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ABSTRACT

This study explores how Winnipeg early years elementary school teachers think about
and define their everyday work. Many studies have addressed teacher perspectives. These
studies, however, are often prescribed to particular subject areas, teaching methods, teaching
strategies, or challenges. In contrast, this study casts the net wide and was concerned with
broader narratives that examined how teachers think about their everyday work. The research
question that guided this study was: How do teachers think about and define their everyday
work?

Winnipeg elementary schools are situated in a local context that must be understood
within a global context. In other words, Winnipeg elementary schools and classrooms are a
small part of a wider universe. Accordingly, this research speaks to existing data by examining
the lived experiences of teachers from their perspectives, in their specific context.

This qualitative study was guided by a phenomenological approach and atheoretical
constructivist grounded theory. This study was not led by a hypothesis or a particular theory.
From this standpoint, the broad concepts of what the teacher participants shared could be
illuminated.

The findings identified significant challenges that teachers face in their everyday work,
including direct violence, working with trauma, and lack of resources. These are not unlike
human rights challenges found globally. Winnipeg elementary school teachers also identified
strategies that are supportive in their everyday work, including student voice, and the
importance of including multiple intelligences and perspectives and social and emotional needs.
Building relationships was foundational to teachers’ everyday work.

Ultimately, the teacher participants in this study identified areas of their jobs where they
had influence and where they did not. Teachers are finding influence in humanizing, validating
practices. The practice of advocating for dignity and human rights is a radical paradigm shift
seeking to resist dehumanization and division. This speaks to power related to connection,
cooperation and empathy.
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INTRODUCTION

It is January 2013. It is a bitterly cold winter morning. The temperature outside reads
-29C. “Another indoor recess,” | think to myself. This will be the 89t consecutive indoor recess
this winter. In September, | started teaching Grade 2 at an elementary school in Winnipeg. It is
my first teaching position since staying at home after my own children were born.

As the bell sounds, 24 young people pour into my classroom. The majority of the
students are Indigenous, while others represent Canada’s diverse, multicultural society,
including children with Filipino, Chinese, and Vietnamese heritage. With these cold
temperatures, | worry about the walk to school for all of the students.

The students remove their outdoor gear in the coatroom, then meet me on the classroom
carpet. This is where our days begin. Welcome, morning news, calendar, and the National
Anthem. | hear the Canadian National Anthem begin to play over the school ’s intercom system,
“O Canada, our home and native land....” I ask everybody to please stand.

As | look into the faces of the six- and seven-year-old children in front of me, | have a
knot in my stomach. Although Canada has not declared this, there has been a cultural genocide
in Canada (Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015). / wonder, “What am [

asking my students to stand for?” | also ask myself, “What am I willing to stand for?”

This memory, a flicker in time, came from a journal that | began keeping to record these
moments in my teaching career. | cannot pinpoint a specific moment of the crystallization of
discontentment. Perhaps it was having my own children that caused me to reflect on my daily
experiences with the students in my classroom. Returning to teaching after over a decade away
from the profession, | felt angry to find that | was facing the same challenges that | had years
earlier. It seemed nothing had changed. | spoke with several trusted colleagues about these
challenges. They, too, had stories to tell as frontline workers in Manitoba’s classrooms. | was
deeply affected by these experiences, and | wanted to learn more about how teachers thought
about their work.

Young people are coming to school affected by many of the social problems and
cleavages impacting Winnipeg: poverty, the legacy of colonialism, the challenges faced by
refugee families, racism, as well as discrimination based on gender and sexual identities.
Currently in Manitoba, one out of every 3.5 children lives in poverty (Manitoba Child and



Family Poverty Report, 2016). Only 33% of Indigenous children in care will graduate from high
school (Manitoba Task Force on Educational Outcomes of Children in Care, 2016). Recent data
has indicated that transgender and gender-diverse students do not feel safe at school (Taylor et
al., 2015). Stewart (2011) has argued that the current education system is contributing to the
marginalization of refugee youth. Young people today navigate many potential barriers.

Much of the literature on social change, social intervention, development, and
peacemaking has recognized that effective and ethical problem-solving requires the inclusion of
all stakeholders (e.g., Lederach, 1995). For elementary education, this means including teachers
in problem-solving approaches. As | began this study, | was deeply curious about how teachers
think about and define their work. Do they see any challenges? If so, what are they? How are
teachers responding to these challenges? What are their hopes and fears regarding their
teaching? What keeps them strong in their work? Have teachers developed a personal
philosophy of education? If so, what are the building blocks of this philosophy? Designed with
these questions in mind, my research explored how Winnipeg elementary school teachers think
about and define their everyday work.

The current school system evolved from and exists within a context of systemic
inequality. In other words, within the current framework, not all children can participate
equally. Peace and conflict studies (PACS) offers a body of knowledge useful for examining
and resolving complex issues, since many PACS scholars have shown that elements of political
conflict reverberate within communities and families (Reimer et al., 2015).

Speaking with frontline workers to learn their perspectives and insights can shed light on
the origins and factors contributing to injustices (Fine, 1991). My research follows a tradition of
peace research that seeks to hear from and understand the perspectives of people who are
affected by, or working with those who are affected by, social inequalities, discrimination,
conflict, and violence—such as Flaherty’s (2012) work with women from a variety of
grassroots and academic places in Ukraine, Hunte’s (2012) study with Black American women
in the construction trades, and Chrismas’s (2017) study with those who work with young people
affected by sex trafficking. This research provides a space for practitioners who are directly
involved in a variety of social issues to share their experiences and feelings about their
particular situations. Due to their unique experiences, teachers’ standpoints can generate new
and alternate visions of social arrangement (Fine, 2012). This study explored the everyday lived

experiences of Winnipeg elementary school teachers from their own frame of reference.



Researcher’s Standpoint

Since | was a young child, | wanted to be a teacher. | enjoyed school and had very
positive school experiences at all levels. For me, school was a place where 1 felt acknowledged,
celebrated, and nurtured. Education was highly valued in my family, and | was recognized when
| was successful.

It was a natural fit for me to pursue an undergraduate degree in the Faculty of Education
at the University of Manitoba. Education, for me, meant hope and possibility. Having a keen
interest in human behaviour, relationships, and development, | continued my studies at the
University of Ottawa’s Master’s in Education program with a focus in Educational Counselling.
There, | became immersed in the works of counselling theorists such as Alfred Adler, Carl
Rogers, Fritz Perls, William Glasser, and Carl Jung. Personality indicators such as Myers-
Briggs and the Enneagram also interested me.

At this time, my counselling approach is best described as a humanistic/existential
approach. | remember reading Victor Frankl’s (1984) Man’s Search for Meaning for the first
time during my life in graduate studies at the University of Ottawa. He wrote, “Ultimately, man
should not ask what the meaning of life is, but rather he must recognize that it is he who is
asked. In a word, each man is questioned by life; and he can only answer to life by answering
for his own life; to life he can only respond by being responsible” (p. 131). | became deeply
interested in the individual and the unique strengths they can offer to society.

After earning my master’s degree, | began my teaching and counselling career in the
public and private school systems in schools in Manitoba, Nova Scotia, and Ontario. A
particular highlight was my position as a guidance counsellor at Caledonia Junior High School
in Dartmouth, Nova Scotia. The school had an incredible leader, Principal Edy Guy Francois,
who had a strong vision for the school. Caledonia Junior High experienced significant issues
related to race relations combined with a very clear divide in socio-economic status. For a year,
the National Film Board’s documentary Waging Peace was filmed in the school (Maclnnes,
1998). Safety was a real concern for many of the students, and at one point, the Canadian
Armed Forces was called into the school. My role at the school—an experience | will never
forget—included helping to support a peer mediation and conflict resolution program where
students developed skills to collaborate to solve their own problems.

Another deeply rewarding experience was working at a school in Toronto, Ontario,
where ten different translators were needed for parent/teacher interviews due to the number of
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English-as-Additional-Language learners. At this school, | taught two twelve-year-old girls who
had moved to Canada from Afghanistan. Until moving to Canada, they had lived under Taliban
rule and been denied the right to formal education.

| also had the opportunity to spend a number of years at home with my three children
after they were born. My passion for teaching shifted into a passion for building community for
my children. | became more acutely and personally aware of the inequality of opportunity
presented to many children and youth in Canada. During that time, | became involved with
organizations and activities that promoted opportunities for children and helped develop a sense
of community. This often took shape through fundraisers. One example of such a fundraiser
was an “Amazing Race” that | organized with my son’s kindergarten class, through which the
children raised enough funds to send 350 students living in India to school for one year.

When my youngest daughter started school, | returned to teaching. | taught Grade 2
(ages 6 and 7) at a school in Winnipeg. To say | was shocked at the poverty my students were
experiencing would be an understatement. Basic needs such as food, clothing, and shelter were
a constant concern. Yet my students came to school and throughout the course of any day
showed snapshots of greatness. The majority of my students were on Individualized Education
Plans, which meant they were working at least one full year below grade-level expectations.

For me, many questions arose, including: What did this mean? How and why were we
grading elementary school students? What did my colleagues think? How were we responding
to this information? And on a more personal level, how was | to respond? It was then | began
contemplating returning to university to pursue answers to these unresolved questions.

Outline of the Study

Chapter One examines the social context of this study—Winnipeg elementary schools.
In particular, the chapter explores four current and urgent issues in elementary classrooms:
inequities faced by Indigenous children, refugee children, issues related to gender and sexuality,
and children affected by the barrier of poverty.

Chapter Two outlines the four assumptions of the study. These assumptions were not
used to hypothesize. Rather, the assumptions cast a light on overarching broad frames of
discourse. The four assumptions are connected to peace and building a culture of peace.
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Chapter Three serves as an integrated critical literature review. The intention of this
study was not to prove a particular theory or thought pattern. The literature in this chapter is
drawn from cross-curricular scholarship in the fields of Peace and Conflict Studies, Education,
Indigenous Studies and Sociology. It highlights the importance of the everyday lived
experiences of the people in the education system. The social environment is impactful, and the
specific context cannot be devalued.

Chapter Four outlines the methodology used in this study. This qualitative study used in-
depth interviews as a means of collecting data. Further, I drew on a phenomenological approach
and atheoretical constructivist grounded theory approach to understand how Winnipeg
elementary school teachers think about and define their everyday work. Examining some of the
data through the lens of institutional ethnography could also serve as a means of evaluating the
data.

The next chapters discuss the study’s findings. Chapter Five examines the challenges
that Winnipeg elementary school teachers face in their daily work, including security, lack of
resources, negative workplace culture, lack of professional training, and frustration with
assessment.

Chapter Six calls attention to the strategies and processes teachers identified as
supportive to their everyday work. Some of the strategies that Winnipeg elementary school
teachers have highlighted as a pedagogical blueprint that serves their work include: (a) the value
of individual agency; (b) working with multiple intelligences and different perspectives; (c)
taking social and emotional needs into account; (d) adopting a growth mindset; and (e) the
pivotal role of leadership in early years education.

Chapter Seven is dedicated to the overarching importance of relationships. Throughout
all of the interviews, relationships were a theme continuously revisited by participants as a
fundamental building block in the early education of young people.

Chapter Eight works to understand the narratives of Winnipeg’s early elementary school
teachers. The chapter provides an overview of the findings presented in Chapters Five, Six and
Seven. The chapter highlights a context of lack upon lack, including challenges that are beyond
teachers’ control. Life-giving processes and strategies within teachers’ control are also
highlighted. These processes are humanizing and connected to cooperation and empathy. If
power is related to empathy, this study shows that teachers are finding incredible means to
navigate power in Winnipeg elementary school classrooms.
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Teachers are frontline workers in the complex education system. In other words,
teachers are direct participants in the system, and they are experts due to their lived experiences.
How they think about and define their everyday work is valuable and important knowledge.
Elementary school children are spending up to eight hours of their day with their teacher.

Accordingly, teachers are uniquely positioned to support transformative work with all children.
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CHAPTER 1: CONTEXT

Introduction

Report cards have been handed out, and | am preparing to welcome parents into my
classroom to discuss their child s progress. This will be my first-time meeting many of the
parents or guardians of my six- and seven-year-old students. | often wonder why this is the
case. Our report cards include an individual grading scale with a comment section for each
subject area. | spent many hours writing each report card.

Rose, Adam’s mother, is the first parent to arrive. | am happy to have the opportunity to
meet Rose. We have approximately fifteen minutes together. Rose tells me a little about herself.
She is a single mother of three boys. Currently, she works three jobs. She is very apologetic that
she has not had the time to work with her son on his schoolwork. My turn is next. | explain that
Adam is not meeting grade-level expectations in reading. | offer suggestions for our next course
of action. Rose begins to cry.

I notice that | am upset, too. | have many questions. How does this assessment correlate
to what | know about reading and learning to read? How is this assessment and encounter

supportive to Adam and Rose?

This vignette is another snapshot from my time teaching elementary students at a
Winnipeg elementary school. | was deeply uncomfortable meeting this parent for the first time
to share with her that her son was not meeting the requirements of the school system. | have
many similar memories and stories, and these experiences have given me pause to question
elementary school education. How is elementary education impacted by its social context, and
how in turn does it respond to social contexts?

There is an essential exchange between an individual and the society in which they live.
As Miriam Greenspan (2003) described, “we live in the world, and the world lives in us” (p.
38). The public elementary education system in Manitoba is located in a specific social and
cultural context. The social and cultural experiences affecting elementary education in Manitoba
are a critical area of study.

To narrow this broad topic, this thesis has focused on four current and urgent human
rights issues facing elementary education in Manitoba—specifically, the inequalities faced by
Indigenous children, refugee children, issues related to gender and sexuality, and children
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affected by the barrier of poverty. In this chapter, | examine these four critical issues generally,
then in the Canadian context, and finally focus more specifically on the Manitoba context.
These groups have been highlighted because of their participation in the education system and
in society more broadly. The chapter concludes by highlighting the importance of equity in
Manitoba’s complex educational system.

Note: The COVID-19 Pandemic

The majority of the research and writing for this thesis took place during the past two
years. In December 2019, the World Health Organization (2022) declared a public emergency
of international concern. The COVID-19 pandemic has reinforced that we live in a global
village. With hundreds of millions of cases of COVID-19 reported worldwide during the last
two years, this pandemic has not only caused illness and death, but also great social and
economic impact (Statistics Canada, 2022). It has been called a “tale of two pandemics—the
rich and the poor” (Zuber, 2022). There are people who can afford to protect themselves, and
people who cannot.

In 2021, according to Statistics Canada (2022), one quarter of Canadians reported
experiencing high levels of stress most days. These rates were higher among people living with
children under the age of 15. Further, Statistics Canada has highlighted that the COVID-19
pandemic will change the demographic makeup of Canada due in part to increased deaths,
decreased immigration and delayed family planning. This could impact the school context.

The COVID-19 pandemic affected Winnipeg schools. Winnipeg schools were mandated
to follow provincial COVID-19 policies and procedures including social distancing, disinfecting
surfaces, and wearing masks. At times, schools were closed, and remote learning was in place.
COVID-19 impacted how teachers did their work. However, these interviews took place at the
beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic. All the teacher participants clarified that their response
reflected their experiences to date.

Teachers experienced significant stress over and above the normal challenges during this
time. All the interviews for this study were completed on Zoom due to the COVID-19
pandemic. In-person interviews were not an option. Zoom interviews were conducted at the
beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic and participants clarified the context.
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Indigenous Children

The global context

Throughout the world, Indigenous peoples are involved in constant struggles to gain
rights. Indigenous peoples have faced widespread oppression, assimilation practices and
violence (United Nations, 2019). The United Nations Indigenous Forum has been mandated to
work with Indigenous peoples’ issues, and the rights of Indigenous peoples (United Nations,
2019). Specifically, the mandate of the Forum is to work with issues related to economic and
social development, culture, the environment, education, health and human rights. The United
Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples is a critical document for actualizing
the rights of Indigenous Peoples in all regions of the world.

Although not declared by the Canadian Federal Government, there has been a cultural
genocide in Canada. In the book A knock on the door: The essential history of residential
schools (Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, et al., 2016), Phil Fontaine defined
cultural genocide as the “Destruction of those structures and practices that allow the group to
continue as a group. States that engage in cultural genocide set out to destroy the political and
social institutions of the targeted group” (p. 3). The Truth and Reconciliation Commission
(TRC) took six years to investigate the legacy of residential schools. After hearing the stories
and experiences of 6,750 residential school survivors, the TRC proposed ninety-four calls to
action and called on Canadians in all institutions and jurisdictions to take up these calls to
action (Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada et al., 2016).

Colonization, the intergenerational impact of the residential school system, and practices
such as the Sixties Scoop, during which Indigenous children were taken from their families and
placed in foster homes or put up for adoption, have resulted in long-term negative effects for
Indigenous families (Manitoba Task Force on Educational Outcomes of Children in Care,
2016). Throughout Canada, Indigenous children are significantly over-represented in care.
According to the 2016 census data, Indigenous children represent 52.2% of children in foster
care but only 7.7% of the Canada’s child population (Government of Canada, 2019). This is a
national problem with deep historical roots (Manitoba Task Force on Educational Outcomes of
Children in Care, 2016).

Canadian teachers have inherited an education system at the forefront of assimilation.
Hon. Justice Murray Sinclair observed that education is the cause of this situation, but he also
noted that education is the solution (Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, et al.,
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2016). Reconciliation involves an understanding and deep acknowledgement of what existed
and what has been taken. Reconciliation also requires that Canadians never forget what was
allowed to happen to the most vulnerable people (Sinclair, 2021). Arguably, in many ways
today’s school system continues to reflect the past, rather than life at this historical moment.
Reflecting on his time as the chairman of the TRC, in an interview with CBC’s The
National, Hon. Justice Murray Sinclair (2021) observed that getting to the truth of the stories of
residential school was difficult and critical. However, moving towards reconciliation is going to
be even more difficult as it requires change in the attitudes and understandings of many
Canadians. Hon. Justice Sinclair remarked that reconciliation might be better understood as akin
to a situation of domestic abuse:
In terms of reconciliation, we should really think about this in terms of a domestic abuse
situation. Where the husband finally is caught after all these years of abusing, oppressing
his partner, denying rights, taking away the kids, convincing her that everything that’s
wrong is her fault. That there’s something wrong with her - there’s nothing wrong with
him. That she’s a lesser human being and he’s a perfect human being. And then suddenly
we catch him and all of those lies and he says, “Oh - OK, sorry. Now let’s get over this
and let’s move on.” Reconciliation is not that easy, but from his perspective, it is that
easy. From the perspective of the victim of all this it’s about what are you doing to
change the way you do things? What are you doing about your attitude? What are you
doing about your behaviour? How do | know that you’re not gonna keep doing this
because | see you keep doing this. | see that you haven’t given up an ounce of your
power. You haven’t given up any of the laws and any of the changes and of the
authorities that you feel you have. You still control all the bank accounts. You still have
control over money, you control everything in the relationship, and you haven’t changed

a bit. And your thinking is just as bad as it used to be. And that’s the kind of situation that
we see out there. (2021)

Reconciliation is an important space between realism and transformation (Lederach, 2010).

Forgetting and phrases such as, “move on” are not the shorthand for reconciliation. Rather, the

history of the situation must be deeply understood before resolution can be found.

Inequities faced by Indigenous Children in Canada

On May 27, 2021, it was announced that the remains of 215 children, some as young as
three years old, were found at a former residential school site in Kamloops, British Columbia,
on the Tk’emlups te Secwepemc First Nation (Dickson & Watson, 2021). This was the first
official notice of graves found that was brought to the public’s attention. Chief Rosanne Casimir

(2021) described how families had heard stories of young children running away from the
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residential school, as well as stories of deaths and burials in unmarked graves. Hon. Justice

Murray Sinclair (2021) shared:
We have hundreds and thousands of young Indigenous children who died in these
schools. Some of them brutally, some of them at the hands of priests and nuns and people
who worked in the schools. And we need to understand that the parents and families of
those children were unaware of what happened, totally. They aren’t even sure that any of
these children are connected to them. So there’s a lot of work that is going to need to be
done. We had a set of calls to action in our report in which we talked about this being a
very serious question that still bears investigation. We were denied the right to investigate
that in the TRC. We think it still merits investigation, and until it’s resolved, it’s not

going to be possible for us to achieve the relationship that we want to have with each
other.

Weeks later, the Cowessess First Nation shared the discovery of another 751 unmarked graves
(Pruden et al., 2021). Many First Nations across the country have started investigating the sites
of former residential schools. The discovery of unmarked graves at former residential school
sites have continued to be located (Deer, 2021). Although communities have been discussing
mass grave sites for generations, having numbers has ignited a national dialogue (Deer, 2021).
Indeed, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (2015) estimated that many thousands of
children died while attending residential schools.

As Canada became a country, the settler peoples worked to replace Indigenous peoples’
educational practices with hegemonic interests and authoritative discourses, guided by the
settler assumption was that Indigenous culture was inferior to European culture (Baldwin,
2008). The Canadian federal policy of assimilation and residential schools is a tragic example of
an attempt to destroy Indigenous culture and society. Children were sent to residential schools
to break the parental attachment (Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada et al., 2016).
Assimilation and residential schooling go beyond examples of power imbalances—they
represent ideologies such as “manifest destiny,” “terra nullis,” and white supremacist notions of
racial categories that underlie the power imbalance. This has led to destruction of culture,
language, customs, wisdom, and traditional knowledge, and caused death, poverty, illness,
violence, and much suffering amongst Indigenous peoples.

In the history of the Canadian education system, the theme of power is evident.
Education was a privilege directly linked to social class (Baldwin, 2008). Segregation was
found in the Canadian education system dating back to the mid-1600s, when First Nations and
French students were taught separately. Traditionally, teachers were single women who were

willing to accept low pay and more likely to stay in their positions (Baldwin, 2008). Further,
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competition has been embedded into the structure of Canadian schools. As will be discussed in
this thesis, hierarchical social relations as well as unequal access to power work to deny many
people equal participation in the education system.

Marie Battiste (2009) described how an Indigenous renaissance has helped to
deconstruct Eurocentric views of Indigenous peoples and their knowledge systems, and the
ways that Indigenous knowledge is necessary for both Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples.
Marlene Atleo and Laara Fitznor (2010) highlighted that Indigenous children’s success is
preceded by early life experiences based in language and cultural contexts. Decolonizing
internal dialogue precedes recognizing, reclaiming, and revitalizing work (Atleo & Fitznor,
2010). Indeed, strategies proven to improve educational outcomes for Indigenous students
include relationship-based pedagogy that builds and repairs relationships, classrooms that are
student-focused, that give both feed-forward (a one-on-one process to restore relationship) and
feedback to students, and that highlight culture, as well as Indigenous participation in school
administration and leadership (Papp, 2016).

Relationship-building is essential for the healthy development of Indigenous children,
and all children (Rahman, 2013). Gregory Cajete (2010) argued that an “ecology of Indigenous
education” is necessary to explore a new kind of educational consciousness that includes deep
ecological orientations, something that is becoming increasingly critical with the global
ecological crisis. Cajete has highlighted that key questions in this quest include “what has been
lost and what has been gained by participating in a system of education that does not stem from,
or really honor, our unique Indigenous perspectives?” and “how can we re-vision and establish
once again the ‘ecology of education’ that guided tribal societies?” (p. 1132). Cajete explained
that a collective response is needed to these questions.

Inequities Faced by Indigenous Children in Manitoba

The population of Manitoba is approximately 1.3 million people, over half of whom live
in Winnipeg. According to the Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives, Indigenous peoples
represent 17% of Manitoba’s population (Zerbe, 2016). The median age of First Nations people
in Manitoba is 21. There is an expected 2.67% population growth rate for First Nations peoples
in the province, which is significantly higher than Manitoba’s overall growth rate of
1.7%(Zerbe, 2016).

On October 12, 2017, a Globe and Mail headline read, “Manitoba vows to reduce
number of Indigenous Children in Care” (Lambert, 2017). The article highlighted that the
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number of children living in care in Manitoba has nearly doubled in the last decade. Although
Indigenous children represent 26% of the child population in Manitoba, they represent 90% of
the children placed in the care of Child and Family Services (Brownell et al., 2015). This
overrepresentation has been attributed to the historical effects of colonization and the
intergenerational impacts of the residential school system.

Research has shown that Indigenous children are more likely than non-Indigenous
children to enter care in their first year of life (Manitoba Task Force on Educational Outcomes
of Children in Care, 2016). This is striking since children who enter care at a younger age are
more likely to stay in care over a long period. Only 47% of the children in care are ready to
enter school at the typical age, and only 33% of the children in care graduate from high school
(Manitoba Task Force on Educational Outcomes of Children in Care, 2016). It is important that
attention is paid to the language of the child welfare system. The institutional language of,
“child in care,” could sound as if this is a good place for children. Arguably, some folks might
say this institutional care is like the 1960’s scoop.

The disadvantages for children in care start before they even begin school (Manitoba
Task Force on Educational Outcomes of Children in Care, 2016). Further, Forsman and
Vinnerljung (2012) have pointed to the concerning absence of research for educational
programming for Indigenous children in care, particularly since there are many questions
around whether the current educational system allows for children in care to be successful.
Children in care often have disrupted educational experiences for a variety of reasons (Brownell
et al., 2015). Considering their complex needs, research has shown that children in care often
have inadequate resources (Manser, 2007). Further, the Manitoba Task Force on Educational
Outcomes of Children in Care (2016) showed that multi-service and sustainable early
intervention are critical in supporting the educational outcomes of all learners.

Although there is a general absence of research on programming for children in care,
positive results have been noted in areas where programming was available (Forsman &
Vinnerljung, 2012). Such programs included group tutoring, teacher volunteer tutoring
programs, and reading intervention programming. Further, individualized programming led to
greater positive outcomes for children in care (Tordon et al., 2014).

Research has also demonstrated that trauma-sensitive practices in schools, self-
regulation training for the parents and caregivers of preschool-aged children, and programs

aimed at school stability can be key factors for improving educational outcomes (National
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Working Group on Foster Care and Education, 2014). Self-regulated adults are vital to the
healthy development of children as they support self-regulation through an interactive process
called co-regulation (Perry, 2021). Self-regulation is recognized as foundational in promoting
well-being across lifespan (Perry, 2021).

Refugee Children

The global context

The world cannot be understood only in terms of provincial or national interests. A truly
global village must recognize international interests as being of primary importance
(Mirbagheri, 2000). International relations can be viewed through a “cobweb model” of
interactions between many actors (Burton, 1990). Wallerstein (2004) has argued that the world
consists of interconnected social realities made up of nations, households, classes, and identity
groups. The current world system features inconceivable gaps between states and people. Food
security, energy access, and technological advances expose deep inequalities in the world
(United Nations, 2014). There is a significant imbalance of power between the countries in the
Global North and the Global South which has been described as the consequence of unequal
relationships (Wallerstein, 2004).

The United Nations (UN), which acts as an overarching global institution, is based on
strong principles of inclusion and cooperation. The UN can act as a strong agent for developing
information-rich institutions. For example, in 1951, in response to the world’s failure to protect
Jewish refugees during World War 11, the United Nations Convention on the Status of Refugees
defined the term “refugee” and outlined the rights of refugees along with the obligations of
nation states to protect them (UNHCR, 2017). The UN is predicting hundreds of millions of
refugees due to climate change which is the defining crisis of our time (UNHCR, 2020).

According to the United Nations Refugee Agency (UNHCR), half of the world’s
refugees are children (UNHCR, 2017). Millions of children have been described as living
targets, and have been Killed, seriously injured, permanently disabled, and forced to witness
atrocious acts (Machel, 2003). Children are also victims of genocide, sexual violence, hunger,
disease, and have been exploited as combatants. Millions of children have been forced to flee
their homes, and many have been separated from their families, parents, and caregivers. These
children separated from adults face an increased risk of rape, sexual humiliation, prostitution,
and other forms of gender-based violence in societies affected by the chaos of war (Machel,
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2003). The impact of climate change, particularly on the most vulnerable countries will increase
this suffering and hardship (UNHCR, 2022).

In 2009, the United Nations Security Council (2009) drew up a resolution concerning
children and armed conflict, which affirmed a framework for protecting children affected by
armed conflict. The resolution stressed the need for systemic dialogue between the UN and
national governments over requirements to provide protection and relief to children. The United
Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (2012) and the UNHCR’s Executive Committee
Conclusion on Children at Risk (2007) are also important documents that identify the

importance of protecting children all over the world (United Nations Refugee Agency, 2017).

Refugees in Canada

Refugees come to Canada disproportionately from countries in the Global South (Matas,
2015). Since refugees have been forced to leave their country of origin due to persecution
and/or fear for their lives, they arrive in Canada through a very different process than people
seeking immigration to Canada (Government of Canada, 2018). The Canadian Refugee
Protection Program offer two routes to claiming refugee status: the Refugee and Humanitarian
Resettlement Program and the In-Canada Asylum Program (Government of Canada, 2018).
Under the Refugee and Humanitarian Resettlement Program, UNHCR as well as private group
sponsors are responsible for identifying refugees for resettlement. Meanwhile, the In-Canada
Asylum Program is for people who arrive in Canada seeking protection based on a fear of
persecution or are at risk of torture or cruel punishment in their home countries (Government of
Canada, 2018).

In 2016, Canada resettled 46,700 refugees, with Syria, Eritrea, Iraq, Congo, and
Afghanistan listed as the top five countries of origin (UNHCR, 2018). Canada’s current rate of
acceptance for asylum seekers is the highest it has been in almost thirty years (Immigration and
Refugee Board of Canada, 2018). Over the last four decades, Canada welcomed approximately
700,000 refugees (UNHCR, 2018). Between January 2013 and September 2017 alone, almost
90,000 asylum claim decisions were made (Immigration and Refugee Board of Canada, 2018).
Further, a total of 23,577 claims for refugee protection from irregular border crossing were
made from February 2017 to March 2018.

According to immigration and human rights lawyer David Matas (2015), supporting
refugees is an intimidating task. Language barriers, cultural differences, and a failure to

understand their stories and the broader stories of what was happening in their home countries
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are some of the major barriers. Matas observed, “protecting refugees means helping people who
need help... the judgment Canada makes about refugees, in the end, is a judgment Canadians

make about ourselves” (p. 156).

Refugees in Manitoba

Many refugees have been resettled in Manitoba. For example, between November 4,
2015, and August 7, 2016, Manitoba welcomed 1,100 Syrian refugees (Statistics Canada, 2016).
Manitoba settled 6% of government-sponsored refugees, while approximately 22% of privately
sponsored refugees settled in the province (Manitoba Labour and Immigration, 2015).

On February 7, 2017, a Huffington Post (2017) headline read, “Refugees Fleeing U.S.
Making Long, Cold Trek to Manitoba,” after former U.S. President Donald Trump signed an
executive order to ban citizens from seven Muslim-majority countries. Another headline from
the same time period read, “Surge of refugee claimants in Manitoba Border Town Prompts
Temporary Shelter” (CTV News, 2017).

The Government of Manitoba has produced several documents geared towards teachers
to help meet the psychosocial and educational needs of refugee and war-affected children.
Several of these include comprehensive bibliographies, including: War-Affected Children: A
Comprehensive Bibliography, Life After War: Education as a Healing Process for Refugee and
War-Affected Children, and Life After War: Professional Development, Agencies, and
Community Supports (Manitoba Education and Training, 2012). Topics highlighted in these
documents include effective programming, educational needs and issues, resiliency, and cultural
diversity. A question that requires asking is whether and how these resources translate into
improving the experiences of refugee children in Manitoba schools.

Jan Stewart (2011) has done extensive research in supporting refugee children in the
educational system. According to Stewart, “the reality is that schools are, for the most part,
failing these children and contributing to their marginalization in society” (p. 8). While Stewart
has advocated that education has the potential to be a constructive motor of change, she argued
the problem must be recognized and understood in its complexities within the larger social
structure and then addressed through conscious action. Accordingly, Stewart has presented an
ecological theory that highlighted the necessity of collaboration between schools and
community organizations to address the complex needs of children from refugee backgrounds.
While she commented on some good programs, Stewart observed that overall, more support is
needed to avoid risks associated with trauma. In an interview with CBC News, Stewart noted
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that “Integration is a two-way process. It’s not just the refugees fitting into Canada. It’s what are
Canadians willing to do to put the effort forward to really make a difference for these kids”
(Dufresne, 2015).

Matthew Fast (2017) has highlighted the importance of research on the challenges faced
by refugee children in his book Finding their Way Again: The Experiences of Gang-Affected
Refugee Youth. According to Fast, it is imperative to listen to the lived experiences and stories
of refugee children and youth in order to address the ongoing violence experienced by these
children. Fast’s study identified numerous issues facing refugee children and youth, including
challenges in school, with peer groups, in families, and with law enforcement. He urged
organizations to work in collaborative, coordinated ways to meet the needs of refugee youth
(Fast, 2017). Further, the need to address trauma is critical. Multi-track conflict intervention,
including early prevention programs for newly arrived refugees, could be beneficial (Diamond
& McDonald, 1996). Ethnic communities can also play a key role in providing a sense of
belonging and cultural identity for refugee youth (Fast, 2017).

An example of successful programming for refugee students can be found in
storytelling. Winnipeg teacher Marc Kuly organized an after-school, noncredit storytelling class
for approximately twenty-four of his students (Levin, 2011). Students were from many different
ethnic groups, including refugees from war-torn countries such as Sierra Leone, Sudan, and
Afghanistan. With Kuly’s wise guidance, students in the class told their stories in constructive
ways to empathetic listeners. The listeners respectfully acknowledged each other’s pain. Kuly’s
storytelling class is available as a DVD that highlights collective responsibility and social
justice.

The Issues Related to Gender and Sexuality

The global context

Around the globe, gender equity has not been achieved (Grayling, 2022). In June 2022,
headlines around the world addressed the United States Supreme Court’s controversial decision
to overturn Roe v. Wade. This was a decision that saw the constitutional right for a woman to
have an abortion in the United States. In their dissent to the opinion of overturning Roe v.
Wade, three Supreme Court justices wrote, “After today, young women will come of age with
fewer rights than their mothers and grandmothers had” (NPR, 2022). Gender equality is

essential because women make up approximately half of the Earth’s population. To undervalue
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or deny half of the world’s human resources is shocking (Grayling, 2022). It is understandable
that gender equality is one of the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals which act as a
blueprint for prosperity and peace for people and the planet (United Nations, 2022).

Canada is known throughout the world for promoting the rights of the lesbian, gay,
bisexual, transgender, transsexual, queer, questioning, and 2-spirited (LGBTQ2) community.
The Charter of Rights and Freedoms protects the rights of all Canadians. Under the Criminal
Law Amendment Act, same-sex sexual activity has been legal since 1969 (Government of
Canada, 2018). Same-sex marriages became legal in 2005, and in 2017, “gender identity or
expression” was added to the Canadian Human Rights Act. On November 28, 2017, Prime
Minister Justin Trudeau issued a formal apology to the LGBTQ2 community of behalf of
Canadians. In his address, Trudeau (2017) shared, “To the members of the LGBTQ2
communities, young and old, here in Canada and around the world: You are loved, and we
support you.”

Egale Canada, an advocacy organization that works to advance equality for Canadian
LGBTQ?2 people and their families, has stressed the importance of understanding the
terminology used to specify a person’s gender and sexuality (Egale, 2022). The intention is not
that terms are used to label a person, but rather that the terms act as supportive functional
descriptors. Further, it is important that labels be self-selected by the person using those terms.
According to Egale’s (n.d.) comprehensive glossary, the term “gender” is “a system that
operates in a social context to classify people, often based on their assigned sex. In many
contexts this takes the form of a binary classification of either ‘man’ or ‘woman’; in other
contexts, this included a broader spectrum.” Meanwhile, terms such as sexuality, as well as
heterosexual, gay, lesbian, bisexual, asexual, and pansexual, are all related to attraction. The
broader term gender identity refers to “a person’s internal and individual experience of gender,”
while gender diverse refers to an individual whose gender expression differs from stereotypical
and cultural expectations based on their assigned sex and gender (Egale, n.d.). Different terms
apply to the fluidity of genders, including cisgender, transgender, trans man, trans woman,
gender fluidity, gender queer and transition.

LGBTQ?2 people are persecuted in many countries around the world. This includes the
United States where states are starting to implement law criminalizing transgender
reassignments and parents who facilitate this for their children (Turban et al., 2021).
Worldwide, the LGTBQ2 community struggle to protect their human rights including
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harassment, arrest, discrimination, and violence based on their gender identity and sexual
orientation. Homosexuality continues to be illegal in seventy countries (Grayling, 2022).

Issues and experiences related to gender continue to affect people worldwide. For
example, a United Nations (2016) study identified that 43% of the world’s poorest people live
in regions affected by climate change or conflict—70% of whom are women and children. On
average the women surveyed in this UN study performed 80 hours per week in unpaid care
work.

Gender and sexuality issues in Canada

Issues related to gender and sexuality affect many Canadians. Canadian women are
more likely than men to live in poverty. In 2004, 37% of Manitoban single female parents were
living on low income (Government of Manitoba, 2007). Women also continue to be
underrepresented in the fields of science, technology, engineering, mathematics, and computer
sciences. In 2011, women aged 25-34 represented only 23% of graduates from engineering and
30% of graduates from computer science and mathematics programs (Hango, 2013).

In Canada, one in five LGBTQ2 students has reported being physically harassed (Egale,
2022). There are more than 6,000 homeless LGTBQ2 youth in Canada. LGTBQ2 youth are also
fourteen times more at risk of suicide and substance abuse compared to other youth, with thirty-
three percent of LGBTQ?2 youth having attempted suicide (Egale, 2022).

A Canadian study reported that many trans- and gender-diverse students do not feel safe
at school (Taylor et al., 2011). According to Every Class in Every School: First National
Climate Survey on Homophobia, Biphobia, and Transphobia in Canadian Schools, 90% of trans
youth heard and experienced transphobic comments daily. Further, 44% of trans students
reported feeling unsafe at school and were likely to miss school. Meanwhile, this same study
found that almost all educators considered their schools to be safe for LGBTQ2 students.
However, trans- and gender-diverse youth have poorer educational outcomes and reported
feeling less connection to their schools (Taylor et al., 2011).

The Second National Climate Survey included an examination of the school-based
experiences of 2SLGBTQ young people in Grade 8 or higher (Peter et al., 2021). It found that
64% of students reported hearing homophobic comments daily or weekly at school. Further,
57% of trans students had been targets of mean rumors or lies, and 79% of trans students who
had been the victims of physical harassment reported that teachers and school staff were

ineffective in addressing transphobic harassment. The study highlighted that harassment
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happens in compounding ways, which must be understood and addressed. For example, students
were targeted for their racialized and sexual gender identities, with approximately 77% of
Indigenous 2SLGBTQ students reporting being harassed at school in the year leading up to the
survey (Peter et al., 2021).

Gender and sexuality issues in Manitoba

LGBTQ2+ Canadians are disproportionately affected by violence (Statistics Canada,
2018). However, experiences across the country vary. Statistics Canada (2016) has revealed that
people living in Manitoba, Saskatchewan or Alberta are less likely than Canadians elsewhere to
know a person who identifies as LGTBQ2+. They are also less likely to have someone in their
family who identifies as LGTBQ2+. These three provinces are also the least supportive of
same-sex marriages.

In working with gender and sexuality issues in elementary school across Canada,
geographical context is important. For example, in Manitoba, educators who taught in urban
schools were more likely to report their schools as being safe spaces for lesbian, gay and
bisexual (LGB) students than educators in more remote areas (Taylor et al., 2015). Urban
schools in Manitoba were found to be more likely to have LGBT policy interventions (Taylor et
al., 2011). In Taylor et al.’s (2015) study, 74% of LGB students in Manitoba reported feeling
safe at school, while only 56% of transgender students reported feeling safe at school.

School administrators want policies designed to support LGBTQ students (Taylor et al.,
2011), and Manitoba does have many resources for LGBTQ students. These include the
Rainbow Resource Centre, Diversity Essentials, Trans Manitoba, and Klinic Community Health
Centre. Manitoba Education and Training (2017) also published Supporting Transgendered and
Gender Diverse Students in Manitoba Schools, the primary purpose of which is to highlight
teachers’ and administrators’ collective participation in creating and sustaining safe and

supportive schools.

Children Affected by the Barrier of Poverty

The global context

The current world system features deep and drastic inequalities in areas such as food
security, technology access, energy access, and the effects of climate change (United Nations,
2014). The richest one percent of people in the world control 50 percent of the world’s wealth
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(Russell, 2015). Meanwhile, according to the World Bank (2015), approximately 902 million
people live in extreme poverty, 67 percent of whom live in South Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa.
Global South countries disproportionately represent the world’s most impoverished
nations (UNCTAD, 2014). According to UNCTAD’s (2021) Least Developed Countries Report
2021, global structural transformation is necessary in the context of sustainable development.
Underdevelopment leads to conflict (MacGuinty & Williams, 2009). Currently, 85% of the least
developed countries (LDCs) are commodity dependent (UNCTAD, 2021). UNCTAD has also
recently reported on the ways the COVID-19 pandemic has exposed significant challenges to
the world’s most vulnerable people and the urgency of addressing the needs of LDCs:
A renewed and strengthened partnership for development cannot be disassociated from
the urgent need to reassert, as global priorities, the importance of LDC development and
of international support for it. This is a prerequisite towards giving a new lease of life to
the notion of fair differentiation in the special treatment of LDCs within the group of
developing countries. An authentic global partnership in support of LDCs goes well
beyond the moral commitment to “leave no one behind.” International support for
structural transformation in LDCs is not an act of charity in favour of the weakest
members of the international community. Ultimately, in an interdependent global
economy, it is an investment in systemic resilience, because developmental successes
among LDCs solidifies global systemic resilience. (pp. 120-121)
The North-South gap is considered a socio-economic and political divide and continues to be

one of the most pressing moral issues of today (Wallerstein, 2004).

Children affected by poverty in Canada

In developed countries, poverty is a relative notion (Grayling, 2022). Poverty is
prevalent in Canada. According to Campaign 2000 (2021), an anti-poverty coalition, nearly one
in five children or 19% of children live in poverty. Although there is no official poverty line in
Canada, Campaign 2000 has recommended that the Low-Income Measure After Tax be used as
Canada’s official poverty line. In 2017, approximately 1.2 million children were living in low-
income households, with younger children being the most affected (Statistics Canada, 2017).
According to Statistics Canada, in 2017, 18.3% of children under the age of one and 17.8% of
children under the age of six lived in a low-income household. The likelihood of living in a
low-income household rose with single parents. For example, 55.1 % of single-parent
households with three children were considered to be low-income households (Statistics
Canada, 2017).
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The Canadian federal government’s involvement is critical to reducing and preventing
poverty (Campaign 2000, 2021). The current Prime Minister of Canada, Justin Trudeau, has
declared that “Poverty is sexist” (Campaign 2000, 2016). In Canada, women working full-time
jobs earned only 72% of men’s annual income. Campaign 2000°s Report Card on Child and
Family Poverty in Canada has also linked the availability of childcare to women’s equitable
opportunities.

Until recently, Canada was one of the only wealthy countries that did not have a
universal early childhood education and care program. The federal government is working to
change that and is engaging in funding arrangements with most provinces to provide better
access to affordable childcare (Government of Canada, 2021). Early childhood education and
care programs have been found to be the most effective strategy in supporting families and
children (Campaign 2000, 2021). In 2016, Campaign 2000 (2016) flagged that there was only
enough space for 24% of children 0-5 in childcare, compared to 70% of working mothers.

Canada currently has a 7% unemployment rate (Campaign 2000, 2021). Almost one
million workers hold more than one job and 37% of children who live in poverty have one
parent who works full-time. A lack of affordable housing is an issue across the country, with an
estimated 235,000 Canadians experiencing homelessness. Further, hunger and inadequate
nutrition is a daily reality for approximately one million Canadian children (Campaign 2000,
2021).

Children affected by poverty in Manitoba

Manitoba has the highest number of children living in poverty in Canada (Campaign
2000, 2016). In Manitoba, one out of every 3.5 children live in poverty (Manitoba Child and
Family Poverty Report, 2016). Forty percent of Indigenous children in the province live in
poverty, and sixty percent of children living on reserves live in poverty. Poverty has a
significant impact on children’s health, development, and school readiness (Manitoba Child and
Family Poverty Report, 2016). Studies have found a strong correlation between a child’s
developmental health at school entry and their academic success by Grade 3 (Brownell et al.,
2015). Accordingly, improving school achievement involves improving socioeconomic status
and prenatal and parental circumstances.

In 2007, the Healthy Child Manitoba (HCM) Act was developed to guide the Healthy
Child Manitoba Strategy (Government of Manitoba, 2007). In 2012, the Manitoba Centre for
Health Policy published a report titled How Are Manitoba’s Children Doing (Brownell et al.,
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2012). This report concluded that children from lower socioeconomic backgrounds consistently
carry the burden of more illness, endure higher use of provincial health care and social services,
and have lower educational outcomes. Further, the report highlighted a strong correlation
between developmental health at a child’s school entry point and their outcomes for Grade 3
reading and numeracy assessments (Brownell et al., 2012).

According to Epstein (2001), parental involvement in education, both at home and
school, can influence students’ academic achievement and help develop positive attitudes
towards learning. Provincial governments have also recognized parental involvement as an
important factor in school performance (McKenna & Willms,1998). Many provinces require
schools, by law, to have parent councils. Parents from higher socio-economic conditions are
often more constructively involved in their children’s schools (Epstein et al., 2002). Parents’
socioeconomic status is also highly correlated with their children’s participation in post-
secondary education (Schaienks & Gluszynski, 2009).

There are many global and national policies that serve to outline participation in a
democratic society. Examples of these include The Universal Declaration of Human Rights and
The United Nations Declarations on the Rights of Indigenous People (United Nations, 2017). In
1991, Canada demonstrated a very important policy commitment to children by signing and
ratifying the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (How & Covell, 2003).

Many provinces also have strategies to ensure success for all learners. The Government
of Manitoba authored a poverty reduction strategy entitled All Aboard: Manitoba’s Poverty
Reduction and Social Inclusion Strategy (Government of Manitoba, 2012), as well as an
education strategy, Multicultural Education: A Policy for the 1990s (Government of Manitoba,
1990). These policies acknowledge the importance of preparing children for life in a diverse,
inclusive, and multicultural society. While these policies may inform educational leadership, it
is unclear how these policies translate into action,

Conclusion

Winnipeg elementary schools represent a unique context within Canada. Considerations
such as a colonial past and many newcomers to the province add to the complexity in schools.
This chapter has highlighted some of the current and urgent challenges facing Indigenous
children, refugee children, gender diverse and LGTBQ?2 children, and children living in poverty.
As described, children’s developmental trajectories are set early and are influenced by many
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factors, including parental health, individual health, family context, and socioeconomic
considerations (Brownell et al., 2012). Research has shown that improving educational
outcomes requires all of these factors to be addressed. The education system has been
challenged to examine what might work for children in the province. Manitoba children do not
need to be on a vulnerable path—alternatives are possible. Most importantly, the complexities
and challenges facing children need to be understood, which could contribute to the reduction of
inequalities, and expand human capacity.

A 2013 report by the independent, non-partisan organization People for Education
(2013), entitled Broader Measures of Success: Measuring What Matters in Education,
identified that literacy and numeracy have become the “shorthand” for identifying achievement
(p. 2). However, this report highlighted the importance of schools in developing the whole
child. Academic achievement, physical and mental health, social-emotional development,
creativity and innovation, citizenship, and democracy along with school climate were
highlighted in the report as significant dimensions of student learning (People for Education,
2013).

Equality means opportunity for all children. Equity, meanwhile, identifies that people
are positioned differently in society and need a fair chance to thrive and meet their full potential
(UNICEF, 2015). Equity requires cooperation for mutual and equal benefit (Galtung, 2012).
Human rights as outlined by the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948), are universal
rights which range from the most fundamental (the right to life) to those that make life worth
living (dignity, health, education and freedom). Exploring justice outside the realm of the
judicial court system provides a creative freedom to explore avenues for equity.

Michelle Fine (1992), whose work has played an important role in developing the use of
the participatory action research (PAR) framework within the field of education, has highlighted
that marginalized people and those who have experienced injustice have brilliant insights into
the origins and factors contributing to the injustices. Knowledge is rooted in social relations and
is powerful when it is put collaboratively into action (Fine, 1991). Stoudt, Fox, and Fine (2012)
observed that privilege has been ignored or separated from systems, structures and ideologies.
They argued that critical justice scholars must document the “social, psychological hinge of
privilege and oppression” (p. 188). Further, Fine (2012) identified that the challenge of social
justice research is to document the social dynamics of surviving, resisting, and transforming an
unequal global landscape.
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Because of their experiences and participation in the school system, teachers’ voices are
necessary in underst