
and pasted them under the headings of risk factors, protective factors, and
outcome variables. Then | simply highlighted and colour-coded them, and used a

word processor to cut and paste. The risk factors were red, the protective factors

were blue, and the outcome variables were yellow. To categorize the data, | made




extensive notes for each of the participants and from these notes | was able to
draw some inferences and conclusions about their resilience processes. This step
involved making “theoretical, or commonsense assumptions” (Linde, 1993) about
the text.

The stage outline for their school years had been intended as a guide but it
was not intended that they should focus on schooling experiences exclusively.
From their stories, there were many other factors like family relationships, cultural
factors, and educational practices which | had to consider. Personal resilience
included academic and social resilience and this had to be taken into account. The
participants exhibited characteristics similar to resilient individuals as discussed in
resilience literature. | noted the connections, first for each participant, and then by
comparing them for all of the participants. It became evident, for instance, that
faith was an attribute displayed by all of the participants and it developed into one
of the categories or themes of the study.

The predominant themes were the primary protective factors that were the
most prevalent among the participants. Overlapping characteristics were
subsumed into six main themes. Other themes and resiliency characteristics like
social skills, communication skills, talents, and humour were evident, but were not
possessed by all participants.

The quotes that were reflective of the social and political realities of First
Nations life and the examples of how the participants exercised their “autonomy of

will and spirit” (Hanson & Hampton, 2000) were included. Quotes that were
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especially descriptive of resilience were extracted and used in the edited version,
and in the subsequent presentation of the factors and themes of resilience.

In the editing of the stories | tried to retain the essence of their narratives,
| structuring them developmentally according to the stage outline of their schooling
experiences. | included the significant events and significant people, those that
were reflective of the participants’ resilience processes. | paid close attention to
ordering the events chronologically so that | could present their stories accurately.
I made notes about dates and events in their stories that seemed to be especially
reflective of turning points or life changing events. | edited the stories as closely as
possible to the manner in which the participants had related them. In the first edit
the stories were 50 pages. After a second edit the stories were 30 pages.

In the editing of the stories | was reminded of the importance of including
“the savoury as well as the unsavoury “(O’'Dea, 1994). The disclosures about
sexual abuse and departmental conflict were included. In writing up the stories, |
did not want to denigrate anyone and | felt responsible to interpret the participants’
lives honestly and truthfully. It was important not to “misrepresent linguistically” as
O'Dea (1994) describes it. In some parts, | felt it was important to include the
actual words of the participants to present the full meaning of their stories.

It has taken time to create and to understand the full meaning of the stories.
The process requires empathy and an intuitive response. It requires the use of
“emotional and social intelligence” (Goleman, 2000). Emotional and social
intelligence are concepts familiar to leadership models. Goleman (2000) theorizes

that emotional and social intelligence is related to self-awareness, social

54




awareness and social skill. These are skills that are prerequisites for insightful and
truthful representation. My general impression was that many of their experiences
sounded familiar. The names and places in their stories might be different but we
are all connected by the'oppression faced by First Nations. | also need to include
that, for some time, | felt some limitations about the validity of the data, in terms of
relating it to First Nations way of knowing, and toward developing theoretical and
conceptual knowledge of resilience.
Sharing and Celebrating
The most important component of the methodology was the sharing of the
stories and recognizing the adaptive processes of the resilient. The stories
constitute the core of the research and from these stories we can endeavour to
understand resilience processes at work. The stories bring the work to “a place of
centering,” (Cajete, 1994) connecting it to the soul and the heart of all who have
been engaged in this process.
Similar to the research process outlined by St. Denis (1989), the steps in

completing the data collection and the data analysis were as follows:
Data Collection

> Ethics Approval (See Appendix E) was given.

> Interview Guide (See Appendix F) was developed.

> Call for Participants (See Appendix G) was circulated.

> Potential participants were contacted.

> Interview times were set up.

> Participants were interviewed.
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>

Observations and reflections were written in personal journal.

Data Analysis

>

>

Interviews were transcribed.

Using the Resiliency Framework (Kumpfer, 1999), the risk factors,
protective factors, and outcome variables, were the categories that were
highlighted and colour-coded.

Risk factors (red) were assessed as the stressors present in the self, family,
community, and school.

Protective factors (blue) were the cognitive, emotional, spiritual, physical,
behavioural competencies observed and noted in the interviews and
transcripts.

Outcome variables (yellow) were designated as resilient reintegration,
adaptation, or maladaptive reintegration based on observations and
interactions with the participants.

Editing of stories

Analysis of resilience factors and themes.

Quotes for factors and themes of resilience were selected.
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CHAPTER 4
Stories of the Resilient

The stories of the participants were first taken as a whole, using a holistic-
content analysis (Lieblich, Tuval-Mashiach, & Zilbar, 1998) and in the following
chapter the edited versions of their stories are presented.

Gloria’s Story

Gloria is 50 years old and she graduated from the SIFC Indian Education
Program in 1987. She is presently teaching at a post-secondary level. She holds a
B.Ed. and an M.Ed degree and cbntinues to pursue higher-level education.

Gloria comes from a family of eight children, six boys and two girls. She is
the second daughter. Both of her parents died when she was a young child. She
believes that her father accidentally killed her mother and that her father was
beaten to death during a night of drinking. She was never clear about the
circumsfances of their deaths. The old people that she talked to did not want to
say anything bad. She states that she has had crazy visions of what happened
and it has left her wondering for years. She has memories of her mother baking
pies. She knows that her father was an alcoholic and she also heard stories about
his days as a boxer. She was told that he had boxed in Madison Square Garden.

Gloria lived with her grandparents from the age of four to thirteen. She
loved her grandmother and learned a lot from her, but her ordeal during this period
was that her step-grandfather was sexually abusing her. This caused great
distress for her and she was happy when she was sent to the residential school. It

was a safe place for her.
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She attended residential school for grade one and two. She recalls not
having anyone to talk to and that she never opened up to anyone. She went back
to school on the reserve for a while but when her grandmother got sick she had to
return to the residential school.

She wrestled with the effects of being abused and when her grandmother
died she felt compelled to send the call for help. She started resisting her
grandfather and one time she remembers being hit on the head with a hammer
because she did resist. On one occasion she set the bed on fire and another time
she ran away even though it was wintertime. She also attempted suicide.

She ended up in the hospital after her suicide attempt and this is when she
experienced what she calls “an out of body experience.” While she was in a coma
she recalls seeing herself floating away from her body. She was floating to a river
and a bridge and someone was waving. She heard someone crying and when she
woke up the nurse was sitting on her bed. She recollects that it was a bright light in
the room that was drawing her and when she asked the nurse about it, the nurse
told her that it was daytime and the lights were not on. Gloria believes that this
experience gave her courage and hope.

Gloria identifies the nurse as one of the individuals who helped her through
this difficult time in her early life. The nurse talked to her and helped her to develop
compassion for others. There was also a nun in residential school who was a good
influence on her. The nun helped her to focus on her strengths, namely, her ability

to draw and write.
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Her high school years coincided with the integration era of Indian education.
While attending a rural séhool she struggled with “trying to blend in, fit in.” She
comments that students mainly “hung out “ with their linguistic groups. She states,
“All the Saulteaux, Cree from Muscopetung, Pasqua all hung out together, and
then the Dakota, Lakotas hung out together.” She went on to attend high school in
Regina and she had to board at a non-native home. This was also somewhat of a
negative experience, as she and the other boarders were not made to feel at
home.

In the city she encountered racism regularly. They would walk down the
hallway and they would hear “the typical Indian holler.” Another time somebody
said, “Hey squaws, go back to the reserve.” She went to report this incident to the
office and no one paid any attention. She decided at that point that she could not
continue at that school. Later on when she was doing her internship she had to
deal with racist attacks. She recalls an incident when the students told her “Squaw
teacher, go home.” This time, however, she made sure that the students were
brought to the principal’s office. She states, “| told them that back home we shake
hands when we meet people. We touch because we want to have a good
relationship with them... | wanted to portray that lesson to make the community
that | was working in, better.”

She got pregnant while she was in high school. She did not have a support
system and Indian Affairs authorities tried to get her to give up her child for

adoption. She knew from her grandmother’s teachings that she could not give up
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her child. She ran away from her boarding place and got a job babysitting for her
cousin. She kept in contact with her boyfriend and eventually they got married.

Life was good for a while but “the alcohol kicked in” and the physical abuse
from her husband began. She remains committed to the marriage, stating that “As
long as people know they are in the wrong and they want to change, then we both
can change together.” They have been married for thirty-one years.

When she was thirty years old she started university but found that she
“couldn’t hack it.” Later on she began a teacher-training program that was being
offered on her reserve. She completed her B.Ed. degree and then she went to
work at a band school as a principal for a year. There was internal conflict within
the school staff and on one occasion a parent confronted her with a gun. She
remained calm by telling herself she should not allow the circumstance to overtake
her and to remember that God had control over it. Her husband and an elder
supported her through what she calls "the politics of the reserve.” These
experiences were not always that successful but they brought wisdom.

Gloria attributes her personal strength to her ability to communicate. She
was taught to speak out if there was something on her heart. She has been able to
resolve the issues in her marriage in this way but a particularly difficult time for
Gloria was when her daughter was in the SIFC Indian Education program. There
had been a confrontation between her daughter and the department head and
Gloria was forced to make a decision to support her daughter.

Gloria relates what she describes as “trying experiences” in her childhood

and adult life. She states that she has been “physically and emotionally scarred”
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from the physical and sexual abuse that she has experienced. She works at
overcoming the feeling of unworthiness brought on by the abuse, and “just
keeps working at the issues that come,” on a daily basis.

She believes that it is important “to give back to the people.” In this spirit
she was willing to share her story so that others may benefit. As part of her own
healing journey she is writing her autobiography, one that she will give to her
children.

Wilma’'s Story

Wilma is 39 years old and she graduated from the SIFC Indian Education
Program in 1995. She is a Cree language instructor and she is teaching at a
university level.

When Wilma was growing up there was a lot of alcohol abuse within her
family. One of her aunts did not drink and she was the one who took care of them.
Her brother also looked after them. He would go out hunting for small game for
food. Altogether, there were about fifteen children, including her cousins, who
grew up together within this alcoholic environment.

There was poverty and neglect in their family. They had to learn to look
after each other. Her cousins had to learn to cook at a young age. Often they had
to decide amongst themselves, who would be the one to go school and who would
stay home and look after the younger kids.

She remembers her first day in school clearly. Cree is her first language
and her first day at school was like going into a whole new world. She did not have

that English background and she could not understand what people were saying a
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lot of the time. In school she saw how other students were getting physically and
verbally abused because they did not understand the language. She states “the
teachers sometimes would really get mad at them, even to where he would get hit
on the head with a ruler or whatever, or get your head slapped.”

She remembers trying to help the other students by whispering to them and
telling them what the teacher was saying. She feels that her experiences were not
as traumatic compared to what the other students were going through. She was
able to pick up the language easily and she thinks that this may be a reason that
she chose to teach in the area of languages.

Her grandfather was an influential figure in her life. He was a product of the
residential school system and as a result he was able to pass on spiritual
teachings in the traditional way as well as the Catholic way. She can relate to both
ways of praying and she believes that this has been what has carried her through
the bad times.

A lot of times she got dragged into the drinking that was going on in her
community but she did not want that kind of life for herself. She wanted to find a
way to get out of that situation, even when she was only thirteen years old. She
wanted to go to the residential school but her grandfather was against it. He had
witnessed sexual and physical abuse in the residential school and he was trying to
protect her from that. She begged her grandfather to let her go to the residential
school. She knew that if she stayed in her community she would probably end up

in the same rut as the others and she was determined to leave.
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Wilma's early school experiences were positive. The principal would often
stand up for them. She was an eager learner. She is one of six people who have
finished a degree program in her community. Her uncle was a positive influence
during this time. He would tell them that in order for them to succeed in life they
had to finish their education. He would talk to them about skipping out from school
and she thought that he really cared for what the kids were doing. She
remembered what he was trying to tell them when she was having a hard time in
Regina.

She attended a rural school for grade nine. She was able to fit in with the
students well enough but she had a hard time with the teachers. The teachers
made her feel different. When she would ask questions in class, the teacher would
simply tell her to look at her book and then turn away. When a white kid would ask
for help they would explain more. Wilma dealt with this situation by “feeding on
what the teachers were saying.” She felt that the attitude of the teachers was that
“Well, you're going to drop out in school anyway and why bother explaining?” She
did not let this get to her, however, as she waé determined to finish school one
way or another.

She dropped out of school in grade ten and soon after she started living in a
common-law relationship. She was sixteen years old at the time. She doesn’t
know if it was out of love that she became involved in a relationship or her need to
have a sense of belonging somewhere. In the back of her mind, though, she knew

that she wanted to finish school.
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She had witnessed alcohol, physical and verbal abuse in her home
community and she soon realized that she had gone from an abusive background
to an abusive relationship. Her partner physically abused her and would abandon
her for a week at a time. She would pray that things would change and her faith in
the Creator helped her to survive.

One of her sons had cerebral palsy and she had to bring him to the hospital
in Regina regularly. She took this opportunity to look into going to school and
finding out where she could go if she left her relationship. She often reflects about
why she was in that abusive relationship for so long and she thinks that she had to
go through a healing journey. She explains how she kept going back and forth and
giving in to his promises that he would change and she “would end up in the same
route again.”

She bears physical scars from the beatings and she has broken bones that
have never fully healed. She accepts that she could not blame him because he
went through physical abuse in his life and it was something that he could not
control. She feels sorry for him that he has never had a long-term relationship.
Because of her experience she has never been able to trust a male person and
she will end a relationship before it gets too serious.

While she was with her partner they lived about three miles away from the
rest of the community. There was no communication with other community
members and she felt very isolated. On one of her visits to Regina she called a

shelter and she and her three boys stayed there for about three weeks before her

partner found them.




She had looked at different alternatives to going to school and s