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Overcoming Historical Factors that 
Block the Quest for Educational Equity 

in Canadian Schools
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Remedying school inequities in Canada requires actively confronting the challenges 
connected to Canada’s national identity and history. These challenges uphold histor-
ically rooted, ongoing inequities that are tied together by three themes: the legacy of 
colonialism and the displacement and resource acquisition that provided (and con-
tinues to provide) wealth for the ruling elite; enslaved and under/unpaid racialized/ 
migrant labor that built and continues to uphold the infrastructure of the nation- 
state; and the discourses of Canadian identity centered on the perceived “nice and 
polite” Canadian and the peaceful multicultural mosaic of its vast land. Any effort 
to fully understand and address educational projects for change in Canada must en-
gage with these three themes central to Canada’s identity.

In the mid-1990s, the Molson Canadian beer company introduced their I Am 
 Canadian campaign. In addition to the “I am Canadian” slogan, this long- 
standing campaign featured the “I am Canadian rant,” a popular ad launched 

in 2000. Delivered by Average Joe Canadian (or “Joe Canada” as he was known), 
personified by Canadian actor Jeff Douglas, and U.S. director Kevin Donovan, the 
rant is approximately one minute in length. It begins with Average Joe Canadian 
stepping onto a concert stage, set against a background of screens displaying im-
ages of the waving maple leaf on the Canadian flag. A young white man seemingly 
in his late twenties or early thirties, Joe is wearing faded blue jeans, a grey T-shirt, 
and a flannel grey plaid button-down shirt over it. His work boots echo through 
the theater as he steps across the stage and approaches the microphone. His boy-
ishly messy straight brown hair falls onto his brow toward his blue eyes (which 
we are made to notice through close-ups of his face). He begins his rant softly and 
tentatively over the microphone’s gently screeching feedback, but quickly picks 
up tempo and volume as he ends the rant at a climax with the declaration: “I. Am. 
Canadian!” The text of the rant in full is as follows, and the performance can eas-
ily be found online:1 
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Hey, I’m not a lumberjack, or a fur trader. . . . 
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any proposed remedies to inequities are shaped by the policies, stories, and narra-
tives that created those inequities. 

In his classic tome A National Crime: The Canadian Government and the Residen-
tial School System, 1879 to 1986, historian John Milloy recounts the early period 
of the establishment of the nation-state in 1867, during which Victorian-era 

politicians began an active campaign to address the “Indian problem” in Canada.7 
These proud Canadians believed it was their moral duty to bring Christianity and 
civilization to the Indigenous communities of the lands they were settling. The 
task of civilization took patriotic fervor, as Milloy writes, “In the case of Father 
Lacombe, Oblate missionary to the Blackfoot, for example, the ‘poor redman’s 
[sic] redemption physically and morally’ was ‘the dream of my days and nights.’”8 
Assimilation of Indigenous peoples became Canada’s official mission during the 
first term of Canada’s first prime minister Sir John A. MacDonald. He informed 
parliament of the national goal “to do away with the tribal system and assimi-
late the Indian [sic] people in all respects with the inhabitants of the Dominion, 
as speedily as they are fit to change.”9 In the coming decades, these benevolent 
Christians, guided by their faith, power, and sense of moral authority, created and 
enforced a systematic project of assimilation and civilization that can accurately 
be described as genocide.

Operating in Upper and Lower Canada (prior to confederacy) and then 
throughout the country, residential schools were run by Anglican, Methodist, and 
Catholic missionaries.10 There were day schools (industrial schools) and board-
ing schools. The earliest known residential schools opened in 1831, and the last 
was closed in 1996. Over 150,000 Indigenous children went through the residen-
tial school system, with mandatory attendance starting at age eight.11 Children 
were often forcibly taken from their home communities, their hair cut, their 
clothes changed, given new Christian names, and forbidden to speak their home 
languages or observe their spiritual ceremonies and traditions. The formal curric-
ulum at the schools was the bare minimum, focused mostly on reading and writ-
ing in English or French and on manual labor skills. By the 1930s, the goal of ed-
ucation was described simply as “Christian citizenship” achieved through “min-
gling with Canadians.”12 

The harsh punishments in residential schools combined with long periods 
of isolation from their families, recorded in historical accounts as well as in oral 
testimonies, have had an irreparable impact on Indigenous communities, and 
on Canada as a whole. Thousands of children died while in school and, with re-
cordkeeping woefully inadequate, the extent of the crimes of the schools, the 
churches, and political leaders involved remains unknown but continues to be re-
vealed. For example, unmarked graves are still being discovered through ground- 
penetrating LiDAR (light detection and ranging) technology used on the grounds 
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of former residential schools. As recently as January 2023, an estimated two thou-
sand graves were discovered on the Qu’Appelle Indian Residential School site on 
the Star Blanket Cree Nation in Saskatchewan.13Also in January 2023, 171 suspect-
ed graves were discovered by the Wauzhushk Onigum Nation at St. Mary’s Indi-
an Residential School in Ontario.14 In February 2023, seventeen suspected graves 
were found, with dozens more suspected, at the Alberni Indian Residential School 
by the Tseshaht First Nation in British Columbia.15 In April 2023, forty suspected 
graves were found by the Shíshálh Nation at the St. Augustine’s Indian Residential 
School site in British Columbia, with more graves suspected.16 In June 2023, Suck-
er Creek First Nation reported that eighty-eight suspected graves were discovered 
at St. Bruno’s Indian Residential School in northern Alberta.17

Some living residential school survivors still recount the atrocities they expe-
rienced and witnessed. In the face of this profoundly sobering history, and in re-
sponse to the Indian Residential Schools Settlement Agreement, the Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission (TRC) was formed in 2008. The work of the commis-
sion, which concluded in 2015, was to document the full history of the era of res-
idential schooling in Canada. In 2008, the prime minister, on behalf of the gov-
ernment of Canada, offered a formal apology for the residential school system. 
Resulting from the challenging political, cultural, geographical, and bureaucratic 
landscape within which the commission did its work, some outcomes had pro-
found impacts on equity initiatives in schools across Canada. First among these 
impacts, the commission documented residential school survivor testimonies 
and established a database of publicly available resources hosted by the National 
Centre for Truth and Reconciliation (NCTR) at the University of Manitoba. The 
NCTR website features information (such as information about the National Ad-
visory Committee on Residential Schools Missing Children and Unmarked Buri-
als) for survivors and also community members who are directly living with the 
ongoing effects of the residential schools era.18 The NCTR also hosts curricular 
resources and pedagogical support offerings, such as workshops for educators to 
teach about the era of residential schools in an informed way. While educators 
have access to the archives at any time, there is a call to focus on this work during 
the last week of September, marked by the National Day for Truth and Reconcili-
ation, a federal statutory day on September 30, established in 2021.

Second among the Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s major contribu-
tions to advancing equity in schooling is its Calls to Action, comprising ninety- 
four recommendations resulting from the commission’s gathering of testimony 
and study.19 The power of the calls is in their specificity and precision across a 
multitude of Canadian institutions (from schooling to health care to the criminal 
justice system).20 They offer specific recommendations that many schools (across 
K–12 and higher education) have begun to act on. Calls 62–65 focus specifically on 
schooling, for example: 
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We call upon the federal, provincial, and territorial governments, in consultation and collabora-
tion with Survivors, Aboriginal peoples, and educator to: 

Make age-appropriate curriculum on residential schools, Treaties, and Aboriginal peoples’ histor-
ical and contemporary contributions to Canada a mandatory education requirement for Kinder-
garten to Grade Twelve students. 

Provide the necessary funding to post-secondary institutions to educate teachers on how to inte-
grate Indigenous knowledge and teaching methods into classrooms. 

Provide the necessary funding to Aboriginal schools to utilize Indigenous knowledge and teaching 
methods in classrooms. 

Establish senior-level positions in government at the assistant deputy minister level or higher ded-
icated to Aboriginal content in education. 

The Calls to Action have reverberated throughout the Canadian education 
landscape, although they are not without challenges. For example, in the context 
of teacher education, the challenges are not just about the difficulties of dissemi-
nating knowledge about colonialism, but also involve examining how teacher ed-
ucation programs (and universities in general) have been ideologically structured. 
As Aboriginal education scholar Lyn Daniels and colleagues explain: 

For those working in the field of teacher education who have begun the complex pro-
cess of (re)positioning themselves in relation to the Calls to Action issued in the Truth 
and Reconciliation Commission’s Final Report (Truth and Reconciliation Commis-
sion of Canada [TRC], 2015), it has become clear that they present much more than 
just an informational problem. . . . For the most part, the philosophies and knowledge 
systems that undergird [most mainstream teacher education programs operating in 
Canada] are not capable of providing meaningful guidance on how to respond to the 
challenges of Truth and Reconciliation with Indigenous peoples. If teacher education 
programs in Canada continue to rely on existing dominant knowledge systems and 
governing structures to respond to the Calls to Action, they will fail to address them 
with the spirit and intent with which they were issued. There will be no cultural chang-
es to teacher education programs unless they undergo significant structural changes 
that will allow Indigenous and Canadian people and peoples to walk alongside each 
other as equals. This idea of change also applies to universities more broadly.21 

This need for a “culture change” points to the deeper, structural matters related 
to the “how we do” Canada and the work involved in addressing those depths. In 
other words, a simple knowledge transfer about colonialism is insufficient with-
out also restricting the existing knowledge systems built by that very colonialism, 
which appear and act as neutral ways of knowing. Regardless of these challenges, 
deeper shifts identified by advocates and the Calls to Action serve as an important 
service to educators seeking to advance equity in schooling. 
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While the facts and historical details of the residential school era con-
tinue to be discovered, studied, and taught, the impacts on schooling 
and the legacies of this period persist in Canadian schools. Stories of 

the residential school era must continue to form a part of both the school curricu-
lum and infrastructure critiques in Canada, but they are not the only stories about 
Canada’s national identity in Canadian schooling today. In fact, aspects of these 
stories were central to the development of the residential school system and con-
tinue to influence Indigenous students as well as a wider network of racialized stu-
dents of immigrant and settler ancestry. These stories include mythologies of the 
benevolent helper and the civilizing work of schooling. 

Education scholars in Canada, as in other nations, have studied the “benevo-
lent helper” story as it is manifested in school settings. Closely connected to the 
white savior character type in film and television–usually white women who self-
lessly work to save Indigenous, Black, and Peoples of Color (IBPOC) and youth 
from their culture, community, and the limiting life they are perceived as having– 
benevolent helpers enter the school environment as white savior teachers.22 These 
hero-savior characters draw on the same moral duty and relentless pursuit of the 
saving mission as Sir John A. MacDonald and the government ministers and 
agents of earlier Christian civilizing missions. Their spunk and the clarity of their 
purposes are not dissimilar to that personified by Average Joe Canadian. There is 
certainty in this vision, an almost innocent likeability. This likeability and spunk 
can serve to sanitize the problematic ideological infrastructure that shapes and 
imposes the benevolent helper’s desire to “help,” to “make better,” and to “civi-
lize” those kids who are seen to be in need. 

Most representations of these hero teachers (almost always white women) 
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Rights between 2019 and 2022. The executive summary of the committee’s report 
reads, in part: 

Canada has a long history of forced and coerced sterilization. For much of the 20th 
century, laws and government policies explicitly sought to reduce births in First Na-
tions, Métis and Inuit communities, Black communities, and among people with in-
tersecting vulnerabilities relating to poverty, race and disability. Though these explicit 
eugenic laws and policies have been repealed, the racist and discriminatory attitudes 
that gave rise to them are still present in Canadian society, and forced and coerced 
sterilization still occurs.26

Eugenics ideologies and their resultant practices–from forced sterilization to 
the determination of what constitutes intelligence and who has it–have tentacles 
reaching into the Canadian school landscape and equity initiatives to the present 
day. For example, the frameworks of what constitutes intelligence, and how edu-
cators name and assess it, shaped early assessments of intelligence and determi-
nations of which forms of schooling are available to which groups.27 Masquerad-
ing as neutral and scientific, standardized testing became all the rage in schooling 
across the spectrum.28 

While much of the presumed neutrality of these practices have been well cri-
tiqued, the foundational ideas of inferior and superior intelligence continue to 
map onto racialized students. In a review of international research on special edu-
cation and race, education scholars North Cooc and Elisheba W. Kiru report that 
disparities in special education representation resulting from historical inequi-
ties continue to impact Indigenous and racial minority students in Canada.29 In 
Toronto, Canada’s most racially diverse city, anecdotal evidence aligns with their 
findings. While the province of Ontario (which serves as the governmental au-
thority for the province’s school districts, including those in Toronto) does not 
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can also emerge in the elevation of either nonminoritized people as authorities on 
all subjects under study (including the experiences and histories of the minori-
tized) or people from minoritized groups who have gained access to the systems of 
power due to acclimation, choice, or other traits that “normalize” (and often also 
tokenize) them within slow- or no-shifting systems of power, and who are labeled 
as the one “good,” unoffensive, and palatable representative among their group. 

While no teacher would claim themselves as performing the role of the hero- 
savior on purpose, the behaviors of the “good white teacher” in the classroom 
are well theorized.32 Examples include the prevalence of a deficit discourse about 
 IBPOC students, the overreliance on “unfortunates” when tackling systemic soci-
etal oppressions in the nation’s history, and the foregrounding of nonminoritized 
peoples and those fluent in the culture of power and authority as holding the neces-
sary expertise and knowledge about the culture of authority to lead change.33 These 
are all familiar issues in teacher preparation and wider learning environments at 
many K–12 and higher education spaces in Canadian schooling.34 As education 
scholars Ardavan Eizadirad, Zuhra Abawi, and Andrew B. Campbell have pointed 
out, it is often white women administrators and school district leaders who deter-
mine the methods and contexts of antiracism education workshops and supports. 
Often, these in-vogue equity, diversity, and inclusion (EDI) events function as little 
more than a form of institutional image control.35 As Eizadirad, Abawi, and Camp-
bell put it, “diversity and equality work are about generating the right image and 
correcting the wrong one. Anti-racism in education is used as a framing device that 
allows for the racial order to remain intact by delinking anti-racism from its histor-
ical roots in anti-colonial, abolitionist, and anti-capitalist struggles.”36 

To engage with mainstreamed diversity and equity work in school settings, 
the politics and practices of image control and how the “right” image is corrected 
for within these institutional spaces (through actions we call “anti-racism educa-
tion” or “diversity and equity work”) must also be taken into account. Just as the 
institutional responses to the Truth and Reconciliation Commission can become 
tangled in the optics and image control of schools, universities, and governments 
working to “signal” their endorsement of and actions on the Calls to Action, the 
same pattern can occur in other educational endeavors (such as antiracism or EDI 
education) that lean on policy mandates or institutional need to demonstrate 
compliance, progress, or a progressive climate. While the path and policy pres-
sure to walk it can be clear, the means to do so remain in the usual hands. In other 
words, we sustain the vocabulary, scripts, and language we have had to this point. 
As Daniels and colleagues state above, developing knowledge and fluency with 
other tools takes time and patience. 

Connecting the dots, eugenic ideology was, at its peak, advanced by progressive 
voices in Canada. For example, Emily Murphy, the well-known white leader of the 
women’s suffrage movement in Canada, was among the strongest advocates for 
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eugenics and believed that the highest calling of (white) women and motherhood 
was to protect fertility from “defective” stock.37 Thus, as Canadians, we must con-
front the contradictions of policies and practices (like residential schooling and 
eugenics) that were seen by moral authority figures and progressives (teachers, 
government officials, clergy, and activists like Emily Murphy) as being, on the one 
hand, well-meaning white protective goodness and moral authority wanting to bring about 
a better Canada and Canadian and, on the other hand, revealed in time as being 
brought to life by racist and discriminatory attitudes. If we see that moral authority 
and goodness themselves are also culturally situated and not neutral, the work to 
draw on the best instincts among us to advance society and education for all must 
continually be problematized and leadership toward its goals must be shared. 

Canada is known for, among other things, being the first modern state to 
adopt a national policy of multiculturalism (in 1971), which led to the Ca-
nadian Multiculturalism Act in 1985.38 In many significant ways, the Act 

serves as a cornerstone of Canadian values, representing the nation-state’s aspi-
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Indigenous and other linguistic, racial, and cultural minority groups have 
pushed back against these omissions. Yet while the Canadian Charter of Rights 
and Freedoms of 1982 resulted in the constitutional recognition of the founding 
French and English as well as Indigenous languages, it also further elevated and 
entrenched (only) French and English speaker rights by mandating they receive 
government services and education in their own languages, while giving no such 
recognition in federal law to Indigenous (nor other) language rights.42 

While focused and funded language revitalization projects can and do exist, 
the elevation of colonial languages in the structuring of access to publicly funded 
resources such as education and knowledge impacts communities of immigrant 
settlers and newer Canadians as well. Canada’s three largest immigration hubs 
(Toronto, Montreal, and Vancouver) receive most of the nation’s immigrant new-
comers, and those who are tracked into express entry as skilled labor under the 
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students in Canadian schools. Teacher education in Canada has, in many respects, 
centered matters of social justice and problematized a diversity-without-inclusion 
framework; and it has made decolonization, racial equity, gender, and sexuality 
inclusion central to school success and core dispositions for students as future cit-
izens in a pluralistic democracy.47 Many teacher education programs across Can-
ada have specific foci not just on subject matter topics (such as language arts or 
mathematics) but also on Indigenous education, antiracism education, sexual ori-
entation and gender-identity education, and teacher education on less-examined 
matters of diversity, such as disableism.48 There have been Afrocentric schools in 
Toronto for decades, centering experiences of Black students and Black histories 
in Canada.49 While these programs are not without their critics and challenges, 
they are examples of hard-won shifts in public schooling. 

In much the same way that Average Joe Canadian became image control for a 
nation that craves a point of distinction, identity, and belonging, antiracism work 
that is rooted in the anticolonial, abolitionist, and anticapitalist struggles that 
gave rise to it must disrupt (or at least name and mark) the narrative impulse of the  
nation-state to co-opt, absorb, define, and teach it. This tension continues to shape 
equity efforts in schools today. It is the ongoing advocacy of teachers, unions, and 
families that has helped nudge the needle on what we should and must expect 
from public schooling to foster a healthy pluralistic democracy in Canada. 
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