Teaching as an Outsider: Working within a School with an Aboriginal Population
Until recently I always believed I had a good understanding of my students’ experiences and that I could develop safe and strong relationships with them and their families. I naively believed this because of my own “multicultural” and ethnically diverse background. Little did I know, I would come to realize that for many marginalized peoples and communities, gender, nationality, religious beliefs, and the colour of one’s skin do not matter, because as a teacher I am a part of an institution. In other words, I am a contributing part of a system that oppresses certain people and I may be viewed as the enemy. 

I will explore lessons I have learned through the creation of an action plan that I will implement and that can also be shared within the teaching community as a framework for building positive teaching and family partnerships.

School Context

The school in which I teach is an elementary school in an ethnically and socio-economically diverse community. The majority of the families that make up the student population and greater school community are from historically marginalized cultural groups. The dominant ethnic group within the school are Anishinaabe and other First Nations peoples. Some parents work long hours, or more than one job. There are many single-parent households and some of the families within the community receive a form of social assistance. The community deals with a lot of crime, especially within the past few years. This is mainly due to a rise in gang activity and although police and the Native Peacekeepers within the police force have been increasing their patrol, a lot of children have witnessed violence.

My Experience

Although I have been working at this school for several years and developed strong relationships with my students and their families, this has not always been the case. Building trust has been a major obstacle for me as it seems that it is something that the community feels must be earned. There are many reasons as to why this occurs, mainly the centuries of the oppression of First Nations people in this country and the countless years of the systems of residential schooling instituted across Canada, which have both left legacies of distrust and emotional pain in this community.

This lack of trust for me resulted in what I initially thought was parents showing disregard, however, I now understand it was necessary for me to do more by learning how to earn respect and trust. Quite often when parents did not attend meeting teachers assume that they do not care and fail to recognize that there may be significant emotional reasons why parents find it difficult to come into schools.

How I Built Relationships

What can I do better as a teacher? How am I complicit in enhancing oppressive ideas? These are questions that I have asked of myself. I believe that it is by questions of ourselves as educators that we can come to have an understanding of our own biases. I also feel that it is important to initiate relationships with families. Some peoples may find it difficult to make a visible presence in schools because of schedules, time constraints, or because of legacies of marginalization. By initiating the relationship it sends the message that the family and community is acknowledged and respected. Initial contact may be at beginning of the school year through introductory phone calls home, writing letters, or sending home newsletters. By getting to know families, teachers can also find that there may be family members who can actively contribute to student learning in the classroom. This may be by done having parents come into the school and share aspects of their culture or profession. By sharing the teaching and learning environment families feel part of their child’s learning.
Many teachers find it challenging to work in environments where diverse socio-economic factors influence the ability for families and communities to show consistent roles for children. It is therefore critical for educators to provide the consistency within the school. By proving a genuine commitment to the community, families grow to understand and appreciate those educators. Finally, I believe that it is through professional discourse and reflection that teachers can improve their practice. By sharing and collaborating on effective anti-oppressive practices with colleagues, teachers can learn from each other how to foster their relationships with families and communities. 
