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ABSTRACT

This study engages in a critical analysis of the lived experiences of non-Indigenous
educational leaders working in Indigenous communities in the Yukon Territory, Canada. It
sheds light on the epistemic and cross-cultural tensions underpinning much of the literature
on educational leadership, and aims to address Walker and Dimmock’s (2000) concern that
studies of comparative education have been generally absent from educational leadership and
management, thereby limiting the available body of knowledge specific to culture and
leadership.

The study focuses on five questions: How do non-Indigenous Yukon principals
construct their professional identity and their role as educational leaders? How do they
construct their notions of educational leadership and practice? Given the Yukon’s distinct
governance and policy contexts, how do they construct understandings of ‘indigeneity’ in
relation to local Indigenous culture? How do they address the tensions arising at the juncture
of policies imported from outside the Yukon and the Yukon Education Act (1990)?

A critical ethnographic research approach is used to shed light upon these questions.
Extensive semi-structured interviews with two male and two female participants in four
Yukon schools are conducted. Detailed observations create unique ‘portraits’ of each school
and their principals. Pertinent documents are also examined to provide further information
and context.

This examination suggests that non-Indigenous Yukon principals are caught at the
center of micro (school), meso (community), and macro (government) operational and policy
levels that powerfully shape their professional identities and their perceptions of their roles
as principals. While referred to as ‘educational leaders’ by the extant body of literature and
governments, they do not use this term in their identity constructions. Trapped betwixt and
between their schools, communities, and government policies in a fragmented Yukon
educational field, instead they refer to themselves in managerial and administrative ways as
they juggle educational ends mandated by distinct, and somewhat competing, jurisdictions.

This study presents another lens through which to examine educational leadership,
and offers insights into the use of ethnographic methods as a powerful research tool. Based
on these contributions, this study should be informative to current and future practitioners
and scholars of education and educational leadership.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

Positioning the researcher

As an educator and administrator in rural, isolated schools with predominantly
Indigenous populations, | have been intrigued by the lack of contextualised and culturally-
sensitive approaches to educational leadership that would help Yukon educational leaders
understand their role in small, rural northern communities. My urge to understand why
tensions exist between the principalship and the community contexts in which such
leadership is embedded is based upon my lived experiences. Neither my previous
professional practice as a teacher, nor training or post-graduate study adequately prepared
me for the complex and diverse role of principal in Indigenous northern communities.
Once in the position of new principal, there was no explicit indication of how I could or
should lead, or direction given (beyond those aimed at meeting broader organizational
mandates) specific to what it was an educational leader was supposed to do, or how to
develop a professional identity as a school administrator. These observations led me to
wonder how the prior life experiences and educational trajectories of school principals
impact their praxis as educational leaders in the Yukon.

While dedicated and committed to working hard in the schools and communities to
which | was assigned, particularly at the beginning phase of my career | perceived, yet did
not understand, the extent to which epistemological differences existed between my
conceptions of educational leadership and those held by community constituents. At this
emergent stage, despite completing a leadership program at the magisterial level, | had
little awareness that the daily drama of being an ‘educational leader’ in rural, isolated, and
Indigenous communities could be situated within a complexity of broader cultural frames.
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It has been my perception, based upon my experience as a school-based
administrator that, in rural, isolated locations the role, profile, and importance of the school
(and the school principal) is perhaps greater than in urban or suburban areas. The school is
a focal point extending beyond the daily educational activities in which schools normally
engage, and is often the site where communities gather for dances, funerals, potlatches
(ceremonial feasts or celebrations to mark important events) and other important cultural
events. Most often, it is the school administration, with the support of staff, that is
ultimately responsible for providing a “welcoming culture of leadership” and sustaining

positive relationships in this broader context.

Upon reflection, my professional practice, particularly at the beginning of my
career within the field of educational leadership in Canada’s north, was most certainly
disproportionately influenced by a Eurocentric perspective of leadership. In short, there
appeared no other perceptible way to view and understand leadership. As I learned from
conversations with my administrative colleagues, the vast proportion of whom are also
non-Indigenous, this was not solely my own experience or perception. This multiplicity of
factors serves to underpin my desire to illuminate, understand, and hopefully alleviate such
tensions through future educational research.

My early observations resonate with Hallinger & Leithwood (1996) who describe
culture as a missing variable in leadership, in light of the domination of western theories of
leadership “despite the notion that leadership is contingent upon the context in which it is
exercised” (p. 100). Translating this assertion to my own contexts, | am cognisant of the
reality that the Yukon educational leadership field has received limited attention by

researchers. The research that has been conducted includes a case study of a Yukon
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residential school (King, 1967), and an examination of teaching in rural Yukon
communities (Davidson, 1988). As a result, the generation of Yukon-specific theory
aimed at fostering culturally relevant educational leadership development therefore
remains difficult at present, particularly given the historical absence of an Indigenous
cultural lens through which to examine educational leadership coupled with an
understanding of how school leaders work within Indigenous contexts . This limits the
opportunity for greater understanding specific to contextually and culturally relevant
educational leadership theory and practice which takes into account the epistemic
foundations of non-Indigenous educational leaders in relation to the aspirations of
Indigenous populations, the need for which is a central line of reasoning of this research.
Years later, my feelings of dissonance are captured by Jules (1999) who states the
following point specific to differences between Native and non-Native conceptions of

leadership:

It is frequently asserted that Native Indian leadership is different from non-Native
Indian leadership and that non-Native Indian models are not suitable for describing
it. What appears to be missing, however, is an examination of what Native Indian
leadership is and of the application of non-Native Indian models to Native Indian
leadership (n.p).

Reinforcing this assertion and identified need for further examination are the
findings associated with the Fostering Tomorrow’s Educational Leaders report (Stack,
Coulter, Grosjean, Mazawi, & Smith, 2006) on which | served as a research assistant at the
commencement of my doctoral program. This in-depth examination of Educational
Leadership and Administration (ELA) programs in British Columbia identified that:

In general, the existing ‘silence’ and indeed, absence of any significant focus on

aboriginal aspirations both within and as specific outcomes of educational
leadership programs in British Columbia needs to be critically interrogated. In the

3



broader consideration of aboriginal leadership generally, (and which moves beyond

a specific focus on ‘educational leadership’), there are a number of concerns that

have been raised within various contexts and forums within British Columbia as

well as across Canada more widely. (p. 63)

With these aspects in mind, | set out to conduct an in-depth examination of how
non-Indigenous school administrators (principals and vice-principals) working in
Indigenous school and community contexts understand leadership in rural, isolated
communities; how they establish their identities and what it means to be an educational
leader; how they determine what it is that leaders do and why, and how they construct their
conceptions of leadership specific to the unique contexts of the Yukon Territory. Thus, this
examination is distinct in that it is not a study of cross-cultural educational leadership, but
rather a study of educational leadership in Indigenous contexts.

Using this point of departure, this research study examines educational leadership
in a cross-cultural context situated an isolated, rural, and diverse region that has not been
researched to date: the Yukon Territory, a jurisdiction where the majority of First Nations

have settled Land Claims with the Federal and Territorial governments in the process of

facilitating self-determination.

Statement of the problem

Limitations of the Eurocentric leadership paradigm constrain how educational
leadership is conceptualized within the unique self-governing Indigenous context of the
Yukon. These limitations impact how educational leadership is construed and enacted by
non-Indigenous educational leaders in Indigenous Yukon contexts. Illuminating how non-
Indigenous Yukon educational leaders construct themselves is hampered by a limited array

of research tools with which to discuss educational leadership in ways that do not replicate
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colonizing research practices. As will be elaborated later, the aforementioned aspects
intersect with the stated recognition by the Government of Yukon that education in the
Yukon requires reform. Therefore, in order to construct a solid foundation leading to the
statement of the problem, the following interrelated topics and issues have been isolated as
a means of refining the problem statement:
1) The dominance and limitations of the Eurocentric leadership paradigm within the
Yukon context
2) The legacy of colonizing ethnographies with regard to research on educational
leadership in Indigenous contexts of practice
3) The context of self-governance in the Yukon
4) The recognized need by the Government of Yukon to reform the Educational
System so that it meets the needs and aspirations of all Yukoners, “addressing the
disparity of First Nations and non-First Nations student outcomes” (Yukon
Education Reform, 2005, p. 8).
These four elements provide a foundation upon which to build a sound research

framework.*

L A note on terminology
Throughout this research, a number of different terms are used when referring to Indigenous
peoples, including Aboriginal peoples, First Nations, and North American Indians. Such diverse
usage is evident between the countries of Canada and the United States, where the terms First
Nations, Indigenous Peoples, or Aboriginals are predominantly employed in the former, and the
term Indian for the most part in the latter (Friesen and Friesen, 2002). In the Yukon, the term First
Nations is primarily used when self-governing First Nations refer to themselves, as in the case of
the Carcross-Tagish First Nation. For the purposes of this study, the terms First Nations and
Indigenous predominate, though others are employed dependent upon what is being referred to: i.e.
Aboriginal languages. In every case, unless specifically cited, all terminology will be capitalized
as a vital and important means of respecting and valuing the identity of those described, much as
should be expected and required of any ethnic group or by a citizen of any nation.
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The predominance and limitations of the Eurocentric leadership paradigm

Eurocentric thought, broadly defined, has been transported and carried throughout
the world by colonization (Battiste and Henderson, 2000). Related to my own experiences
and professional development as a school administrator, this dominant conception was
assumed to be the only one related to considerations of how educational leadership may be
construed and enacted, with little, if any room for others to be contemplated and examined-
even if they were acknowledged to exist. This reflection and observation of “one right
way” aligns well with Battiste and Henderson’s assertion that, “although these assumptions
have been challenged by both Eurocentric and Indigenous thinkers, they remain the
foundations of orthodox educational and political thought” (p. 29).

Examinations of educational leadership within Indigenous contexts are complicated
by a number of specific factors related to the overarching dominance of Euro-western
conceptions. When examining the ends of traditional western leadership models, factors
such as rationality, system effectiveness, profit, and efficiency, present as dominant and
valued ends of such leadership. In his critical study of educational leadership, Maxcy
(1991) identifies the dominance of individualism, authority for the purposes of obtaining
compliance, and power and control- and the vital need to rethink such tenets and argues
that “our educational institutions and educational leadership must make a better fit within
the societal problematics we see operative” (p. 5).

Deeper understandings of conceptions of leadership in Indigenous communities are
further hampered by the elusive and controversial nature and inability of those from the
Western world to define leadership within their own context (Allix & Gronn, 2005), and
by the unwillingness of educational thinkers to accept contradictions within the field

(Maxcy, 1991). The historical conceptions of leadership underpinning Euro-western
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conceptions, as outlined by Storey (2005) and Yukl (1999) are limited in their ability to
understand and accept the roles that gender, race, and culture play in what may constitute
leadership. Through such a perspective, not all knowledge may count or matter in this
regard: “...what counts as knowledge in a given context is relative to what is known in
that context” (Fenstermacher, 1994, p. 4). This raises a serious limitation specific to Euro-
western leadership models: If other perspectives, including gender, race, and class count
for little when examining leadership employing a Euro-western perspective, the question
arises as to why Indigenous (or other) conceptions of educational leadership would matter
and be considered of import.

These factors serve to reinforce the goal of this research project, which is to
investigate the epistemic foundations of educational leadership of non-Indigenous school
leaders working in Indigenous contexts. Specific emphasis will be directed to identifying
how school administrators 1) know themselves to be educational leaders, in the absence of
policy or a grounding in an explicitly articulated epistemological foundation perpetuated
by a dearth of educational leadership research, 2) how they understand their leadership role
and construct, and make sense of, their personal and professional identities, and 3)
articulate what it means to be a non-Indigenous leader in Indigenous contexts.

Comprehending the complexities of Indigenous leadership in the Yukon is
problematic due to the overlay of bureaucratic, western-based government models and
hierarchies onto First Nations governments with settled Land Claims, as a means of
facilitating the ability to work “government to government”. First Nations were required
to adapt their systems of government to relate more closely with their bureaucratic Euro-
western counterparts within such a frame. Indigenous governance structures rooted in clan

systems or familial relationships are operationally and structurally different, often running
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counter to hierarchical systems of government. Therefore, little evidence is found outside
the rural communities in which they are located, despite attempts to build a more culturally
representative work force in larger government systems.

Within this defining context, there is a diminished ability of systems with distinct
organizational cultures, goals, and modus operandi to be understood by their respective
counterparts. As a result, misperceptions and tensions specific to the roles and purposes of
both individuals and groups emerge within organizations, and between organizations
themselves. This further complicates the ability of non-Indigenous school administrators to
identify and makes sense of their multiple roles and duties as professionals and community
members. These structural aspects can further serve to hinder the generation of an
expanded array of knowledge which could serve to address issues of student achievement
in Yukon schools, and the training, development, and retention of current and future school
administrators. This may result in diminished efficacy, career dissatisfaction, physical and

mental exhaustion, and burnout.

The legacy of colonizing ethnographies

Historically speaking, the researching of Indigenous peoples has been complicated
and limited by the historic portrayal of them by early ethnographers (Battiste &
Henderson, 2000). Eurocentric anthropologists have traditionally organized the descriptive
details of the Indigenous cultures into ethnographies” (p. 30). This has created a legacy
for Indigenous peoples and scholars alike to address: the breaking down and changing of
classic descriptions:

Because classic descriptions do not present fair interpretations of Indigenous world

views, Indigenous people have had to suggest a total revision of anthropological
analyses. Around the globe, Indigenous thinkers have had to prove that European
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scholars were mistaken in their notion of Indigenous culture as unchanging and
homogeneous. (p. 32)

Eurocentric ethnographers recorded many aspects of the culture under study, and
then defined the culture as a shared set of meanings. Smith (1999) identifies the history
and legacy of extraction of Indigenous knowledge and the misplaced ownership of that
knowledge by evocatively stating:

It galls us that Western researchers and intellectuals can assume to know all that is
possible to know of us, on the basis of their brief encounters with some of us. It appals
us that the West can desire, extract, and claim ownership of our ways of knowing, our
imagery, the things we create and produce, and then simultaneously reject the people
who created and developed those ideas and to seek and deny them further opportunities
to be creators of their own culture and own nations. (p. 1)

A legacy of Eurocentric domination of thought in attempts to research and
understand Indigenous cultures was the depiction of the view of Indigenous populations as
having limited variability between internal cultures, harmonious in their interactions, and
inherently static over time. Brayboy (2000) poignantly reinforces the effects of this legacy
in the current day on the practice of Native and non-Native researchers alike, offering the
following perspective and caution:

My own experiences as an Indigenous person, who is also an “academic”, in this
area are complicated. | have used racial categories as a way of identifying people
and ascribing group membership; I have also been labelled and classified by others
based on physical characteristics. As an academic, | have fought against unfairly
categorizing individuals and not fully examining the complexities of labelling and
classifying. | have also participated in the various behaviours- as an Indigenous
person- that | have argued against as an academic. This experience has left me
wondering how we, as researchers, will be able to make sense of labelling and
classifying that plays a definitive role in the identity politics of the ethnic groups
that we study. Complicating this idea is the paradox in which some researchers of
groups may find themselves. That is, intellectually we understand that there are not
essential traits commonly held by all members of a group and that members of a
group may be defined in multiple ways. In real life, however, many in our group-
including ourselves at times- may use essentialized notions to define membership.
Reconciling this tension is a difficult process. (pp. 418-419)
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Colonial ethnographies were considered to be the sum total of a culture, they were
incontrovertible, objective, and the only legitimate form of truth regarding the culture
under observation. In such a manner, the study of “zones of difference” (Battiste &
Henderson, 2000, p. 31) was made problematic if not impossible, and as a result
Indigenous cultures became homogenized and essentialized, rather than viewed as
different, dynamic, and adapted both to and by context over time.

The dualistic tensions described above by Brayboy (2000) are highly applicable to
my own situation as a researcher and school administrator in the Yukon context, and are
even further complicated by my non-Indigenous background. This generates a critical
ethical question to ask of myself: How can I, as a non-Indigenous researcher, attempt to
credibly and legitimately investigate, determine, and proffer a viable and epistemologically
consistent understanding of my role as a non-Indigenous educational leader in an
Indigenous community setting? With the same considerations outlined by Brayboy, as a
researcher | need to ensure that | do not employ essentialized notions of school
administrators, schools and students, and the Indigenous communities in which they are
situated, remaining attuned to the fact that each school and community is distinct and
defined, with characteristics not necessarily existing across all contexts.

Investigating the educational leadership practices of predominantly non-Indigenous
school principals within Indigenous contexts, reflected against the Eurocentric paradigm of
leadership would serve to broaden the epistemological foundations of educational
leadership to include a larger array of thought and understanding of practice specific to the
concepts of indigeneity and educational leadership in northern, isolated, and remote
Canadian communities. This research, therefore, is directly relevant to the Yukon context

and will address a critical knowledge gap in the literature associated with the trans-cultural
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and spatial facets of leadership. Nearly one-third (30.1%) of children enrolled in Yukon
schools self-identify as First Nations students of Aboriginal descent (Yukon Bureau of
Statistics, May 2005). The percentage of First Nations students is not distributed evenly
from school to school. Rural schools are likely to have a much higher proportion of First
Nations students that those defined as urban, or within the Whitehorse city limits. In
comparison, in British Columbia only 9.5%, or approximately 57,000 of the province’s
599,000 students, self-identified as Aboriginal (BC Ministry of Education, 2006).

The intersections of legislation, policy, and culture are significant to this study.
Agbo (2005) reinforces this assertion by stating, “The trend of First Nations control of
education is inextricably linked with the trend of First Nations self-government” (p. 290).
Given, as stated previously, that Yukon First Nations can draw down the power to take
over schools currently operated by the Yukon Government, understanding and fostering
notions of educational leadership situated within the context of self-determination is of
vital importance for the future of Yukon schools and their relationships within their
respective communities. Most importantly, the depth, breadth, and relevance of the
educational experiences and opportunities for children are of prime consideration.

Understanding contextually and culturally relevant educational leadership takes on
even greater importance in light of accountability policies in education, standardization of
administrative practice, and the predominant hegemony of leadership for systemic
effectiveness. Yukon schools are influenced by programmes and policy initiatives devised
and instituted in British Columbia, and predominantly rely upon BC curriculum, with local
adaptation and program development. School rankings conducted by the Vancouver-based
Fraser Institute have begun to include data from Yukon secondary schools situated in

Whitehorse, Dawson City, and Watson Lake. While debating the validity, relevance, and
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applicability of such rankings is beyond the scope of this research project, it follows that,
as the emphasis on standards and rankings from other jurisdictions increases, this will
impact the way Yukon schools, educational leaders, and leadership are perceived and
thought about, both in the Territory and externally.

As a result of the distinct differences between Yukon community contexts and
those to the south in BC, Yukon schools, and particularly rural schools, generally do not
rank very highly. One Yukon school received a ranking of 0.0 out of a possible score of 10
in 2007. Such de-contextualized ratings employing small sample sizes present as profound
challenges for school administrators who, in light of such an annual publication, must
continually be advocates for their students, school, and community. In such situations, and
particularly in light of the assertion by advocates of standards that “the effect of principal
leadership on student achievement is now well established” (Waters and Kingston, 2005, p.
14), it is easy for school administrators as the focal point for their schools to become
disheartened, eroded, and left feeling disempowered.

Specific to school-based leadership, standards have recently been drafted by the
British Columbia Principals and Vice-Principals Association (BCPVPA). These standards
are stated to be for 1) professional growth and program coherence, and 2) to provide
leadership standards for professional growth (Dukowski, 2007). While the purpose of the
standards (at least initially) does not appear to be for evaluative and certification purposes,
Les Dukowski, President of the British Columbia Principals and Vice-Principals
Association does not rule this out, stating in a recent article:

The standards were not constructed to facilitate certification. However, decisions

regarding whether or not to certify school principals is one that does not lie solely

within the principal and vice-principal community. That said, as in the case of

evaluation and supervision, one would expect that any certification criteria, whether
they are internally or externally imposed, should take into account the leadership
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standards and the professional learning activities that the profession believes to be

key to successful school leadership. (p. 4)

Based on the above, | propose that, having agreed to the standardization and
certification of professional practice, the BCPVPA has assisted the BC Ministry of
Education to implement a process leading to the eventual government-imposed definition
of educational leadership through the standardization and certification of school
administrative practice. Conversations specifically focused on examining whether or not
standardization and certification of practice is worthy, valued, or of benefit to public
education and students have now, in effect, been made redundant.

Brown (2006) offers the following concerns specific to the standardization of
school administrator practice. First, standards apply to all members of the profession, and
this is equivalent to all members of a sports team playing the same position rather than
differing yet complimentary ones. A second concern is of a regulatory nature, where
passing laws or over-regulating a profession is considered an effective means of making
things orderly. A third concern is that standards may be “got wrong”, and therefore
outmoded, inappropriate, or irrelevant standards potentially hamper or restrict the
evolution of a profession.

As a result, the policy initiatives of rankings and standards of practice blur and
obliterate concerns for Indigenous education, further obscuring understandings of
educational leadership situated in various contexts. These concerns are reinforced by
Anderson (2001) who emphasizes the importance of context and its relevance to leadership
and schools as being complicated by the implementation and enforcement of standards, the
application of which may impose Foucault’s notion of a “regime of truth” (1980, in

Anderson, 2001). Dimmock & Walker (2000, in Glatter & Kydd, 2003) refer to the one
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“right way” or “false universalism” of educational leadership that inhibits the creation and
enactment of new, innovative, or responsive possibilities.

Attempts to introduce standards do not go far enough to explicitly recognize
leadership that identifies the epistemic and substantive foundations of leadership in
Indigenous contexts. The relative absence of Aboriginal perspectives are a concern
reinforced by Goddard (2002) who states, “Given the ethnocultural diversity of peoples
living in the area (Canadian North), the absence of [educational leadership] research
explicitly located in northern settings is problematic” (p. 125). For these reasons, the
elements of standardized practice and certification for administrators pose serious
challenges to both the recognition that there may be contextually and culturally derived
notions of educational leadership in Yukon, and the identification and articulation of them
beyond the limits of the dominant Eurocentric paradigm. In effect, the question emerging
is how can standardization be applied to that which is not understood?

Educational leadership relevant to the unique and multifaceted nature of Yukon
schools and communities, therefore, requires examination and understanding extending
beyond the provision of standardized knowledge-based ‘tool kits’- checklists, how-to
articles, and best practices imported from other times and places. This narrowing of
practice becomes increasingly problematic when presented to prospective or new
educational leaders in the hopes they will increase ‘effectiveness’ (however defined) and
make the transition from teacher to school administrator an easier, and perhaps less
traumatic one. Tools-while important- can result in unintended consequences if one knows
neither what is broken nor how to fix it, or has no idea of what one is attempting to build,

and why.
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An additional aspect reinforcing the need for knowledge specific to culturally
relevant educational leadership relates to the issues of demographics and current nature of
the Canadian labour market specific to school administrators. The prevailing Yukon
strategy has been to recruit school administrators predominantly from Saskatchewan,
Newfoundland, and the Northwest Territories on the generally held belief that there would
always be a plentiful pool of skilfully trained and experienced candidates willing to come
to the Territory from which to select the “best and the brightest”. This approach has been
applied counter to labour market conditions in which there appear fewer skilled and
experienced school administrators or teachers willing to apply for administrative positions
and enter the field, particularly in rural and isolated areas (Blakesley, 2000).

As a result, retired principals from other jurisdictions have accounted for new
administrative hires, particularly in rural and isolated schools. While ostensibly a short-
term human resource strategy, this approach has served to effectively preclude the
development of longer-term sustainable leadership capacity with an emphasis on
understanding Indigeneity, the inclusion of Indigenous perspectives, and their relationship
to educational leadership development in Yukon. So far, emphasis has been placed on
external recruitment rather than locally-based development. This has generated two related
outcomes: first, the current cohort of Yukon school administrators is aging; with the
average age for principals of 52 years in 2000 (Blakesley, 2000). Many members of this
group are now eligible to retire. Second, the continued reliance on external resources, in
the absence of fostering broader Yukon-situated knowledge specific to educational
leadership leading to a locally-developed resource pool, will very likely serve to limit the

understanding of how educational leaders weave indigeneity into their practice.
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In summary, much remains unknown regarding the epistemological foundations
upon which non-Indigenous school administrators construct and enact their practice in
Indigenous contexts. The intersections and current inadequacies reinforce the vital
importance of this research project, calling for an expansion of current educational
leadership to include the perspectives of non-Indigenous school leaders in Indigenous

contexts.

The context of self-governance in the Yukon

Distinct from other jurisdictions in Canada, 11 of the 14 Yukon First Nations have
settled land claims and self-government agreements with the Government of Canada and
the Government of Yukon. Self-governing agreements are separate from land claims, with
the First Nation Self-Government Agreement setting out the powers of First Nations to
govern themselves. The context of self-governance as stated here refers to the relationship
between Yukon First Nations and the Yukon government, and is distinct from school
governance at the local level.

While, at the present time, the education of Yukon children is directed by the
Territorial Government through the Yukon Department of Education, “the First Nation has
the power to make citizen-based laws which apply to their citizens no matter where they
live in the Yukon. Examples include child welfare, health care, language, culture and
education (Government of Yukon website, 2007). Self-governance is a key defining aspect
of the Yukon governance and political structure, and therefore the educational context is
greatly influenced by them. The settlement of land claims has not, to date, resulted in the
devolution of education to First Nations (there are also three First Nations that have not

been able to settle), and in theory it could be that this power is never devolved.

16



Non-Indigenous Yukon principals are therefore located at the intersection of two
distinct tiers of educational governance and policy: these are the self-governing
agreements negotiated with the Territorial and Federal governments which include ability
of First Nations to draw down their powers of education, intersecting with the fulfilment of
their duties as stipulated by the Yukon Education Act (1990). The implications for non-
Indigenous Yukon principals are that they must ensure that BC curriculum is taught in
Yukon schools while also ensuring that the education of Yukon children is culturally
relevant, situated locally, and reflective of the aspirations of their respective communities.

Further, in light of land claims settlements, non-Indigenous school principals in
rural communities are positioned as Yukon government employees in schools situated on
First Nations settlement lands. As a result of this particular governance construct,
principals, at times, find themselves on contested terrain and engaged in power struggles as
a result of being embedded in the intricate relationship between the government and the
First Nation when effecting educational policies. Mazawi (2005) illuminates the tensions
in which principals can find themselves immersed when public schooling, “a system
paradigmatically rooted within conceptions of modernity, individualism, and social
organization” (p. 111) intersects with Indigenous cultures.

The Yukon’s distinct self-governance context therefore validates the need for
research that specifically takes into account the juncture of history, culture and language,
policy and governance, and the extent to which they influence how educational leadership
is constructed and comprehended, as a means of understanding the aforementioned

tensions, with the intent to reduce them.
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The recognized need to reform the Yukon educational system

There is recognition in the Yukon of the need to reform the educational system to
better meet the needs of students and communities. To this end, the Yukon Government
has initiated a number of attempts to reform the Yukon educational system to address
disparities between First Nations and non-First Nations student outcomes. From 2001-
2004, the Yukon Government implemented the Education Act Review, reviewing the
current Education Act that was instituted in 1990. There is a sense that this review process
did not result in substantive change and is still outstanding. As a result, the Government of
Yukon is currently engaged in a broad educational reform process titled the Education
Reform Project (ERP), which employs a partnership between the Council of Yukon First
Nations (CYFN) and the Government of Yukon. The process is co-chaired by an
appointed representative from each aforementioned body. The mandate is as follows:

The Education Reform Project is a partnership project of the Council of Yukon

First Nations and the Yukon Government. It is mandated to involve all partners in

education, consult on education matters and make recommendations to all

governments to initiate change to improve the education system. (Education

Reform Project website, 2007)

High hopes are placed upon the outcomes of this reform initiative by Yukon First
Nations. The majority of Yukon First Nations have expressed a vital interest in ensuring
that their aspirations are realised within the Yukon Education system, while others have
suggested that they will draw down their powers as outlined by the First Nation Self-
Government Agreement should the ERP not address their concerns. Should this occur,
individual First Nations in future may choose to redefine their relationship with the Yukon

Education system and seek local control of schools. In a relatively small and remote

system, the ramifications of such actions on education in remote communities would very
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likely be profound. These factors and the gravity of such decisions reinforce the need to
more thoroughly examine and understand educational leadership specifically within rural
Yukon schools and communities. This is even more the case in light of the fact that the

majority of Yukon school administrators are of non-Indigenous backgrounds. Therefore,
understanding more clearly how non-Indigenous leaders make sense of their professional
identities, their subjectivities and how they are constituted, and how they construe and

enact their role and practice in Indigenous contexts will serve to provide vital information

to guide reform initiatives.

Significance of the problem

The significance of the problem is four-fold: First, Yukon communities can be
characterized as small, rural, and isolated First Nations communities. Communities outside
of the capital of Whitehorse range in size from approximately 80 to 750 inhabitants. In
towns or villages of this size, most everyone knows each other, family relations are
intricately interwoven, and regardless of age, community residents have (or have had) a
connection to the local school. The vital importance of the cultural relevance of schools for
the children in Yukon communities is not to be underestimated, particularly so given the
assertion by Brentro, Brokenleg, & Van Bockern (1998) that:

The school is the only institution providing on-going, long-term relationships with

all of our young. Some children only spend minutes a day in conversation with

parents, but all are required by law to be in extended contact with the adults who

staff our schools. Educators have not yet risen to such challenges, and too often the
school itself is a breeding ground for further alienation. (pp. 13-14)

Viewed through the eyes of the students in schools, the relevance of the school

experience to their own lives takes on a far greater magnitude than that of an academic
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examination. The significance of the effects educational leaders have on school culture,
the development of a caring climate, the promotion of equity and reduction of

discrimination (Leithwood & Riehl, 2003) cannot be underestimated.

While the reference above may initially carry with it critical overtones, conversely
it presents as a beacon of opportunity when considered in light of the highly important
influence of educational leadership and the centrality of the school in small, rural
communities. Yet, despite the centrality of the school in the lives of children, it is not
clearly understood how Yukon principals-the vast majority of whom are of non-Indigenous
backgrounds- create positive learning climates that are nurturing of children, welcoming of
parents and embracing of community involvement, and who continuously seek to
constitute and re-constitute their schools in order to enhance student success, however
defined. Specifically, it is these school administrators that this research seeks to focus on
in order to identify how they construe their role and define themselves (and are defined) as
professional educational leaders. Therefore, a primary goal of this research is to
contribute to the growing body of educational leadership research to include the

perspectives of non-Indigenous leaders in Indigenous contexts.

Secondly, this research can also contribute to a better understanding of Indigenous
education in Canada. In 1991, the Government of Canada conducted a five-year study of
issues affecting Aboriginal peoples in Canada. The Royal Commission on Aboriginal
Peoples (RCAP) came to a central conclusion: “The main policy direction, pursued for
more than 150 years, first by colonial then by Canadian governments, has been wrong” (A
Word from Commissioners, INAC, 2002). With this in mind, this research project, which

endeavours to shed light on how an educational leader’s practice within Indigenous
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contexts, serves as one essential initiative to foster greater understandings and realizations
of the educational aims and aspirations of Aboriginal peoples within the broader Canadian
society.

Thirdly, public education forms a cornerstone of a democratic, free, and equitable
society. Educational systems and schools carry the profound responsibility of ensuring
that students are both aware of their democratic rights and freedoms, and able to exercise
them judiciously as contributing members of society. Employing an American
perspective, Zou & Trueba (2002) underscore the importance of understanding both
schools and educational research by offering: “[the means] to understand the best ways to
educate children and strengthen teacher preparation, the philosophical foundations of
democratic organizations (schools, cities, churches, etc.) in a modern and highly
diversified world” (p. 2).

This sentiment is directly linked to the Yukon context in a number of important
ways: first, it is echoed in the decolonizing Yukon-based land claims processes; second,
the development of the Yukon Native Teacher Education Program (YNTEP) at Yukon
College as a vital means of developing Indigenous teachers for Yukon students and; third,
in the aforementioned desire to examine the Yukon educational system and democratically
reform it to better meets the needs of Yukon First Nations. As identified in the Education
Reform Project introductory document, these improvements include increasing First
Nations student successes and greater involvement of First Nations in decision-making
related to education in Yukon schools.

Fourthly, the increased experimentation of ethnographic research methods holds
promise as a method which can illuminate cultural differences and similarities in

educational contexts. Zou & Trueba (2002) affirm the power of educational ethnography
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as an illuminating and powerful research approach that holds promise as a means of
improving education in the future. With this in mind, this research project aims to identify
the epistemological foundations upon which school administrators build their knowledge
and construct their practice, as a means of contributing and broadening the field of
educational leadership to include perspectives from northern, isolated, cross-cultural
environments.

Summary

This research project aims to address Walker & Dimmock’s (2000) concern that
studies of comparative education have been generally absent from educational leadership
and management, thereby limiting the available body of knowledge specific to culture and
leadership. Currently, there appears no identifiable educational leadership research in the
Yukon which examines non-Indigenous leaders in Indigenous communities. Therefore, this
research project aims to contribute to and illuminate this particular unexplored facet of the
educational leadership field.

Consequently, this research project holds the promise of broadening conceptions of
the field, given, as Walker & Dimmock state regarding educational leadership that “Anglo-
American scholars continue to exert a disproportionate influence on theory, policy, and
practice. Thus, a relatively small number of scholars and policy makers purport to speak
for the rest” (p. 145). This creates a number of significant challenges that can be addressed
through the conduct of this research project, including: first, diminishment of the
continued domination of and reliance upon the prevailing Euro-western paradigm of
educational leadership, second, broadening the ways in which leadership is researched and

considered to be understood, and third as a result, reducing the continued limitations of the
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current body of literature in its ability to inform the fostering of prospective educational
leaders at post-secondary institutions.

The following section, Chapter 2: Conceptual Framework and Literature review,
draws upon relevant literature to examine a number of aspects relevant to this research
project. These include educational leadership and the criticality of culture when applied to
Indigenous contexts, educational policies, and gender and ethnicity. This textured review
situates my research questions and foregrounds the study. It also provides a historical and
contextual basis for the study, illuminating tensions and contradictions present in the
literature. Chapter 3: Research Methods, provides a detailed description of the research
methods and my own positionality as a researcher. Chapter 4: Data Collection, presents
fine-grained ‘portraits’ of the four principals in this study and the schools in which they
work based on extensive observations and document reviews at each site. In Chapter 5:
Findings, comprehensive and in-depth interviews with each participant are presented as
they addressed the research questions. The rich narratives they offered are then woven
together in ways that shed light on the research questions. Chapter 6: Discussion and
Conclusions, in which each research question is addressed, the significance of this study is

emphasized, and future areas of research are put forward.
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CHAPTER TWO
CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK AND LITERATURE REVIEW

Introduction

In this chapter I illuminate and inform particular aspects impacting the under-
examined experiences of non-Indigenous school administrators in the Yukon: how their
habitus or embodied dispositions and their educational trajectories informs how they
construe educational leadership in Indigenous contexts, how they construct their
professional identities, and upon which epistemological foundations they build their
knowledge and enact their practice in the culturally diverse contexts of Yukon schools.
Further, the historical challenges and limitations of educational leadership research in
Indigenous contexts will also be examined as a means of positioning the research methods
identified as suitable to this study. | begin by situating the confusing epistemology of

educational leadership.
The confusing epistemology of educational leadership

A central challenge facing both researchers and practitioners specific to the topic of
educational leadership is the confusing epistemology, lack of clear meaning regarding the
notion of leadership, and the limitations of the current body of educational leadership
literature. | will explore these issues in detail, attempting to underscore the difficulties
which have prevented broader notions of educational leadership to emerge. This identified
narrowness of the field serves to limit the epistemological base upon which non-
Indigenous educational leaders in Indigenous contexts build and enact their practice.

Obstacles to be analyzed are: the epistemic foundation of educational leadership,
the historical foundations behind this conceptual vagueness, and the limitations and

constraints preventing broader notions of educational leadership from emerging. Further,
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the identification and analysis of these topics serve to underscore the broader goal of this
project, which is to expand conceptions of educational leadership to include the
perspectives of non-Indigenous educational leaders in Indigenous contexts.

The confusing epistemic foundation and conceptual vagueness regarding
educational leadership is perhaps best described by Allix & Gronn (2005) who state that:

Almost no area of inquiry or interest has shown itself to be more elusive, or more

controversial, to human understanding, than the notion of leadership. It has been,

and remains, a notoriously perplexing, yet tantalizing preoccupation for those who
research it and/or expound upon it, and for those who, more pragmatically, wish to

embrace it and master it, to effect change or effect organizational performance. (p.

181)

Allix and Gronn identify a core challenge to researching leadership, particularly in light of
the following question: What is educational leadership? Reinforcing the complexity
identified above, and serving to further complicate understandings of educational
leadership in the aim of answering such a question, is the historical reliance upon what
Rayner & Gunter (2005) describe as “an abstraction of propositions and required
behaviours, often derived from non-educational settings by those at a distance from where
this leadership is practiced” (p. 151).

The limited knowledge base of educational leadership further makes elusive the
answer, or answers, to the educational leadership question. Rayner and Gunter (ibid.)
argue that “we draw on very limited knowledge claims: we tend to discount the self and
our experience as being meaningful to such a question; we tend to comply with established
norms about how organizations work” (p. 151). The inability to define leadership is

further reinforced by the findings of the Fostering Tomorrow’s Educational Leaders report

(Stack et al., 2006). Based in part on interviews with Deans of Education at institutions
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that offer educational leadership and administration (ELA) programs to educators in
British Columbia, this report concluded:

Despite much promotional activity, there is no widely accepted definition of

leadership and no consensus on how to best develop it or foster it. Our participants

disagreed substantively about what leadership means and how it is related to

management or administration. (p. 31)

The confounding issues related to what leadership means within diverse
educational contexts also creates dissatisfaction and generates tensions on the part of
practicing school administrators and researchers alike. Practitioners have strong opinions
regarding the lack of effectiveness and transferability of what they have learned relative to
the needs of the position. In an American study of school principals, Portin, Schneider,
DeArmond, & Gundlach (2003) found that most administrators felt that they were short-
changed by the training they received.

Principals saw their preparation programs as unhelpful because the course work

emphasized only instructional and managerial leadership. Most said their training

programs did not touch on the more complex combinations of leadership skills used
in cultural, strategic, or external development leadership. Moreover, managing the
complex push and pull within districts and district directives wasn’t part of the

curriculum either. (p. 38)

Murphy (2005) provides a North American historical context, suggesting that the
school leader as manager of the corporate enterprise (“and its apotheosis, the CEO”, p.
156) is a concept that emerged in the early 20" Century. Much of the language of the

educational leadership field is reflected in these roots: management by walking about,

management by objective, best practices, benchmarks, are all borrowed terms.

After World War Two, a science of administration perspective was applied to
educational leadership, giving rise to a two-pillared foundation, leading to one branch

focusing on management, the other on the social sciences. This bifurcated foundation adds
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to the epistemological confusion surrounding educational leadership and adds further
uncertainty to the lives of non-Indigenous leaders in Indigenous communities. Left to
navigate the tensions resulting from the incompatibility of managerial approaches to
leadership with educational desires and aspirations embedded within broader cultural
frames, principals cannot rely upon their educational leadership development experiences

and knowledge alone to assist them, for reasons which will be outlined below.

The aforementioned twinning is evidenced and perpetuated in the “traditional”
curriculum content of many educational leadership and administration graduate programs.
Expressing his frustration with the inadequacies of administrative preparation, Murphy
(2007) argues that, “by design, and by the accumulated sediment of the decades, current
structures in the preparation of school leaders have failed and will continue to do so. They
cannot be salvaged in any real sense, nor should we continue to pursue that goal” (p. 583).

Adding further to his dissatisfaction, Murphy expresses concern that the historical
inadequacies of educational leadership development available to current and prospective
school administrators, will translate to practice: “because universities, especially research
universities, have constructed their programs with raw materials acquired from the
warehouse of academe. In the meantime, they have marginalized practice” (p. 583).

Reinforcing this inability of educational leadership to emerge as its own “stand
alone” discipline or field of practice has been the grafting of ideas and philosophies taken
from other areas. The resultant legacy of doing so has served to seriously hinder the
development of educational leadership and hampered its emergence as a profession in its
own right. It underscores the foundational problem that understandings of educational

leadership continue to be limited ones.
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Such grafting from other knowledge bases onto the educational leadership field
appears to have largely guided and informed the development of the profession, leading to
the positioning and replication of school principals into an imbalance that focuses more on
management (the term Site Based Management being a representative example) and less
on educational leaders and leadership (Lingard & Christie, 2003). Leader traits and
abilities have become more the focus than, for example, assisting the development of good
teacher practice throughout the school. This is replicated in professional journals and
policy documents that focus predominantly on the managerial aspects of job, with little
regard to curriculum, pedagogy, or assessment (Thompson, 2000, in Lingard & Christie, p.
329).

This is particularly the case in light of the aforementioned aim of the Yukon
educational system to become more inclusive of diverse cultural viewpoints and
community dimensions. A result of this underlying problem is the limitations it poses to
broader understandings of educational leadership. Difficulties in understanding and
articulating how non-Indigenous principals within Indigenous communities identify and
construct themselves as educational leaders thus becomes even further compounded.

At this point, it becomes clear that two prevailing theories of educational leadership
development are dominant: On the one hand, Murphy asserts that practice is a dimension
of educational leadership preparation that is underemphasised at the university curriculum
level. On the other hand rests the assertion by Stack et al. (2006) that the educational
leadership programs examined in their report have not afforded enough attention to the
epistemic facets of educational leadership. In relation to this study, such a distinct
inconsistency of belief points directly to the following question: Where do non-Indigenous

educational leaders in Indigenous contexts locate themselves in such confusing and
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contested terrain? While perhaps safe to wager that the answer to this question lies
somewhere in between, one can only assume this to be the case in the absence of specific
leadership research involving non-Indigenous school leaders in remote and isolated
Indigenous contexts.

Educational leadership literature is often marked by a diminished focus on
descriptions or explanations relating to the contexts, situations, and the nature of
constituents (students, teachers, parents, community) that may influence and be influenced
by educational leadership. The educational leadership literature base focuses more on
what a specific leader “does” and less on the “how” and why” he or she chooses to do it,
therefore explorations regarding conceptualizations of educational leadership employing a
broader sense than its sole embodiment in one person- the school principal-are warranted.
This is reinforced by Spillane et al. (2004) who argue that:

[w]e know relatively little about the how of school leadership, that is knowledge of

the ways in which school leaders develop and sustain those conditions and

processes believed necessary for innovation. While there is an expansive literature
about what school structures, programmes, roles, and processes are necessary for
instructional change, we know less about how these changes are undertaken or

enacted by school leaders. (p. 4)

It is here that two schools of thought come into obvious conflict with each other in
direct relation to educational leadership - the first typified by the belief that leadership is
culturally, contextually, and situationally located, the second by the certainty that
leadership can be prescribed, standardized, and reduced to quantifiable traits or
characteristics generalizable across contexts. Despite the aforementioned significance of

culture and context specific to attempts at broadening notions of educational leadership,

efforts made in order to quantify, codify and simplify educational leadership practice are
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very strong, particularly in the US. These efforts and policy trends impact educational
leadership in Canada, particularly given the recent publication of leadership standards in
the province of British Columbia which do not include culture as a significant component
of leadership. Given the proximity of British Columbia to the Yukon, and the attendance
of Yukon teachers and administrators at courses and professional development (i.e. the
British Columbia Principals and Vice-Principals Association short course for educational
leaders) the reinforcement of cultural deficiency in educational leadership gives cause for
concern.

While the question of what constitutes educational leadership is a highly
challenging and problematic one to answer, Stack, et al. (2006) add a further important
aspect for consideration: “How do we determine which leadership skills, knowledge, and
values are required, who decides them, and by what criteria?” (p. 18). This further adds to
the vagueness of what comprises educational leadership, particularly when it comes to
Indigenous contexts which, as will be discussed below, have remained on the margins of

any systematic consideration.

Best practices and standards in educational leadership

The absence of a sound epistemological base of educational leadership raises
questions regarding the validity of the body of literature specific to the identification and
application of best practices in the educational leadership field. Such assertions become
highly problematic if, as indicated by the Fostering Tomorrow’s Educational Leaders
report, consensus regarding what constitutes educational leadership that may be “good” for
the purposes of quantification and codification of practice cannot even be attained in a

relatively small geographic area as the province of British Columbia. As a logical
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extension, this observation raises the question of why educational leadership “best
practices” should be considered relevant when applied and stretched across contexts and
cultures which display variability. Glatter & Kydd (2003) reinforce this concern by
explicitly stating: “the idea of learning from best practice implies bottling a prescription
formula” (p. 238), and cite James (2001, in Glatter & Kydd, 2003) who offers the
following regarding the significance of context: “The transfer of best practice is a complex
issue because what is done in one place may not suit another...There is no single “one size
fits all” solution when the requirements may be very diverse” (p. 238). Should this
assertion be taken as true, it serves to further justify the need for a detailed examination of
non-Indigenous leaders in the highly diverse and varied schools of the Yukon Territory.

The application of best practices in educational leadership is highly problematic
within a Yukon context, as it removes the consideration of context and culture, making any
influence or effect that these factors might exert on educational leadership noticeably
absent. This raises the particular concern that best practices are in direct contrast to
Hallinger and Leithwood’s contention specific to the impact of situational and contextual
considerations. These researchers caution that the very nature of current perspectives of
educational leadership are grounded in Western cultures that, in addition to their
prevalence in the Western world, are transferred to other contexts with little question given
to their cultural validity (Hallinger & Leithwood, 1996). Therefore, | argue, such
approaches or policy initiatives aimed at instituting best practices very likely serve to
reinforce rather than mitigate the tensions between school principals and their communities
identified in Chapter 1.

The above concern notwithstanding, in the United States deep faith is placed in the

power of best practice and performance standards for educational leaders by some
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educational leadership researchers. Owings, Kaplan, & Nunnery (in Waters & Kingston,
2005) consider “the most critical step in reforming the current [American] system is the
development of clear, functional performance standards for what principals know and
should be able to do” (p. 15). The effects of educational leadership in this instance are
narrowly focused on student achievement, on the belief that leadership effects have a direct
and quantifiable result of improving student learning in the absence of other factors that
may influence student learning- either positively or negatively. Such views are readily
proffered with ease, confidence, and numerical efficiency, as in the case of: “Principal
leadership is positively correlated with student achievement and has an average effect size
of .25” (Waters & Kingston, 2005, p. 15).

Detailed attempts are made to measure and quantify educational leadership
behaviours and relate them specifically to academic achievement. One illustrative example
is offered by a Mid-Continental Research for Education and Learning (MCREL) study
titled “Balanced leadership: What 30 years of research tells us about the effect of
leadership on student achievement” (Waters, Marzano, & McNulty, 2003). In this study,
“21 specific leadership responsibilities that are significantly associated with student
achievement” (p. 2) are identified and ranked in order of magnitude, as if they can simply
be applied as a template that can be laid over all schools in a decontextualized manner.

A disturbing representative example of this concern is the simplistic suggestion that
there can be direct transference of the aforementioned “21 responsibilities” across schools
and organizations that may have entirely unique and different contexts and cultures,
thereby reinforcing the limitations of both the understanding and practice of educational
leadership. Little thought is given to the possibility that the suitability of the practice of

educational leadership and the knowledge, skills, and attitudes required of a principal at a
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large, urban high school may, in fact, be quite different or even opposed to those that
would serve well the principal of a rural elementary school and its constituents.

Yet despite the confident assertions of the proponents of best practices and the
quantification of educational leadership, dissenting views abound regarding correlations-
and the degrees to which they exist- between leadership and student outcomes. Not all
who study educational research share such confidence in the measurement and correlation
of educational leadership to student learning. The very notion of what constitutes
“achievement” in diverse cultural settings further complicates the ability to make distinct
the correlation between educational leadership and student achievement, however defined.
Murphy (in Witziers, Bosker, & Kruger, 2003) concludes in his review of leadership and
student achievement that “the existing knowledge base fails to offer proof that educational
leadership matters” (p. 399). He goes further, stating that “not much research is conducted
in this area and that (b) most studies in this field are of poor quality”. School
effectiveness related to student achievement has been criticized based upon the narrow
focus on cognitive outcomes (Witziers, Bosker, & Kruger, 2003). Factors such as location,
working conditions, levels of efficacy on the part of teachers and the nature of the
organization rarely appear as interrelated dynamics that could influence (or be influenced
by) educational leadership.

The concerns specific to the standardization and certification of the incoherent field
of educational leadership are driven home further by Stack et al. (2006): “On the first, the
nature of educational leadership, we found few attempts to distinguish it from, for
example, business or military leadership” (p. 3). Given the absence of a coherent

definition of educational leadership in a democratic context, this report argues that
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conversations surrounding educational leadership need to be broadened rather than
narrowed by a focus on the issues of certification that envelop it.

Attempts to broaden the field are exhibited by research conducted in small school
settings by Bauch (2001) who reinforces the distinctions between schools and communities
based on context, stating: “Rural schools are vulnerable to imitating the reform standards
of national and urban school. Urban schools, to which much of the research on current
reform efforts has been directed, are not rural schools writ large. Neither are rural
communities like urban neighbourhood communities” (p. 204). This sentiment reflects
strongly of Yukon schools. Adding further to the distinctions of the roles and duties of
rural principals relative to their urban counterparts is the identification of the dual role of
teacher and principal (Wilson & McPake, 2000), given that many rural principals also
carry a substantial teaching assignment in addition to their leadership and administrative
duties.

The complexity of the educational leadership field has resulted in a body of
literature deficient of descriptions or explanations taking into account the richness and
diversity of the contexts, situations, and the features of constituent communities in which
educational leaders work. This is particularly the case regarding educational leadership
research in the Canadian North (Goddard, 2002). A preponderance of the literature aimed
at simplifying educational leadership through the mandating of best practices, standards,
and certification, along with examinations of what a specific leader “does” and less on the
“how” and why” he or she chooses to do it in a contextually dependent manner has,
counterproductively, served to further complicate and confound the field for those wishing
to understand it- be they scholars or practitioners. Therefore, further exploration of

educational leadership employing a broader sense than its sole embodiment in one person,
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the school principal, and enlarged to include considerations of culture, context, and
location, is highly warranted. With these aspects at the forefront, the following section
explores educational leadership in light of the criticality of culture and Indigenous

contexts.
The criticality of culture and the intersections of culture and leadership

The preceding discussion leads to the observation that conceptions of educational
leadership only marginally incorporate Indigenous epistemic worldviews. Existing notions
of educational leadership — however approached — remain predominantly Eurocentric. And
yet, in the Yukon context, non-Indigenous educators wield a great amount of influence in
Indigenous contexts, given their predominance in the Yukon educational system. Even
though the Yukon does not have reserves, the following point nonetheless bears thoughtful
consideration: Underscoring this prevalence on a national scale and its effect on students,
Taylor (1995) reinforces the Yukon reality, offering: “Presently in Canada hundreds,
perhaps thousands, of non-Native teachers work on reserves...The native student’s self-
image, perception of Native/non-Native interaction, and the chance of graduating will all
be influenced by their non-Native teachers” (p. 224). This reality must be kept at the
forefront throughout this entire research proposal, particularly when framed with
Hampton’s (1995) assertion that: “No aspect of a culture is more vital to its integrity than
its means of education” (p. 7).

Every Yukon school possesses its own distinct contextual and often micro-political
landscape of which school administrators need to be aware. This is no small challenge. In
small communities, whether a long-time resident or newcomer, it can be difficult to
navigate through such complexity, given that interpersonal relations are coupled with the

reality that what happens in the community can often be transferred into the school, and
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vice versa. Being an educational leader in such places, I argue, requires particular types of
knowledge, judgment, and reason, based upon experience considered with a thorough
understanding of context (Coulter & Wiens, 2002). Every school and community has its
own complex combination of needs that are not always easily defined. This may serve to
explain why the reliance upon skills and knowledge that served an educator well in a
particular context with a specific group of people may be relatively ineffective or even
counterproductive in another where languages, community history, and cultures are
different. Admittedly, the stresses are not easy ones for school leaders to cope with.
While in populated areas it can be easier to distance oneself from work (at least
geographically) at the end of the day, in small and isolated communities this may not be
possible.

Given the predominance of the school in Yukon communities, this complexity of
interrelated factors places particular emphasis on the school principal as the focal point and
nexus responsible for many outcomes, both educational and community-based. In times
ranging from growth and celebration to crisis and anguish, the role, perception, and
relationship of the school to the community is often defined by the very nature of the
school principal as educational leader. Therefore, there is the need for greater
understandings of both the complementary and divergent aspects of educational leadership
in such contexts, as well as identification of the gaps that may exist between local
perceptions and the expectations of educational leaders and leadership in Yukon schools on
the part of the Yukon educational system. This need has been identified by Goddard &
Foster (2002), who describe the challenge school administrators face when trying to
balance the, at times, competing requirements and needs of the profession with the voices

of those in their communities. This is done with varying degrees of success, where
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educators may be “purposefully or naively, contributing to the development of an artificial
divide between Western and Indigenous knowledge” (Goddard, 2002, p. 124). Specific to
the BC context, Stack, Coulter, Grosjean, Mazawi, & Smith (2006) reinforce the need for
further conversations leading to greater convergence of these distinct viewpoints by
stating: “There is a need to understand the implications for Aboriginals in British
Columbia of the linkage of the word ‘education’ to ‘leadership’” (p. 63). So too is this the
case for the Yukon Territory.

Based on the aforementioned complexity of Yukon communities, a brief
examination of the literature specific to the historical absence of culture, and in particular
Indigenous cultures, frames and serves to reinforce the importance of cross-cultural
research and understandings of educational leadership. Offering a basis for this
examination as it relates specifically to this research project, Hallinger & Leithwood
(1998) assert:

Research outside education suggests that there are differences across cultures in

terms of how people define leadership. The early stages of research into cross-

cultural conceptions of leadership should try to explore the meaning of leadership
from the perspectives of people within a given culture...[Among other techniques,
this research should examine]...the use of different models of leadership in

different cultures. (p. 31)

While there has been considerable study and research on women and educational
leadership (Chase, 1995; Grogran, 1996; Shakeshaft, 1987, in Fitzgerald, 2002), the
preponderance of it has originated from the USA. This implies that educational leadership
research presents and reinforces the dominance of the Euro-western paradigm of
educational leadership, severely limiting how educational leadership is construed across

cultures and contexts. Much less research appears to have been conducted surrounding the

cultural diversity of leadership, cross-cultural understandings, and specifically,
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conceptualizations and descriptions that include Indigenous perspectives and contexts.
This is stated in the literature (Hallinger, in Bryant, 1998; Hallinger & Leithwood, 1996),
and appears especially applicable to a Northern Canadian context. Goddard &Foster (2002)
underscore this by stating that while there have been examinations by Bryant (1996),
Capper (1990), and Shields (1996) within American Indian contexts:
...there have been few examinations of school leadership that have been grounded
in Canada’s northern region. This lack of research focusing on northern education

generally, and the relationship between educational leadership and the local culture
in particular, identifies a serious gap in the literature. (Goddard and Foster, 2002,

pp. 5-6)

How culture may be integrated into the limited body of literature specific to
northern Canadian community contexts could serve us well in clarifying what a cultural
understanding of leadership actually means. Going beyond the definition of culture as:
“The normative glue that holds a particular school together” (Sergiovanni, 2000, in
Goddard & Foster, 2002, p. 3), | prefer the broader definition employed by Agar (1996, in
Goddard & Foster, 2002.) who describes culture as: “The knowledge you construct to
show how acts in the context of one world can be understood as coherent from the point of
view in another world” (p. 3). This important distinction avoids the view of culture as a
school-centric one, encouraging the inclusion of the cultural aspects of society and
communities within which schools are embedded. This viewpoint is particularly suited to
the Yukon educational research context in order that the school itself not be viewed in
isolation from the community. To view the school as an entity separate from the
community would only serve to further entrench the historical disparity and dissonance
existing between Indigenous communities and state-run schools as a result of Canadian

government residential school policies.
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The identified gaps in the literature specific to northern Canadian contexts, coupled
with the broad-reaching and profound effects of non-Indigenous educators in relation to
their Indigenous students, adds further justification for this examination of educational
leadership in the Yukon. In the heretofore unexamined context which this Canadian
territory represents, how educational leadership is construed in Indigenous contexts by
non-Indigenous principals, how they define themselves as professionals, and upon which
epistemological foundations they build their knowledge and enact their practice takes on
two crucial dimensions: first, informing the identified lacuna in the knowledge base of
educational leadership, and two; broadening notions of pedagogy to articulate a culturally-
grounded understanding of educational leadership.

Reinforcing this justification, Hallinger & Leithwood (1996) describe culture as a
missing variable in leadership, in light of the domination of western theories of leadership
“despite the notion that leadership is contingent upon the context in which it is exercised”
(p. 100). The absence of cross-cultural leadership, and particularly the inclusion of
Indigenous culture in educational leadership theory and practice, is identified and
reinforced by Fitzgerald (2002):

Despite changes that have been made in definitions and descriptions of educational
leadership to provide a focus on gender, there is an implicit assumption that while
educational leadership might be practiced differently according to gender, there is a failure
to consider the values and practices of Indigenous educational leaders. Thus, the construct

of educational leadership needs to be more broadly theorized in order for knowledge of
Indigenous ways of leading to emerge. (p. 1)

This stated absence identifies a founding cornerstone which further justifies this
research project. The issue identified in this subsection presents more broadly than simply
an identification of the “absent” culture and its addition to the extant educational

leadership literature. More to the point, the elaboration and articulation of a fully-
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grounded cultural theory and understanding of educational leadership specific to the
Yukon context, one that is sensitive to Indigenous community contexts, values, and

identities, is called for.

Bryant (1998) further proposes that culture is an area from which there remains
much to learn in regards to leadership, supporting Hallinger’s (1995) earlier assertion that
in studies of educational leadership, culture has been a missing variable in leadership
theory. So too may this be the case in the Yukon context, where much also remains to be
learned through the examination of educational leadership embedded in the cultural
contexts of this Territory. Yet, challenges exist which have served to hinder the expansion
of educational leadership theory to include the aspect of culture. In the following

subsection, these barriers will be examined in greater detail.

Challenges to understanding cross-cultural conceptions of educational
leadership

A particular challenge to understanding cross-cultural conceptions of educational
leadership is the pervasiveness of the functionalist view of discourses on leadership that
are embedded within intellectual paradigms rooted in the 19" and 20" Centuries. This is
not a new realization, given the observation by Giroux (in Maxcy, 1991) that:

The meaning of leadership has been narrowly defined by neo-conservatives as a

practice that emulates the style and ideology of corporate executives and

legitimates the style and legitimates training students for the world of work as the

primary objective of schooling (p. xi).

Such a confined and limited view of the valued ends of education and educational

leadership runs counter to particular goals expressed in the Yukon Education Act (1990).

This guiding piece of legislation for educators and policy makers indicates the vastly
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broader aims of the Yukon Educational System than simply training for workforce skills.
Explicit importance is placed upon a diverse array of dimensions, including “the
intellectual, physical, social, emotional, cultural, and aesthetic potential of all students to
the extent of their abilities” (p. 8). This divergence serves to position the examination of
non-Indigenous leaders in a light which is particularly interesting and intriguing. While
we do not currently know how successful non-Indigenous educational leaders shape, craft,
and reconstitute their leadership, extending it beyond the limited bounds of a functionalist
paradigm to achieve the goals stipulated by the Yukon Education Act, elucidating answers
to these questions should result in a highly illuminating educational leadership study.

Cross-cultural examinations of leadership have been further challenged by the
limiting conceptions of leadership that traditionally placed particular emphasis upon the
sole leader, titled principal or head teacher (Storey, 2004). Simkins (2005) refers to this
“traditional” view of leadership and described as being marked by the following
“characteristics”:

= that leadership resides in individuals.

= that leadership is hierarchically based and linked to office.

= that leadership occurs when leaders do things to followers.

= that leadership is different from and more important than management.

= that leaders are different.

= that leaders make a crucial difference to organizational performance.

= that effective leadership is generalizable. (p. 11)

Such beliefs on leadership have proven to be particularly limiting when the unit of
leadership analysis has been that of the “hero” or solitary leader (Gronn, 2002). This has

resulted in further confounding the understanding of what educational leadership

constitutes, ways to define it, how it can be developed in others, or understood in different
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cultural contexts where leadership may be distributed amongst many people in many
complex ways.

While the concepts of leadership and management have been examined extensively
across the professional fields of business and science, the discourse of the ongoing
interrelatedness and struggles between them continues to have particular influence upon
and relevance to educational leadership, where leadership is still presented as a range of
behaviours often extracted from other professions. This is due to the limited knowledge
and the discounting of self and experience when attempting to define leadership (Rayner &

Gunter, 2005), particularly in educational settings.

The criticality of culture and the intersections of culture and educational
leadership

Hallinger (1995) underscores this historical absence of culture as a variable of
educational leadership, identifying that conceptions of leadership and management are
often transferred to different cultures with little concern given to their validity. This is
reaffirmed by Hallinger & Leithwood (1996) who point to the dominant application of
Eurocentric concepts of leadership and the limitation this poses specific to understanding
educational leadership employing a cultural frame:

Without placing blame anywhere, it is time to enrich theory and practice in education

by seeking out the diversity of ideas and practices that have existed largely hidden in
the shadows of the dominant Western paradigms that have guided the field. (p. 100)

In proximate geographic and contextual relation to the Yukon, Berger, Epp, &
Moller (2006) employ the term “cultural clash” in their Nunavut-based educational study.
These researchers highlight school-specific examples of where an understanding of cultural

difference is crucial for educators, and particularly school administrators, in the way that
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education is delivered to students and schools are operated in Inuit communities. Given
that ““it is not unusual to find street hockey games being played at 2:00 a.m. in Nunavut, or
hunters heading out onto the land at 8:00 p. m.” (p. 187), school schedules that are
inflexible present as artificial to Indigenous community members and policies of
attendance incongruent with embedded family values. As a result, nonattendance and
dropping out by students occurs chronically. While inadequate curriculum and resources
are not specifically related to educational leadership, the adaptation and development of
resources to more appropriately fit the culture, and the identification and promotion of
culturally appropriate pedagogy, benefits from the impetus and attention given to them by

educational leaders who are attuned to the cultural context of their school and community.

Offering an historical underpinning for educational leaders to culturally adapt their
practice Friesen & Friesen (2002) identify the need for a reversal of the historical
assimilation of Aboriginal peoples into mainstream society. As indicated in the 1967
Hawthorn Report, they urge that educators should be integrated into Aboriginal ways of
knowing, getting to know the background, culture, and identify of their students more
thoroughly. These authors also base this assertion upon the findings of Taylor (1995) who
estimates that “90 percent of Native children will, at one time or another, be taught by a

non-Native teacher” (Friesen & Friesen, 2002, p. 27).

Cultural familiarity and sensitivity does not rest upon a numerical foundation alone.
Rather, raising the awareness and understanding of Indigenous cultures on the part of non-
Indigenous teachers is suggested as a means of reducing the “culture shock” which can
manifest itself in non-Aboriginal educators new to Indigenous communities. The effect of

this can be overwhelming, causing otherwise well-intentioned teachers to isolate
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themselves, cocoon themselves from the community, or resign and leave. Friesen &
Friesen (2002) underscore the following epistemological distinctions specific to
Indigenous perspectives from Western Canada which underpins the aforementioned
phenomenon. First, there is a spiritual worldview that all things, both animate and
inanimate, have a spiritual element. This includes rocks, plants, the sky, animals, and of
course, humans. Specific to First Nations knowledge and learning before contact, “all
appeared to have been going well until the Europeans came” (p. 15). Second, just as
individual students exhibit different learning styles, the learning styles of Aboriginal
students differ in that concepts and skills are learned through the repetition of many tasks
and “learning by doing”, making the classroom setting and the reliance on abstract contexts
and verbalization more of an artificial one. Third, it is accepted by parents and community
that students progress with learning at different rates, in contrast to the expectation of
educational systems that all students attain a specific learning point by the end of a school
grade. Lastly, Indigenous students rely on a different range of classroom activity patterns
than may be evident in non-Indigenous classrooms. Friesen & Friesen cite Hodgeson-
Smith (2000) who states the following specific to the learning styles of Indigenous

students, describing them as:

...field dependent learners, which means they are more apt to depend on
confronting situations when inculcating knowledge. Thus they tend to show a
preference for precise guided assignments, and indicate a greater need for a variety
of different classroom interaction patterns than their non-Native peers. They also
prefer more student-teacher interaction, are more peer-oriented, and more
positively inclined towards collaborative and small-group learning tasks.
Significant difference in behaviour often come in to play when teachers and
students represent different cultural backgrounds. (p. 32)

Based upon these identified factors, one can assume that non-Indigenous leaders in

Indigenous Yukon contexts need to take into account cultural variability as they construct
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and enact their educational leadership in different ways, engage in pedagogical practice,
and interact with students and the community in which they reside. Reinforcing this
postulation, Ryan (1989) emphasizes the need for principals to construct distinct
educational leadership approaches that “depart in any number of ways from standard
schooling practices” (p. 381). And yet, in his study of an Innut school in Labrador, Canada,
he observed that “the methods [the school] uses to promote student learning vary only

marginally from those practiced in most schools throughout the western world” (p. 391).

While such a statement could perhaps present as a broad overgeneralization, it
nonetheless raises vitally important questions specific to this research project: despite the
identified need for school practices to be distinct ones in Indigenous communities, schools
operated by non-Indigenous educational leaders in Indigenous contexts appear to replicate
Eurocentric institutional arrangements and curricula. Applying Ryan’s assertions to this
study would suggest that non-Indigenous educational leaders in Indigenous Yukon
contexts rely on Eurocentric paradigms to inform the way in which they construe and enact
educational leadership. Ryan identifies a large gap between rhetoric and practice which
serves to inform the need expressed by the Government of Yukon for educational reform
recognized on p. 5, expressing the need to narrow First Nation and non-First Nation
student outcomes. What role, therefore, do non-Indigenous leaders play in both closing
and widening this gap through their conceptualizations and enacting of educational
leadership? Such questions serve to reinforce further the vital need for this examination as
a means of understanding how educational leadership both constrains and enables the

realization of the educational goals of the broader Yukon society.
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The relative absence of cultural diversity related to educational leadership raises
another issue that makes understandings of leadership (and specifically aboriginal
leadership) in education and schools all the more difficult to define and sustain. While
programs such as the Ts’kel program at UBC have been developed as a means to include
First Nations perspectives and voices, Jules (1999) points out, “It is here that a difficulty
arises: the only models of educational leadership readily available to trainers and students
are those developed in the non-Native Indian cultures (usually that of North America)” (p.

1).

An additional limitation affecting the understanding of leadership when employing
a cultural perspective is the “quest for universal leadership principles that apply across all
cultures” (Dickson, Den Hartog, & Mitchelson, 2003, p. 729). Despite this, there has been
a measure of progress made to adopt a different epistemic position regarding the
intersections of culture and leadership. For instance, while the 1974 edition of the
Handbook of Educational Leadership hardly mentioned cross-cultural leadership, the 1990
edition included 40 pages on this topic. At the time of Dickson, Den Hartog, &
Mitchelson’s examination of the field, these researchers suggest that it would be next to

impossible to assemble a single, comprehensive chapter on cultural issues and leadership.

Yet, there is still a vast amount of ground to be covered in order to bring greater
visibility to Indigenous cultural perspectives. This is particularly so in the case of academic
journals. Reinforcing the identified absence of Indigenous leadership perspectives, in
January, 2007, | conducted a review of 183 peer-reviewed articles published in two
predominant educational leadership journals: The U.S. based Education Administration

Quarterly and the Journal of Educational Administration, published in the UK. Noted in
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this examination was the absence of educational leadership research specific to Indigenous
populations, and particularly North American Indigenous populations. None of the 183
articles examined were identified to have a focus on educational leadership with the intent
of broadening the field in respect to the inclusion of Indigenous cultural perspectives.

While such an absence may perhaps be expected in a UK-based journal given that
Indigenous education may be of little relevance or interest to their readership, nevertheless
such a lack of presence in a predominant US journal raises a number of specific questions:
Are few researchers conducting Indigenous and cross-cultural educational leadership in a
North American setting? Are few researchers choosing to write about it in journal article
format? Does the current array of research methods or tools limit engagement in such
research? Do the predilections of editorial boards influence the relative absence of studies
and articles on Indigenous and cross-cultural research? Could there perhaps other factors
reinforcing this absence? While answers to such questions lie beyond the specific scope of
this research project, findings extracted from this review of the literature affirms the
relative ‘silence’ of Indigenous cultural perspectives in current mainstream educational
leadership literature.

Whereas the above points alone present a further justification for this research
project, an additional supporting factor was also noted as a result of this examination. A
specific absence in regards to research methodology was also identified. In particular, only
one article in this research study stating the employment of “ethnographic observations”

(Giles & Hargeaves, 2006) was extracted from the 183 examined.?

2 These observations were utilized as part of three larger case studies of three high schools
as a means of analysing change over time. The aspect of research methods will be
discussed in a following subsection of this study.
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Despite the identified relevance and need for greater cross-cultural understandings
of educational leadership, the broadening of the field is unfortunately limited by the
absence of such research or perspectives in two of the mainstream educational leadership
journals. In this regard, editorial policies may exert influence upon the extent and depth of
the pool of knowledge made available in the area of Indigenous educational leadership, and
serve as a filter which determines what is considered worthy of knowing specific to the
broader field of educational leadership.

This is of particular concern in regards to the US-based EAQ, given the relevance
of Indigenous perspectives to American contexts in light of Escobar-Ortloff & Ortloff’s
(2003) argument that “Culture has a powerful influence on how and what people think
about knowledge, learning, and education” (p. 256) . Given the variability of conceptions
of leadership across cultures, their relative absence in a leading journal at the advent of this
millennium is most certainly noticeable and serves to reinforce the monolithic
predominance of the Euro-western educational leadership discourse.

The critical need for Yukon-situated research illuminating the vital role of
educational leaders who are attuned to school and community cultures is one not to be
underestimated: “Only by establishing links between those social practices that pervade
Western society and everyday life in Native communities and schools, can we begin to
capture the complexities involved in seeking out not only explanations of, but solutions to,
the problems in Native education (Ryan, 1989, p. 382). Focusing squarely on the
principal, Goddard & Foster (2002) affirm:

If schools are to serve the legitimate needs of their communities, then efforts must

be made to review and shape not only the institutional structure of the school but

also the culture of the community within which the school functions. It is

incumbent upon the school principal to take a lead role in this effort...In removing
the planks from the palisade, the community has shown how principals in northern
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schools must reconceptualize their schools as being integral parts of the

communities they serve. (pp. 14-15)

To conclude, it is evident that cross-cultural understandings of educational
leadership, which take into particular account the role of culture in northern Canadian
Indigenous contexts, are noticeably absent. This deficiency serves to further reinforce and
add legitimacy to this research project. Given the narrowness of the predominant
Eurocentric educational leadership paradigm, the following subsection attempts to further
enlarge the educational leadership conversation to include the issues of gender and

ethnicity, and the influence they exert upon educational leadership.
Educational policy contexts, professional trajectories, and identity

How non-Indigenous educational leaders in Indigenous Yukon contexts construe
and enact their practice appear shaped by three factors. These are the educational policy
contexts extending into the Yukon from other provinces or federal bodies, the
characteristics of the post-secondary educational leadership programs in which Yukon
principals may have been educated, and the identities of the individuals themselves.
Educational policy contexts

At a federal level, the identification of specific educational leadership knowledge
and practice in Indigenous communities is supported by the Royal Commission on
Aboriginal Peoples (RCAP) recommendation 3.5.17 which states:

Teacher education programs, in collaboration with Aboriginal organizations

and government agencies that sponsor professional and para-professional

training, adopt a comprehensive approach to educator training, developing

career paths from para-professional training to professional certification in

education careers that:

(a) prepare Aboriginal students for the variety of roles required to operate
Aboriginal education systems; and
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(b) open opportunities for careers in provincial education systems.
A dominant theme of the recommendations of the RCAP report was stated as: “Aboriginal
peoples must have room to exercise their autonomy and structure their solutions” (AFN,
n.d.).

The historical underpinnings of this study which aims to expand the predominant
Euro-western paradigm to include the perspectives of non-Indigenous educational leaders
in Indigenous contexts, is warranted by the reality that, in the Yukon, no attempt has been
undertaken to date to clarify how notions of educational leadership as construed and
exercised by non-Indigenous school administrators are further impacted by the position of
Indigenous communities within the broader Canadian context; how memories of
dispossession, community dislocation and colonialism inform educational leaders’ notions
of what constitutes educational leadership, community, and what education and schooling
stand for. These aspects are important for both educational leaders and Yukon First
Nations communities, given the role education plays in facilitating self-determination, and
in defining identities of children and the sense of purpose of the communities that schools
serve.

| argue that such educational policy contexts give rise to contradictions and foster
tensions and dissonance which non-Indigenous principals must address in their daily
practice. For school-based leaders in general, Leithwood (2001) directly states the impact
of educational policies on them: “Among the several contexts in which school leaders are
enmeshed, the context created by educational policies is among the most powerful
influences on the nature of their work” (p. 227). This subsection will outline these
contradictions in order to surface the daily struggle in which non-Indigenous educational

leaders in the Yukon must engage should they wish to address them.
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A number of policy factors impact the practice of school administrators in the
Yukon. Three such contextual factors are identified.

First, in the Yukon, the Yukon Education Act (1990) takes a greater role than
solely that of legislation, in that it is also serves as the predominant policy document that
defines not only the powers, roles, and duties of school administrators, but the broader
mandate and the operation of the Yukon educational system as a whole. Specific to the
Yukon society, the Education Act recognizes the following in its preamble:

...that Yukon people agree that the goal of the Yukon education system is to work

in co-operation with parents to develop the whole child including the intellectual,

physical, social, emotional, cultural, and aesthetic potential of all students to the
extent of their abilities so that they may become productive, responsible, and self-
reliant members of society while leading personally rewarding lives in a changing

world. (p. 8)

It is important to note the reference made to the development of culture. Further

emphasis is given to culture in a subsequent citation:

... that the Yukon curriculum must include the cultural and linguistic heritage of
Yukon aboriginal people and the multicultural heritage of Canada; (p. 8)

These two references underscore the significance of the need to more thoroughly
understand educational leadership and its relationship to learning in Yukon schools and
communities. While not all leadership resides in the principal’s office, the importance of
the principal is reinforced by Leithwood & Riehl (2003) who state: “Scratch the surface of
an excellent school and you are likely to find an excellent principal” (p. 1), which aligns
with Barth’s (1990) assertion that the key to a good school is a good principal. If the role
of the principal as educational leader is one that cannot be underestimated, then a greater

understanding of how school principals practice culturally and contextually relevant
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educational leadership in the Yukon would be an essential endeavour that would assist in
the realization of the societal goals recognized in the Yukon Education Act.

Second, the curriculum underpinning the delivery of education in Yukon schools
originates from the British Columbia (BC) Ministry of Education. BC provincial
examinations are also required at the high school level. As a result, Yukon school
principals are charged with the responsibility of ensuring that the aforementioned ends of
education, as prescribed by the Yukon Education Act, are met using externally generated
BC curriculum. School administrators must therefore reconcile external curricular
specifications with the development and implementation of educational programming
deemed appropriate at a local level. Facility to do so is provided in the Yukon Education
Act (1990):

42(2) Locally developed courses may constitute up to 20 per cent of the educational

program offered to any student in a semester or a school year.

This suggests that BC-generated curriculum alone is inadequate to meet the
educational needs of Yukon students. The Yukon Education Act mandates the length of
the school year to be 950 instructional hours. Therefore, 20% translates to 190 instructional
hours or approximately two months of school. This substantial allotment of time as
designated by the Yukon Education Act underscores the import of locally developed
curriculum in Yukon schools. Relating this directly to the school principal, Section 169 of
the Yukon Education Act further states that it is the duties of the school principal to:

(s) ensure that instruction in the school is consistent with the courses of study
prescribed pursuant to this Act; and,

(t) include in the activities of the school, cultural heritage traditions and practices of

members of the community served by the school if the number of members who
possess the cultural heritage so warrant;
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Based upon this section of the Act, BC-based curriculum deployed in Yukon
schools and locally developed programs must therefore compete with each other for
adequate exposure in Yukon schools. Specific to the praxis of Yukon school principals,
they are therefore situated at intersection of locally developed programming and BC
curriculum. The responsibility rests on them to direct the educational activities of the
school to make certain that BC curriculum is adequately delivered in Yukon schools while
concurrently ensuring that this programming is culturally relevant to students and the
community.

As a result, a number of questions emerge: How do principals determine the
amount of time and extent to which locally developed programming is delivered in their
schools? Which factors mediate their professional judgment in ensuring that the
instructional requirements of the Yukon Education Act are met with the deployment of BC
school curriculum while concurrently ensuring that cultural heritage traditions are
adequately present in their schools?

Maxcy (1991) illuminates the tensions which as a result can arise in the interstitial
space existing between large organizations and policies and the individual educational
leader in their school, stating:

It is precisely the complex nature of organizations and the ways in which missions are
held and implemented that make the leadership-policy question so difficult. By its
very nature, policy regulates larger states of affairs rather than individual behavior:
policy involves collectivities of individual persons (organizations) whose interests and
needs tend to surmount individual personal interests. (p. 91)

The tensions which arise as a result of individual behavior and broader policy

initiatives are evidenced in the Yukon. For example, similar to the other provinces and

territories in Canada, education in the Yukon is a territorial (and not federal) responsibility.
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The guiding legislation is the Yukon Educational Act (1990) which specifies the territorial
administration of education. Notwithstanding this local responsibility, elected officials, the
Yukon educational system, and its employees interface with other provincial jurisdictions
and national bodies.

The above introduces a second factor affecting non-Indigenous Yukon school
principals: As a result of this provincial-federal interface, principals are impacted by the
mobility of senior educational officials between the Canadian provinces and territories.
This may result in new educational agendas and policies being brought from other
jurisdictions directly affecting their praxis. Examples include the school evaluation model
currently employed in the Yukon, originally imported from School District #63 (Saanich)
on Vancouver Island by the Yukon Department of Education. In addition, the document
Leadership Standards for Principals and Vice-Principals in British Columbia (BCPVPA,
2006) was circulated to Yukon school administrators by the Department of Education in
the fall of 2007. At a time where leadership development takes on heightened importance
in light of impending retirements, the possibility exists that the aforementioned BC
leadership standards will be relied upon to inform and guide future leadership in the
Yukon, despite the cultural, political, governance, and historical differences between BC
and the Yukon (Blakesley, 2007).

Third, at the Canadian and international levels, external standardized assessment
schemes affect the professional practice of Yukon school principals. Yukon Ministers and
Deputy Ministers of education attend the twice-yearly meetings of the Council of Ministers
of Education (CMEC), with Deputy Ministers also attending the Association of Canadian
Deputy Ministers of Education (ACDME). CMEC ensures that the country participates in

the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) educational
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indicators projects which result in quantitative comparisons between countries. Policy
initiatives of CMEC include the School Achievement Indicators Program (SAIP) and its
replacement, the Pan-Canadian Assessment Program (PCAP). Nationally, The PCAP
program measures student achievement in reading, math, and science as indicators of high
school preparation and readiness of 13 year-olds (CMEC, 2007). Yukon schools
participate in these external measures, and as a result, individual principals must devote
time and resources to their deployment. Yukon schools are also included in rankings by
the Fraser Institute which compares them to BC schools based in-part upon BC Provincial
Exam results, despite the many differences between their respective jurisdictions. These
rankings reflect upon the school, and by extension, the school principal.

As a result, external instruments are used to gauge the effectiveness of education in
the Yukon in comparison to other jurisdictions. How a school scores reflects upon the
school principal. The implications for non-Indigenous Yukon educational leaders is that
they balance the following three demands: first, they must ensure that BC curriculum is
adequately delivered to students within a prescribed school year; second, that locally
developed curriculum is designed and implemented, up to 20% of the aforementioned
school year in order to ensure cultural relevance to students, and third; they must deploy
external indicators deemed suitable for all Canadian children as a measure of academic
achievement despite a shorter timeframe in which to do so. Clearly, the intersection of the
local exigencies of Yukon education, external educational policies and curriculum, coupled
with broader Canadian initiatives results in weighty and competing demands which the
Yukon principal must endeavour to reconcile. This leads to the following question: how
do Yukon school principals determine the allocation of instructional time in light of such

competing educational, policy, and cultural factors?
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The implementation of educational policies can lead to tensions or contradictions in
practice which Patterson & Marshall (2001) refer to as “policy paradoxes” (p. 372). They
surface the apparent irony of granting more autonomy and local control of schools while
concurrently employing standardized accountability mechanisms. In the Yukon such a
paradox arises when schools are given the ability to employ locally-developed curriculum
yet are assessed using large-scale standardized tests. Leithwood (2001) further offers an
example pertaining to school principals working in site-based management environments.
While a goal of such an initiative may be to make schools more responsive to learning
needs, principals spend more time addressing budgetary concerns than they give attention
to curriculum and instruction.

In response to such paradoxes, Patterson and Marshall pose the following question
which has application to non-Indigenous school principals in Indigenous Yukon contexts:
“How do educators responsible for serving students...manage these pressures and
conflicting directives?” (p. 372). At a community and school level, Berger, Epp, &Moller
(2006) underscore the “cultural clash” which occurs when northern and Indigenous
cultures and educational policies encounter one another. In a similar manner, non-
Indigenous Yukon school principals must navigate the distinct differences between
language, curriculum, pedagogical practices grounded in western or southern conceptions
of instruction and learning, and the extent to which they are culturally relevant.
Community conceptions of time, punctuality, and attendance can contrast with the
mandated structure of the school day and school year, resulting in tension or conflict
between school principals, students, and parents. Non-Indigenous school principals in
Yukon contexts must deal with these contradictions as part of their daily practice, though it

is currently not understood how they may attempt to do so.
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Professional and educational trajectories

Non-Indigenous educational leaders in Yukon contexts bring with them a wide
range of external post-secondary experiences to their praxis. While post-secondary
education may be presented as a preferred qualification on Department of Education job
postings for principals, as in my own case, it is not a required condition at the time of
appointment. This therefore has resulted in a Yukon school principal workforce
constituted by individuals possessing credentials ranging from solely a Bachelor of
Education degree, to magisterial degrees, to some who are working towards or already
possess doctoral-level qualifications.

A factor limiting the attainment of post-secondary educational leadership
credentials resides in the fact that the Yukon does not offer post-secondary programs
specific to educational leadership development, despite the findings of Bush and Glover’s
(2004) meta-analysis of leadership development literature which indicated: “Leadership
development should be based firmly within participants’ leadership contexts” (p. 4). Asa
result, non-Indigenous Yukon school leaders bring to their practice a diversity of
backgrounds and beliefs regarding what may constitute educational leadership from their
engagement in a wide range of post-secondary programs external to the Yukon. This has
serious implications for educational leadership in the Yukon: post-secondary educational
leadership development therefore does not take into account the distinct Yukon context.
New principals in the Yukon would thus have no greater understanding of the epistemic
foundations of Yukon-based educational leadership as a result of post-secondary

educational leadership development. Further, the absence of any locally-situated
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educational leadership programming largely precludes the opportunity for research leading
to greater understanding of educational leadership in Yukon contexts.

In the Yukon, there exists only one Indigenous principal, appointed to a very small
rural school in 2007.  This person has been teaching for approximately 5 years and has
not currently pursued any post-secondary educational leadership development. Should a
person in such a position wish to pursue such development, the absence of any locally-
grounded educational leadership program, paradoxically, necessitates that they leave the
Yukon to engage in coursework. It is reasonable to assume that any such external
programming would not take into account the specific educational, cultural, linguistic,
political, and historic contexts of the Yukon.

Further, there are currently no attempts to develop a locally grounded educational
leadership development program which would articulate an epistemic framework of
educational leadership in the Yukon. This effectively diminishes the opportunity for the
development of either future Indigenous or non-Indigenous educational leaders who can
ground and locate their practice in ways relevant to Yukon education.

The diversity and incoherence of educational leadership university programs is
indicated in the Fostering Tomorrow’s Educational Leaders report (Stack et al, 2006). In
its detailed examination of post-secondary educational leadership and administration
(ELA) with a specific focus on the BC-based, American, and on-line programs accessible
to BC educators, the report identified a range of factors, each indicating significant
diversity in the way that ELA programs are designed, staffed, and delivered to both
prospective and current educational leaders. The distinct areas of difference included a

range of areas which will be outlined briefly below.

58



First, ELA programs showed significant variances, with the total credit hours
ranging from 18 to 54 credits. They employ wide range of delivery modes, from on-line
offerings, to cohort models and programs with greater student-to-student and student-to-
faculty interaction. Particular elements also appeared under exposed in ELA programs.
For example, little attention appeared to be given to the moral and intellectual dimensions
of educational leadership.

Specific to Indigenous conceptions of educational leadership, the Deans of
Education who participated in the research for this report made comments such as “not
much is being done to offer programs in Indigenous education” (p. 35). Another program
coordinator stated that while they had no Indigenous students, they did have “Caucasian
folks who have worked with reserves” (p. 35). Thus, students of ELA programs graduate
without specific thought or exposure given to issues related to educational leadership from
Indigenous perspectives or Indigenous contexts.

Secondly, ELA programs state a wide range of goals, and there appeared “no
widely accepted definition of leadership and no consensus on how to develop it or foster
it” (Stack et al., 2006, p. 23). The aims and ends of ELA programs varied greatly across
the programs studied in this report. Further, the globalization and Americanization of
programs further obscure gaining clarity regarding the declared educational ends of the
programs available to BC educators, and by extension, those in the Yukon.

This identified incoherence of ELA programs raises concern in light of the re-
population of the Yukon educational leadership workforce due to impending retirements.
Currently, it remains unclear the extent to which the professional education of non-
Indigenous Yukon school principals influences how they think about educational

leadership and practice it. The aforementioned underexposure of Aboriginal education by
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these programs raises further concerns regarding the suitability and applicability of these
programs to the preparation of non-Indigenous Yukon school principals.

These factors therefore combine to indicate the following: if you are an Indigenous
school principal from the Yukon, then you are likely not to have engaged in any locally
grounded program on educational leadership; if you are a non-Indigenous Yukon school
principal, then it is more likely that you have engaged in post-secondary development
programs which have no particular understanding of the Yukon and/or of its Indigenous
contexts. This further indicates that there is no Yukon-based attempt to articulate an
epistemic framework for educational leadership, leaving the understanding of educational
leadership for both Indigenous and non-Indigenous principals unclear.

Identity

Clarke (2009) presents the concept of identity with respect to teachers as one that is
marked by a growing body of research, suggesting that, “the trend towards employing
identity as a conceptual tool in teacher education has been paralleled by an increasing

emphasis on identity in education generally” (p. 185).

But, what is meant by the term ‘identity’ in relation to the constructions of
professional notions of educational leadership? Clarke (2009) offers the following
definition which is germane to this study: "lIdentity references individuals' knowledge and
naming of themselves, as well as others' recognition of themselves as a particular sort of
person” (p. 186). With respect to the self and experience, he further posits that, “Identities
are formed at the nexus of the individual and the social” (p. 189). With respect to the

identities of the non-Indigenous principals, Clarke’s assertion draws into question how the
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participants in this study may reconstruct their respective selves and define their role in

relation to schooling and the larger social contexts in which they operate.

Murphy (2007) points to the marginalization of practice with respect to educational
leadership. If practice is indeed informed by the identity of the leader, identity may then
be marginalized in university education programs as a result of the emphasis placed on the
teaching of management and administrative aspects. He describes the education of school

3

administrators in the following manner: “...prospective school leaders have been largely
miseducated because universities, especially research universities, have constructed their
programs with raw materials acquired from the warehouse of academe. In the meantime,
they have marginalized practice” (p. 583). Thus, identity does not appear to be considered
by those who study leadership or expound upon it as one vitally important pillar of an
interconnected triad comprised of theory, practice in context, and the individual.

In summary, the convergence of external policies with the Yukon context, coupled
with the incoherence of the formal developmental experiences of educational leaders, raise
specific questions regarding how these factors shape the manner in which non-Indigenous
Yukon principals construct their professional identities, construe their meaning of
educational leadership, and enact their professional practice in the distinct Yukon context.
The extent to which external policies and diverse educational leadership development

shapes how non-Indigenous Yukon educational leaders construe and enact their practice

currently remains unknown.
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Intersections of gender, ethnicity and class and non-Indigenous
constructions of educational leadership within Indigenous contexts

While the above review establishes the need for more sensitive studies that would
examine how non-Indigenous educational leaders act within Indigenous contexts, there are
very few studies which provide insights into the complexities involved. Many questions
arise at this junction: How do non-Indigenous educational leaders perceive and construct
themselves in relation to their practice and to the Indigenous communities they serve given
their own background, as men or women and affiliated with different ethnic and social
class groups? In what ways does their location as non-Indigenous actors — along gender,
class and ethnic lines -- inform their sense of purpose and the way they address the
tensions embedded in their practice? Answering these and related questions requires a
broader discussion of the intersections between gender and ethnicity of non-Indigenous
educational leaders and how these intersections shape their visions, understandings and
actions within Indigenous contexts.

Gender

The term gender refers not just to identity but also to “the symbolic level, to
cultural ideals and stereotypes of masculinity and femininity and, at the structural level, to
the sexual division of labour in institutions and organizations” (Oxford Dictionary of
Sociology, 2004, p. 240). Dickson et al. (2003) affirm that “[r]esearch has shown that
successful managers are stereotypically viewed as more similar to men than to women on
attributes considered critical to effective work performance, such as leadership ability, self-
confidence, ambition, assertiveness, and forcefulness” (p. 745). This is further illustrated
by the work of Trinidad & Normore (2004) who observe that “[r]ecognizing women’s

styles of leadership represents an important approach to equity as long as they are not
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stereotyped as “the” ways women lead but as ‘other’ ways of leading” (p. 575). However,
Fitzgerald (2003) seems to disagree when he states that studies of gender specific to
women’s ways of knowing are based on the debatable premise that women as educational
leaders “form a collective identity based on their gender and the sharing of common
experiences and struggles” (p. 432). The end result is a homogenization of women’s
voices and their essentialization. With regard to the intersectionality of gender and
educational leadership in Canada, Young (1994) indicates a historical absence:

Whereas scholarship on educational administration in this country has for over a

decade incorporated “Canadian” and “education” as dimensions of our knowledge

base, gender is still hardly acknowledged as an issue. Given the power of many
educational administrators to define or influence educational agendas in many

settings, this is a serious omission. (p. 352)

While Young’s assertion extends back 15 years, it serves as foundational to the
more recent assertion by Coleman (2003) who suggests that little progress has been made,
referring to the orthodoxy of male educational leadership:

In the world of education, where women tend to numerically predominate, it is easy

to assume that the sex of the individual is irrelevant to the holding of authority.

However, findings from research that | undertook in the latter half of the 1990s

show that this is far from the case, and that the identification of leadership with

men and a male stereotype of leadership in education, as elsewhere, is still the

underlying norm. (p. 327)

In her studies of educational leadership in South African contexts, Chisholm (2001)
argues that while women have dominated the educational profession as teachers, in
contrast, educational administration is predominantly a male-centric domain where
leadership is associated with “masculinity, rationality, and whiteness” (p. 387). Her

research, conducted in the Gauteng Department of Education, identifies two particular

aspects specific to the construct of leadership: the “colour of competence” and “gender of
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competence” (p. 398), First, competence of colour in relation to leadership is described as:
“The construct of leadership as ‘competence’ came in the form of ‘colour’; its obverse was
clearly ‘bad’ or ‘weak’ ‘leadership’, ‘weak leadership’ itself constructed by its opposite as
‘incompetent’ and ‘black’” (p. 389).
Second, competence was also identified in its relationship to gender:
‘Competence’ was bound up with notions of masculinity, control, and performance.
‘Incompetence’ and ‘weakness’ were, by contrast, associated with femininity, lack
of assertiveness and performance. This discourse co-existed with real men and
women who did not conform to its assumptions and indeed contradicted it. (p. 389)
Comparing English and Singaporean female secondary school head teachers
(principals), Morriss, Tin, & Coleman (1999) illustrate the effects gendered perspectives
have upon how leaders perceive, construct, and define themselves. Stereotypes of gender
identified by English head teachers fall along the following lines or attributes similar to
those described by Chisholm (2001). Masculine attributes are predominantly typified as
“evaluative, disciplined, and objective”, and feminine attributes were identified as “caring,
creative, intuitive, and aware of individual differences” (Morriss, Tin, & Coleman, 1999, p.
194). Indicating how these stereotypical conceptions of gender extend across cultural lines
in this comparative, Singaporean female head teachers indicated much the same,
expressing female attributes as “caring, humane, intuitive, and aware of individual
differences”, and those of males as “evaluative, disciplined, objective, competitive, and
formal” (p. 194). While the gender stereotypes of the female head teachers were similar in
nature between the two identified cultures, in practice they selected a wide range of the
aforementioned attributes, extending across both gender paradigms. The researchers argue

that successful leaders do not rely upon one form of locked-in behavior or approaches, but

instead rely upon a broad array of skills and attributes employed in a participatory manner.
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Offering a representative example, head teachers may at times be democratic in
their practice and autocratic at others, though will not totally rely upon only one form of
practice. This conclusion finds support in Strachan’s (1999) work in New Zealand. She
argues that “feminist educational leadership includes but goes beyond being woman
centered and embraces a wider political agenda that is anti-racist as well as anti-sexist”
(Joyce, 1987, Gosettie & Rusch, 1995, in Strachan, 1999, p. 310). In her research,
Strachan concludes that the leadership practices of the three women educators she studied
focused on “social justice, sharing power, and the ethic of care” (p. 312), though there
were the personal costs of stress, increased workload, and isolation from family and friends
attached to the implementation of a feminist educational leadership agenda. Each of the
women involved in the research project by Strachan (1999) described and engaged in their
own “alternative theory of educational leadership” (p. 321). This is described in the
following manner: “They were not just passively responding to the demands imposed by
the educational bureaucracies, the school context and the school community. Their
practice was characterized by its diversity, shifting nature, its flexibility, its creativity, its
emotive quality, the dominant role played by their personal value system and the school
context....There is no prescription for successful educational leadership” (p. 321).

If Strachan’s assertion is indeed the case and school principals do develop and
engage in alternative leadership theories and practices outside of prescribed ones, then how
would this dynamic be reflected among non-Indigenous women educators working in
Indigenous Yukon contexts, given the intersection of gender and culture? First, the
distribution of male and female school administrators is worthy of note, particularly in
light of the distinction between rural and urban contexts. It may be that all schools in the

Yukon could be viewed as rural and isolated when viewed through a southern Canadian
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lens. This view notwithstanding, in the Territory itself, delineation is made between urban
schools located in the capital city Whitehorse and the rural schools located in smaller
communities outside of this one major center. An examination of school administrator
distribution by gender results in the following breakdown: Of the 15 urban Whitehorse
schools, 5 schools are led by female principals and there are 6 female vice-principals. In
contrast, in the 14 rural schools located throughout the Territory, 3 schools have female
principals and there is only one female vice-principal. These figures indicate that there is a
substantially higher concentration of female school administrators in urban areas.
Conversely there is a predominantly male rural administrative complement, presenting as a
dominance of male-centric educational leadership in rural and isolated Indigenous
communities.

Hence, when exploring how non-Indigenous leaders construct, enact, and identify
themselves as educational leaders in Indigenous contexts, one is bound to ask how does
this gendered urban-rural distinction in the Yukon shape their perceptions? Upon further
consideration, additional questions emerge. What power configurations underpin this
gendered spatial distribution and how does it impact the relationship between educational
leaders and Indigenous communities? To what extent, if at all, do non-Indigenous
principals in Yukon Indigenous settings identify gender attributes extending across
gendered leadership paradigms? What factors motivate their choices in doing so? In what
ways do non-Indigenous educational leaders possess and critically employ judgment,
defined by Coulter & Wiens (2002) as “an amalgam of knowledge, virtue, and reason that
enables people to decide what to do” (p. 16) in order to guide their practice within
Indigenous community contexts? In raising these questions, the present study offers space

for the voices of non-Indigenous female educational leaders working in Indigenous
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contexts in broadening the understanding of how they construe their professional identity
and practice.
Ethnicity

Relating ethnicity and leadership specifically to this research project, the Yukon
educational system can perhaps be described as a “patchwork quilt” made up of a diverse,
yet loosely stitched collection of culturally, linguistically, and contextually distinctive
pieces.

A similar observation can be made of the backgrounds of Yukon school
administrators, a diverse cadre of individuals with diverse educational experiences and
qualifications. Their individual ethnicities are as distinct as their schools and the
communities in which they live. Individual personal histories include, though are not
limited to, roots extending to Ireland, France, central Europe, and England. Many,
including the researcher, are Canadian-born and have practiced in other distinct regions of
the country- the Maritimes, Quebec, the Prairies, and the West. In addition to this
geographic diversity, each brings a diverse and varied personal background. It should be
noted that while much of the non-Indigenous Canadian national fabric is represented by
them, there exists a relative absence of Indigenous Yukon school administrators. Only one
school principal and one vice-principal are of Yukon First Nations descent.

If educational leadership, as Hallinger & Leithwood (1995) postulate, is culturally
influenced, then the issue of ethnicity must be drawn in to sharper focus specific to this
research project. The construct of ethnicity can be defined in the following way:
“Individuals who consider themselves, or are considered by others, to share common
characteristics that differentiate them from the other collectivities in a society, and from

which they develop their distinctive cultural behavior form an ethnic group” (Oxford
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Dictionary of Sociology, 2004, p. 197). Two questions arise here, with regard to non-
Indigenous educators working in the Yukon: First, how does the intersection between
ethnicity and indigeneity inform how non-Indigenous educators’ construct their
professional identity, their perceptions, and their subjectivities? Second, how does it shape
the educational and administrative strategies of non-Indigenous principals who work in

Indigenous environments?

The criticality of ethnicity in the influence and determination of who one is as a
leader within a particular culture or context is identified by Dickson et al. (2003) who
describe the decline of universal principles of leadership with a subsequent focus on the
differences between cultures, including “...leadership traits, characteristics, and
relationships that conform to or can be explained by the various cultural dimensions” (p.
734). One basis for this expanded focus is their recognition that leadership theory is
predominated by an American bias, thereby increasing the interest in the broader range of
cultural dimensions discernable in leadership across non-western models. To substantiate
this assertion, Dickson et al. rely upon research by Mellahi (2000) which indicated that
MBA programs in the UK neglect Indigenous leadership values, thereby creating the
perception on the part of students within such programs that such values outside of the
predominant American view are insignificant.

Specific to the Yukon context, we do not know the ways and extent to which non-
Indigenous principals working in Indigenous contexts construe, construct, or otherwise
perceive Indigenous culture along ethnic lines. Given the dearth of educational leadership
research specific to northern Canadian contexts more broadly, the examination of

educational leadership, broadened to include the influence of the ethnicity of both
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educational leaders and followers holds promise as a means of expanding how leadership
is conceived and enacted in Yukon contexts. Despite the promising assertion by Hallinger
& Leithwood (1996) regarding the role of culture as a construct in leadership, they echo
the sentiments expressed in reference to the neglect of the inclusion of Indigenous
leadership values, stating: “Consequently, we find few modern discussions of leadership
and administration grounded in non-Western cultural contexts” (p. 101). Linking this
assertion to the study conducted in the cross-cultural contexts of the Paheka (non-
Indigenous New Zealanders) and Pacific Islanders, Chong & Thomas (1997) reinforce this
perspective by stating: “Effective interaction between leaders and followers in
organizations may be influenced by the ethnic identity of both the leader and the follower.
However, traditional leadership theories only offer limited help in understanding this
relationship” (p. 276). This suggests that leaders and followers of diverse cultural
backgrounds may therefore be guided by different, perhaps conflicting prototypes of
leadership. Variations in behavioural expectations of the other, communication style, the
level of belief in the causal influence of leadership, and satisfaction with leaders and
leadership may reinforce tensions between and amongst leaders and followers (Chong &
Thomas, ibid). Relating their assertions to this research project, how leaders perceive
themselves and others, upon which foundations they establish their values, their habitus or
dispositions of thought and behavior, and the very language they employ appear strongly
based on their cultural background. Conversely, how they are perceived by those around
them is influenced in a reciprocal manner. Yet, the manner and degree to which this is the
case in the Yukon context is at present, unknown and further justifies the need for detailed

research.
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School effectiveness has often been based upon student achievement on
standardized tests, but these data have not taken into account the achievement of minority
ethnic groups. The frustrations emerging as a result of the dearth of literature specific to
multi-ethnic contexts is perhaps best expressed by the voice of the following head teacher:

There is so much stuff written about what makes an effective school but virtually

nothing about multi-ethnic contexts. | mean, there are something like 30 languages

spoken in this school, and probably as many cultural backgrounds. What does one
actually do to make the school effective for all pupils in the face of such diversity?

(Blair, 2002, p. 181)

Perhaps intended to address the concern evocatively expressed above, the UK-
based National College for School Leadership commissioned a report titled Priorities,
strategies, and challenges: Proactive leadership in multi-ethnic schools (Walker, 2004).
This report explicitly states both the promise of building more equitable and socially just
societies through educational leadership in schools systems, coupled with the seemingly
insurmountable challenges relating specifically to educational leadership in multi-ethnic
contexts. Reinforcing the tensions identified by Blair (2002), Walker (2004) affirms:
“The challenges are frightening because they confront prejudice, injustice, and historical
conceptions that are so profoundly entrenched in the fabric of our systems that they often
appear insurmountable” (p. 3).

The challenges outlined above relate specifically to non-Indigenous Yukon
principals in that they too face them in their daily practice, particularly when a large
percentage of children that attend rural schools are of Indigenous heritage and they,
predominantly, are not. The Yukon educational context continues to be challenged by the

lingering residue of resentment and mistrust resulting from the historic dislocation,

dispossession, attempted extinguishment of native languages, in the attempt to assimilate
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Indigenous people and cultures by residential schools. As the lead representative of a
government-run school, a white non-Indigenous principal can still be viewed as the
embodiment or agent of the fallout of this disturbingly destructive legacy, yet be unaware
of how they may be perceived. It can take many years of living, working, and raising a
family in rural Yukon contexts for trust to be established - if it ever is. Transposing the
question above by Blair (2002) to the Yukon frame, just what does a non-Indigenous
principal in an Indigenous context do to make their school a welcoming and open place for
students, parents, and community members, while concurrently ensuring their school is
“effective” as measured by external yardsticks?

Speaking from direct personal experience, the tensions experienced by non-
Indigenous principals in Indigenous settings are most certainly not trifling ones when
framed in this manner. A newly appointed, well-intentioned non-Indigenous principal may
operate on the premise that the dominant focus of their practice is to address academic
achievement. In shaping their beliefs and actions in this way, they may inadvertently
isolate themselves from the community through a lack of unawareness of the community’s
valued ends of education for their children and achievement which may be defined as
much by cultural values as academic ones. This then raises particular questions: What
does it mean to be an effective leader in the absence of a specific reference point; how do
you know if you are effective and why; what does one do to be effective in a multiplicity
of ways?

Is this stated absence of ethnic considerations also prevalent in Canadian
educational contexts? | argue that they most certainly are, specifically in the case of non-
Indigenous perceptions of Indigenous communities and societies. Underscoring this lack

of understanding, research conducted in Innut communities by Ryan (1989) identifies the
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inability of educational systems to accommodate the cultural differences of their
Indigenous students and presents the following challenge to educational researchers:

Only by establishing links between those social practices that pervade Western

society and everyday life in Native communities and schools, can we begin to

capture the complexities involved in seeking out not only explanations of, but

solutions to, the problems in Native education. (Ryan, 1989, p. 382)

Ryan employs Foucault’s notion of “normalization” or the employment of
perpetual observation, evaluation, documentation, and disciplining in order to achieve
conformity to non-Innu or Western standards. This presents as a direct contradiction to the
stance taken by Hampton (1995) who counters this drive to achieve Indigenous conformity
with Western notions, stating:

If Native nations are to have engineers, managers, business people, natural resource

specialists and all the other experts we need to meet non-Indians on equal terms,

then we must have educational leadership that makes mathematics, science, and

computers accessible to our students. (p. 6)

The key distinction to be made here is the focus on equal terms in direct contrast to
a drive to achieve assimilated conformity. This places the non-Indigenous school
administrator clearly at the crux of the intersection of the historic goals of the educational
system and the self-determining goals of Indigenous societies and communities
(particularly in the land claims settlement environment that is the Yukon) to be self-
sufficient and sustaining, both economically and culturally. Arriving at this junction
prompts the following question: How do non-Indigenous school principals perceive both

themselves as educational leaders and their communities at this intersection, all the while

managing such a complexity of tensions, divergent goals, and conflicting agendas?
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Class

The inclusion and scrutiny of social class is important to this research project in
that it recognizes Knapp & Wolverton’s (1995) assertion that class is a hidden factor that is
foundational to understanding how schools work. The intersection and importance of
social class is underscored in their review of social class and schooling literature. From
their perspective, they argue that:

We embark on this review in full recognition that social class is hard- perhaps

impossible in some respects- to disentangle from other categorical social

descriptors such as race, ethnicity, and gender; from culture (viewed as a set of
shared meanings held by social groups); and from ideology (the system of values
and beliefs to which societies subscribe and that serve as a justification for actions).

(p. 548)

Two predominant views hold specific to the relationship of schooling and social
class. The first is that schools serve as a social equalizer which diminishes class
distinctions. While ideologically sound, this is not reflected in the second view that the
reality is that schools and schooling reinforce class distinctions in that they hierarchically
order children in ways that support and reflect what is considered socially good by society.
Employing a functionalist perspective to make this point, schools strive to produce the best
and brightest learners to take their place in the labour market. School thus takes on the role
of social sieve or filter of human talent, promoting those with higher cognitive abilities to
receive the training required to take on high-paying and high status positions.

If, as Zeichner & Gere (1990) argue, educators do bring class-based sensibilities to
their work, this raises the question as to the extent to which class mediates the perceptions
of non-Indigenous educational leaders. More specifically, to what extent does the

intersection of self-perception, perceptions of their students, and the community in which

they reside intercede in the construction and practice of educational leadership? If, as
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previously stated, the majority of educational leaders in the Yukon bring a diversity of
backgrounds and experiences, to what extent do class-based perceptions determine for
them the “rules of engagement” (Whitty, 2001)? This may serve to shed light on the
incongruence between community culture and/or reconcile tensions and dissonance
between the valued ends of education, however defined. In this vein, to what extent do
social class incongruities take on an assumption of deficit, thereby shaping and
determining the experiences of children in schools and their academic and social
placement? In light of Knapp & Woolverton’s (1995) position that “lower-class children
frequently lack the “cultural capital” that is valued in schools” (p. 559), shedding light on
the extent to which educational leaders’ perceptions of social class shapes the very
sociology of education in the Yukon warrants thoughtful and concerted examination.

To summarize, this subsection has identified a number of concerns specific to the
way that educational leadership is thought about, understood, researched, and developed,
raising a number of issues impacting how non-Indigenous principals may conceive of and
enact educational leadership in Indigenous contexts. The gravity of these effects is not to
be underestimated, given, as previously stated, that the vast majority of Yukon Indigenous
children will go to schools where the principal and teachers are predominantly non-
Indigenous. First, the limitations and conceptual vagueness of educational leadership are
reinforced by a history which has generated a shaky and incoherent epistemological
foundation. This neither serves to inform non-Indigenous educational leaders in
Indigenous contexts nor offer them a contextually relevant base upon which to situate their
professional identities, beliefs, and practice. Second, the aspects of culture, ethnicity,
gender, and class, have heretofore remained in the margins of Western educational thought

and research. These aspects further serve to blur and complicate how educational
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leadership may both be construed and enacted by practitioners and academics alike, the
continuing conceptual vagueness afflicting educational leadership development programs
at post-secondary institutions.

In response to the under-examined diversity and richness of the educational
leadership domain, the relevancy of context, coupled with the aforementioned conceptual
vagueness, has precipitated policy initiatives on the part of governments and professional
associations endeavouring to bring definition, order and coherency to the field and to the
development of school leaders. This has been attempted through the isolation of ‘best
practices’, standardization, and the subsequent policy initiatives mandating that they be
stretched across diverse contexts. The inadequacy of such efforts, and their resultant
narrowing of the educational leadership, is echoed in the voices of researchers and
practitioners alike. For educational leaders, such mandated definitions serve to complicate
and obstruct how non-Indigenous principals in Indigenous contexts develop and define
themselves in relation to their unique communities and diverse context of practice. In
effect, rather than take an under-examined and misinterpreted field of practice and expand
understandings of it, the drive to standardize and prescribe practice limits knowledge
production and the relevancy of the educational leadership discipline to diverse contexts.

In light of the above, how then can one research educational leadership in
Indigenous Yukon contexts in a manner which realizes and takes into account both the
dominance of Eurocentric leadership perspectives and a predominantly negative historical
research frame? With this question at the forefront, the following subsection will examine
both the historical challenges (Smith, 1999; Battiste & Henderson, 2000) and the current

and future promise of ethnographic research (Zou & Trueba, 2002; Brooke & Hogg, 2004;
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Horner, 2004; Lassiter, 2005) as a research method suitable as a means of illuminating

educational leadership in remote Indigenous contexts.

The limitations of ethnographic research and the promise of critical
ethnographic methods

How educational leadership is understood, and the extent to which knowledge gaps
exist regarding particular aspects of leadership, has been driven by the types of research
methodological choices that have guided research in the field. The history of educational
leadership research demonstrates a heavy reliance upon quantitative methods (Heck &
Hallinger, 1999). While we may be able to understand the extent to which a phenomenon
exists, or, given the use of case studies, understand what occurs in a given situation by
groups of people within a bounded setting, as a result of the limited employment of other
research traditions (phenomenology, grounded theory, ethnography, and narrative forms)
we remain less informed as to the experiences of people in the field and how they make
sense of their experiences and perceptions of educational leadership. Therefore, we are
less able to theorize and generate new theories regarding educational leadership based
upon the inadequacies and limitations posed by this dependence upon gquantitative
methods. These factors apply particularly in the case of the Yukon educational system, a
statistically small jurisdiction where limited educational leadership research has been
conducted. As a result, little progress has been made specific to enlarging educational
leadership theory in this context and therefore much remains unexamined.

Battiste & Henderson (2000) provide the following deficiencies related to “the
ethnographic tradition” and the manner in which it is deeply marked by the dominance of

Eurocentric thought engrained within it. Through this lens, and to avoid subjectivity
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entering into the analysis of cultures, positivist scientific approaches endeavoured to
“impose rational patterns on human behaviour in the same way that science imposes
general paradigms on observed events. Eurocentric anthropologists have traditionally
organized the descriptive details of the Indigenous cultures into ethnographies” (p. 30).
Eurocentric ethnographers recorded many aspects of the culture under study without
inviting input, but then defined the culture under study as a shared set of meanings. Smith
(1999) identifies the history and legacy of this extraction of Indigenous knowledge and the
misplaced ownership of that knowledge by evocatively stating:

It is a history that still offends our deepest sense of humanity. Just knowing that

someone measured our ‘faculties’ by filling the skulls of our ancestors with millet

seeds and compared the amount of millet seed to the capacity for mental thought
offends our sense of who and what we are. (p. 1)

Colonial ethnographies were taken to constitute the sum total of a culture, were
considered incontrovertible, objective, and the only legitimate form of truth regarding the
culture under observation. In such a manner, the study of “zones of difference” (Battiste
& Henderson, 2000, p. 31) was made problematic if not impossible. As a result
Indigenous cultures became homogenized and essentialized, rather than viewed as varied,
different and in a state of flux over time.

A further legacy of Eurocentric domination of thought in attempts to research and
understand Indigenous cultures was the depiction of the view of Indigenous populations as
having limited variability between internal cultures, harmonious in their interactions, and
inherently static over time. One outcome of this historical lack of understanding, and the
resultant racism it generated, is evident in the writings of New Zealand anthropologist
Diamond Jeness (1954). Jenness asserted at the time what he believed to be the view of

the “average Canadian” and the overt prejudice of the time: “But the Indians, [the average
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Canadian] thought, lacked any true cultural background: they were but half-regenerate
savages. Accordingly, he treated them with hardly concealed contempt” (p. 96).
Transposed to the present context of this research, it becomes directly obvious that such
research approaches are morally misguided, ethically improper, counterproductive, and
limiting. Therefore, they are to be avoided at all costs.
The opportunities offered by critical ethnographic research

In light of this disturbingly negative historical frame, how then can researchers of
educational leadership in Indigenous contexts avoid the colonizing and homogenizing
legacy of colonial ethnographers? Promise and potential exists in a critical ethnography
approach, defined by Masemann (1982) as one that attempts to “transcend the limitations
of a functionalist social science” (p. 4), given that comparative education research has been
marked by “the legacy of nineteenth- and twentieth- century positivist philosophy [that]
was accentuated by the historical relativism of Max Weber in his separation of normative
judgments from factual statements, a separation which made it possible for him and his
future American followers to think of science as autonomous and morally neutral”
(Mafeje, in Masemann, ibid., p. 2). Building upon, and attempting to address the historical
limitations of ethnography, Simon & Dippo (1986) offer the following definition of critical
ethnography as a research methodology which provides the means for researchers to
identify and expose their particular interests and those of broader social relations :

Thus the interest that defines critical ethnographic work is both pedagogical and

political. It is linked to our assessment of our own society as inequitably structured

and dominated by a hegemonic culture that suppresses a consideration and

understanding of why things are the way they are and what must be done for things
to be otherwise. (p. 196)
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Relating the above specifically to this research project, the pedagogical aspect is
underscored by Friesen & Friesen’s (2002) assertion that, in Indigenous communities, the
majority of educators are non-Indigenous. Non-Indigenous educators bring with them a
distinct pedagogical worldview that is constructed differently and founded upon
epistemological bases distinct from residents living in Indigenous communities. The
political aspect of critical ethnographic work in this context pertains to the building of
culture between schools and community in order to decolonize and empower communities
to be meaningful participants specific to how educational leadership is understood and how
education is framed to benefit the children attending schools. The proposed research
project therefore aims to bridge these two aspects as a means of generating deeper
understandings of educational leadership on the part of those who are non-Indigenous
educational leaders.

Extending their explanation of critical ethnography further, Simon & Dippo (1986)
further state:

...we simply mean to stress that ethnographic inquiry has to be concretely

understood as an interrelated set of concepts and research practices constructed for

the purpose of producing a particular articulation of knowledge. For us, a critical
ethnography requires that this particular articulation be accountable to the
pedagogical/political project specified above. We view all modes of knowing and

all particular knowledge forms as ideological, hence the issue is not whether one is
"biased"; but rather, whose interests are served by one's work. (p. 196)

It is here that the legacy of traditional ethnography collides directly with the
promise shown by critical ethnographic methods. Despite the oppressive and colonizing
legacy of ethnographic research, associated with the anthropological study of “primitive”
cultures which has “collected, classified, and represented other cultures” (Smith, 1999, p.
67), Zou & Trueba (2002) counter with a view that positions critical ethnography as an

empowering research method which can be of value in diverse educational settings typified
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by cultural difference and diversity, Zou and Trueba refer to ethnic scholars of diverse
cultural backgrounds as ones who are “turning educational ethnography into one of the
most incisive tools and powerful research instruments in the exploration of new horizons
and hopes for a better future” (p. 2). Further, the employment of critical educational
ethnography appears to be in the pursuit of vastly different research goals than those of
traditional ethnographers: in contrast, modern ethnographers appear less interested in
identifying and generating broad generalizations of a whole culture or group (Foley, in Zou
& Trueba, 2002) and instead seek different goals. “They are more interested in producing
focused, well-theorized ethnographies of social institutions or subgroups” (p. 140) rather
than a detached totalization of a particular group or culture under examination. This
distinction relates specifically to this research project in that it will strive to produce a
specifically focused and well-theorized critical ethnography aimed at broadening how
leadership is examined and understood in the Yukon context.

Critical ethnography therefore appears to hold promise and potential as a research
method for an examination of non-Indigenous educational leaders and educational
leadership as it presents in the social institution of Yukon schools. The application of
critical ethnography in this research project provides the opportunity to, as Guajardo &
Guajardo (2002) assert, serve “as the voice and vehicle for challenging the power
structures and working to equalize power dynamics” (p. 282) for northern Canadian
educational leaders working within Indigenous school contexts. Therefore, the application
of a critical ethnographic approach generates the opportunity for the non-Indigenous
Yukon principals to tell their stories, offer their perspectives and perceptions, and share
their leadership experiences as non-Indigenous professionals working in distinct cross-

cultural settings. This serves as the means with which to reveal and examine in greater
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detail the tensions, distinctions, and contradictions which underpin Indigenous and non-
Indigenous relations within school contexts. Critical ethnography exposes the multifaceted
and conflictual power structures embedded in the relationships between and amongst
educational leaders and the communities they serve. Extensive narratives and stories
frame these contradictions and tensions which constitute the politics of educational
leadership within the Yukon context.

What are the implications of the employment of critical ethnographic method
specific to this research project? First, addressing Simon and Dippo’s previous statements
regarding interrelated concepts and research practice, this research project incorporates the
use of theoretical reflexivity as a means of disrupting the dominance of Euro-western
educational leadership theory by “rethinking how we interpret and write up our field
experiences”(Foley, 2002, p. 163) in order to preclude solely a mapping the present Yukon
reality. In the case of this research project, this signifies that I do not simply present
research from an objective interpretive position either distanced or removed from the field
itself. Instead, self-reflection and narrative are employed in this research project as a
means of diminishing the view of the researcher as expert or specialist. This transforms the
traditional view and role of the researcher into one who is discovering, interpreting, and
not solely offering one “right” explanation or prescription relative to a given research
setting.

As outlined by Simon and Dippo previously, the issue is not whether or not my
research efforts are biased, but the degree to which and the directions in which they are,
and whose interests are served. First, my own interests are served, as the conduct of this
research presents a major hurdle in the completion of a university degree. A doctoral

degree confers status and may offer career advancement. Secondly, the Government of
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Yukon’s concern and desire to close the achievement gap between non-First Nations and
First Nations students may be informed by this research. Thirdly, this research may inform
the future of leadership development programs initiated by the Yukon Department of
Education. Fourthly, the educational leadership academic community serves to benefit
through the broadening of knowledge by research conducted in a remote region of Canada.
Gilmore (2002) offers a relevant northern example specific to the use critical
ethnographic approaches as a means of breaking with this disturbing legacy. Countering
the assertion that “The word itself, “research”, is probably one of the dirtiest words in the
Indigenous world’s vocabulary” (Smith, 1999, p. 1), Gilmour presents the distinctive
vantage point of working with Alaskan Indigenous researchers in order to develop a base
of critical ethnographers, in part to acknowledge and address the aforementioned concern
by stating: “By exploring and critically dialoguing with his students in Alaska around the
grand and master narratives, and mainstream academic texts that frequently misinterpret,
misrepresent, and stereotype Indigenous populations” (p. 187), such efforts have generated
counter narratives that are accomplishing the following, in that they:
1) More accurately and respectfully present Indigenous knowledge,
epistemologies, and world views
2) Reflect presentations of self (both in style and content) more consistent with
individual and community Aboriginal identities. These narratives attempt to
both rewrite and reright existing academic research. (p. 187)
Reframed to apply directly to this research project involving non-Indigenous
educational leadership in Indigenous settings, Gilmore’s (2002) counter serves to validate
and justify the use of critical ethnographic research as a decolonizing process in

Indigenous contexts. In doing so, ethnographic research steps beyond its historical
82



limitations and becomes reciprocal and collaborative (Lassiter, 2005), serving the more
contemporary contexts of Yukon schools by not replicating the traditional ethnographic
approach of knowledge extraction, manipulation, and misrepresentation. As researcher,
this meant that | conducted myself and guided this research project in a manner which
ensured the incorporation of reflexivity and multi-vocality. Foley (2002) describes
reflexivity as the replacement of the researcher and author as “the omniscient tape recorder
and grand interpreter” (p. 145) by one who is a “living, contradictory, vulnerable, evolving
multiple self who speaks in a partial, subjective, culture-bound voice” (p. 145). This
changes the knowledge produced by critical ethnographic research from that of a one-
dimensional, authoritative account to one that is transparent. In such a manner, the
researcher “pays particular attention to how the practices and discourse of their own
discipline affects what and how they think and write” (Foley, 2002, p. 146).
Multi-vocality is another approach aimed at bridging the hierarchical divide

between researcher and participant (Horner, 2004). Multi-vocality creates the opportunity
for participants, or the “other”, to “speak in the text rather than be spoken about by the
ethnographer” (p. 23). Blakeslee (1996) suggests the following techniques which |
incorporated in the effort to make this research report more multi-vocal: “writing
collaboratively with subjects...having subjects read the research to see whether they hear
and recognize their voices in the work...[and] negotiating and modifying those parts of the
text that subjects find questionable or inaccurate” (p. 147).

This approach strives to ensure that the knowledge produced is more impartial and
relevant recognizing the contributions of others and their representations of themselves.
The knowledge produced by critical ethnography is thus less about the acquiring of a

particular knowledge than it is about social transformation (Brown & Dobrin, 2004).
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Based upon the previous examination of the literature, the following research questions are

posed for the study:

1)

2)

3)

4)

5)

Research questions

How do non-Indigenous principals in Yukon Indigenous contexts construct their

professional identity and their role as educational leaders?

How do non-Indigenous Yukon principals construct their notions of educational

leadership and practice?

Given the Yukon’s distinct governance and policy contexts, how do non-Indigenous
principals construct their understanding of “indigeneity” in relation to local Indigenous

culture?

How do non-Indigenous Yukon principals address the tensions that arise at the juncture
of the external policies imported from outside the Yukon and the Yukon Education Act

(1990)?

In what ways do the gender, ethnicity, and class location of non-Indigenous principals

inform their practice and their relations with different Yukon Indigenous educational

and community contexts?
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CHAPTER THREE

RESEARCH METHOD
Introduction

| am a non-Indigenous school administrator who has lived and worked for 11 years
in the Canadian north, specifically in the Yukon Territory. My aim is to undertake a
critical ethnographic study which will address the research questions posed in Chapter 2.
Specific to methodological choice, Glesne (1999) offers, “The research methods you
choose say something about your views on what qualifies as valuable knowledge and your
perspective on the nature of reality or ontology” (p. 4). The ontological position taken in
this investigation is founded upon my belief that there are multiple realities and truths that
will be identified, hence the research decision to employ a method which allows for such
an inclusion. Glesne (ibid.) affirms such a position stating, “Qualitative methods are
generally supported by the interpretivist (also referred to as constructivist) paradigm,
which portrays a world in which reality is socially constructed, complex, and ever-
changing” (p. 5). This description aligns well with the reality in which non-Indigenous
school administrators live and work in the Yukon context and underpins the research

decisions outlined in the following subsections.

Data
Multiple sources of data were gathered in the conduct of this research project.
These data included observations, interviews, and document reviews as a means of
examining the patterns of behaviour, interactions with others, way of life, and language
and beliefs of non-Indigenous principals in Yukon Indigenous contexts. The purpose of

gathering multiple sources of data is not solely to compile and combine them, but rather
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that they compliment each other, add richness to the research, and counteract each other as
a means to limit issues of validity.

| gathered research data through the conduct of fieldwork in Yukon schools.
Creswell (1998) describes the actions of the researcher through offering the following
definition of fieldwork: “...the ethnographer engages in extensive work in the field, called
fieldwork, gathering information through observations, interviews, and materials helpful in
developing a portrait and establishing ‘cultural rules’ of the culture-sharing group” (p. 60).

Rather than be seen as merely informants, | viewed participants in this study in the
manner expressed by Lassiter (2005) who identifies them as “co-intellectuals and
collaborators who shape our ethnographic understandings, our ethnographic texts, and our
larger responsibility to others as researchers, citizens, and activists” (p. 79). In such a way,
| ensured that this research is both reciprocal and reactive in nature: by this | ensured that
participants were given something back through our ongoing exchanges of thoughts and
information as we engaged in the research process. Participants also had the opportunity to
react to any effect that I may have had on the research site itself or people under study
(Creswell, 1998).
Observations

In order to create as complete and comprehensive a “picture” of the settings where
research participants work, I employed observations as a data gathering instrument.
Observations provide the means which allow researchers to gather and “record important
details that become the basis for formulating descriptions from which stakeholding groups
produce their accounts” (Stringer, 1999, p. 72). Where | position myself as an observer
falls upon what Glesne (1999) refers to as a continuum spanning from primarily

observation to mostly participation.
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A psychologist researching children at play in a classroom from behind a one-way
mirror places themselves firmly at the observer end of the scale. Conversely, a researcher
who is a fully functioning and working member of the community in addition to being an
investigator places themselves at the other end of the continuum. In my own case, |
position myself in between, in the role of “observer as participant” (Glesne, 1999, p. 44)
who was primarily an observer that interacted with study participants. | felt that this was
an appropriate positioning in light of being a known employee of the Yukon education
system for the past 11 years, yet not a staff member at the specific school settings where |
conducted observations.

A particular strength of this approach is reinforced by Kirby & McKenna (1989)
who state: “Direct participation and observation by the researcher is thought to provide
meaning for the behaviours and attitudes expressed by individuals being researched” (p.
76). The use of such a data gathering technique therefore appears highly applicable to this
research project, given its goal of illuminating how non-Indigenous school principals
construct and enact their role as leaders. A further strength of observations is that they
place the researcher in the research setting, allowing not only participation in the research
setting but also engagement with research participants, including conversations and
interviews that “extend the pool of information available” (Stringer, 1999, p. 72).

In order to access observation sites, gatekeeper individuals (Creswell, 1998) were
identified to facilitate access to them. In the case of this research project, this entailed
advance contacting of the appropriate principal to gain permission to access the school site.
This said, in advance of approaching any individual for any purpose related to this research
project, | ensured that | had passed all requisite ethical reviews. Only after this point |

sought to receive in writing the full consent from the Assistant Deputy Minister of Public
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Schools in the Yukon to enter the research setting and conduct research with Yukon
Department of Education employees.
| conducted observations of specific school activities and events. These were

readily observable at all sites and included:

The beginning and end of the school day, and the manner in which the principal

interacts with the students at these times

e School assemblies and other whole-school events

e Community events held at the school

e School office operations and the principal’s interaction with students, staff, and
parents

e Parent/teacher interviews or “open house” events

e Staff meetings led by the principal

In conducting these observations at four specific sites, it was my aim to gather data
which helped to answer the research questions specific to how non-Indigenous principals
construe and enact educational leadership in the Yukon context.

Specifically, | observed the school functions indicated above in order to gain an
understanding of how locally developed curriculum is deployed as a means of fostering
local Indigenous culture in the school. These events, as well as describing the school
setting in operation were indicative of the manner and extent to which local Indigenous
culture is evidenced and underpins the school programme. Observing the principal’s
behaviour and interaction with Indigenous parents and caregivers, students, and staff

provided indications of how the principal enacts their role as educational leader.
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Observing both male and female administrators shed light upon gendered perspectives and
ways of leading. Given that school principals may be considered privileged by their
education and professional and social status, observing their practice through this lens also
illuminated the manner and extent to which social class differences mediated the actions of
non-Indigenous school principals in relation to their community, the social organization of
the school, and how student ability is perceived.
Interviews

Interviews were conducted with principals of each of the four schools in this study.
Extensive and in-depth interviews were conducted in this research project as | aimed to
broaden the understanding of educational leadership to include how non-Indigenous school
principals in the Yukon construe and enact educational leadership and define themselves as
professionals. | intended that the interviews were to be conducted in the same broader
sense that Kirby & McKenna (1989) describe: as more than solely a question and answer
session with a passive research participant who simply talks of their experience or shares
data. Interviews are far more rich and in-depth than this narrow definition, these
researchers suggest. Interviews are powerful in that they permit a sharing of ideas,
philosophies, and the self. Admittedly, the research participants may know more insightful
and appropriate questions to be addressed in the interview, filling in gaps that were perhaps
created by the researcher’s initial questions or research plan. While I posed specific
questions in my interviews with non-Indigenous school administrators, | intended that the
interviews were, as Lofland & Lofland (1984) describe: “a guided conversation whose goal
is to elicit from the interviewee rich detailed materials that can be used in qualitative

analysis” (p. 12).
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Specifically, I conducted interviews with principals at each site as a means of
addressing the aforementioned research questions and gather information on the following
aspects: the principal’s life experiences, career trajectories, post-secondary training and the
manner and extent to which they believe these factors have shaped how they construe and
enact educational leadership; how they construct their professional identities and perceive
themselves; what it means to be an non-Indigenous educational leader in Yukon contexts;
the foundations upon which they establish their educational leadership beliefs, and; how
they address the multiplicity of tensions embedded in their practice as a result of the
conflicting educational ends.

All principals in the Yukon are members of the Yukon Teachers’ Association. I
employed the Yukon Teachers’ Association (YTA) Code of Ethics (2008) to guide the
interview process throughout. The YTA Code of Ethics guides the behaviour of members
with the following statements:

5.2.1 A member does not criticize the professional competence or professional

reputation of a colleague, except to proper officials and then only in confidence
and after the colleague has been informed of the criticism.

5.2.2 When unfavorable criticism of the professional activity of a member is

necessary, it is made in confidence to the proper officials and only after the

member concerned has been informed, except in the case of suspected child abuse

where the official protocol shall be followed.

Adhering to these principles | ensured that attention remained focused on the
observable behaviours of the principal in specific relation to the research questions, and not
put either the participant or the interviewer in the unethical position of passing judgement

on another YTA member’s practice. This possibility is not uncommon when one is

conducting what Glesne (1999) refers to as “backyard research” (p. 26) in one’s own
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institution. Glesne illustrates this with the following explanation appropriate to this
research project:

When studying in your own backyard, you often already have a role- as teacher or

principal or case worker or friend. When you add on the researcher role, both you

and your others may experience confusion at times over which role you are or

should be playing. (Glesne, 1999, p. 26)

The abovementioned caution further indicates the need for such guiding principles
as the YTA Code of Ethics as a means of protecting both researcher and participant (Palys,
2003), providing clarity and ensuring ethical behaviour throughout the entire interview
process.

Documents

Documents can offer the researcher a vast amount of information relevant to the
contexts under examination (Stringer, 1999). Specific to this study, I sought permission to
gain access to following documents in order to shed further light upon the nature of the
research context: annual school growth plans which should identify areas of strength or
future growth; enrolment data; newsletters and memos to staff and/or the community
which report recent accomplishments, new initiatives, or identify current and emerging
issues; school handbooks (these include mission, vision, and values statements identifying
the stated purpose of the school); other policy documents including the Yukon Education
Act and British Columbia Integrated Resource Packages (BC-IRP’s)®. I did not solely view
documents as new or additional sources of information. Instead, documents can play a
vital role in two important ways: first, they can serve to corroborate or contradict data

gathered in observations and interviews; second, they can raise new questions that I can

¥ BC-IRPs are the curriculum and resource guides which outline the subjects and content that should be
taught in BC and Yukon classrooms.
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employ to shape new interview questions (Glesne, 1999). Further, documents can serve to
inform the creation of a broader picture of the research site and its participants: “They also
provide you with historical, demographic, and sometimes personal information that is
unavailable from other sources” (p. 58).

It is common practice in Yukon schools that the principal drafts the school
newsletter. Generally, these are distributed on a monthly basis. While teachers and
students also contribute to its compilation, often included in the newsletter is a personal
message from the principal. This therefore makes them a source of data to be gathered and
analysed. Newsletters may contain evidence of past, current, and future school events and
educational programs. The work of students may also be showcased. Invitations for
parents to attend specific events may also be extended. | reviewed these newsletters as
they indicated particular aspects, such as the principal’s expressed priorities and both
current and future areas of attention for the school. At times, the principal would also
write an editorial or opinion piece. Newsletters produced a multiplicity of insights into the
principal’s educational beliefs and practice.

The school principal is also responsible for the drafting of school growth plans.
These documents outline the priorities and directions of the school. It is not intended that
the principal develop them in isolation, but rather include the input from students, teachers,
parents, the community and the Yukon Department of Education. Reviewing this plan, as
well as dialoguing in an interview with the principal over their content and development
could produce insights into how, as an educational leader, the principal approaches this

task, engages others, establishes priorities, and effects the school growth plan.
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Interviewees

It should be noted that before interviews and observations took place, all
participants were offered a lay summary of the research project (Glesne, 1999). The
purpose of the lay summary was not solely to inform participants what the study was
about. In a far more proactive way, the lay summary identified who | am, what | was
attempting to undertake through this investigation, and the role that | would like
participants to play. Insuch a way, this prepared participants to participate as co-
investigators in an informed manner. It also served to inform those who are not direct
participants in the study of the purpose of my presence in their school. Sample lay
summary questions are included in Appendix 1.

As indicated previously, interviewees were purposefully selected as key
informants, invited to be participants in full in-person individual interviews. All
interviewees were required to give informed consent, based upon a full awareness of the
purpose of the study before participating in the study. Their anonymity was maintained
throughout the research process through the use of pseudonyms and removal of any other
identifying features. This is reflected in the written report. Interviewees were made fully
aware that their interviews were to be recorded and that their narratives would appear
textually in the body of the report. All participants were permitted to withdraw at any
time, and were offered a full copy and/or summary of the final report.

Research design

The following institutional context informed the research design of this project.
The choice to employ a case study approach is based upon Yin’s (2003) assertion that
“case studies are the preferred strategy when “how” and “why” questions are being posed,

when the investigator has little control over events, and when the focus is on some
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contemporary phenomenon within some real-life context” (p. 1). This description suited
very well the research proposed by this project.

Stake (2000) makes an important distinction worth stating here, in order to avoid
confusion with the previously stated critical ethnographic approach. “Case study is not a
methodological choice but a choice of what is to be studied. By whatever methods, we
choose to study the case” (p. 435). A representative public school educational example of
an ethnographic study bounded by a particular case would be Wolcott’s “The Elementary
School Principal: Notes From a Field Study” (1994, in Creswell, 1998) which studied the
culture of a principal’s selection committee tasked with recommending candidates to the
superintendent for consideration as future school principals.

The research design employed can also be considered as a “nested case study”
(Patton, 2002). Patton indicates that a nested case study is produced “When one or more
object of study or unit of analysis is included in field work case studies may be layered and
nested within the overall primary case approach” (p. 298). Patton further states:
“Fieldwork, then, can be thought of as engaging in a series of multi-layered and nested
case studies often with intersecting and overlapping units of analysis” (p.298).

Taking the multi-layered concept further, as indicated by Figure 1, a second
perspective of a nested case results when viewing the principal as operating within a multi-
layered operational and policy context. Figure 1 indicates the overlapping and permeable

aspects of the multi-layered context in which principals enact their daily practice.
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Figure 1: The nested context of Yukon school principals

Principal
School
Community
Territory

Canada

The above relates to this project and the design of this study in that it indicates that
the principal does not operate in a vacuum. How non-Indigenous educational leaders
construe and enact their practice is mediated by inputs from the multiple layers of the
nested case. Therefore, when interviewing principals, the multi-layered framework can be
used as a guide for the crafting of interview questions. Further, this multi-layered
framework can be employed as an organizer when analysing data and organizing research
findings.

With this in mind, four Yukon school sites were selected as institutional cases to be
studied. This is referred to by Yin (2003) as a “multiple case design” (p. 46). Multiple
case designs bring the particular strength that they are often viewed as more compelling, as
“a major insight is to consider multiple cases as one would consider multiple experiments-
that is to follow a ‘replication” model” (p. 47).  Thus, the goal of such an approach is not
solely to have a broader sample, but to also have the ability to replicate significant findings

from one case to others as a means of determining the robustness of findings. Further, the
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ability to compare particular cases is seen by Stake (2000) as “a grand epistemological
strategy, a powerful conceptual mechanism, fixing attention on one or a few attributes” (p.
444). Given the contextual distinctions which exist between individual schools in the
Yukon, this approach fit well in the case of this research project.

The aforementioned research questions specifically focus on non-Indigenous
educational leaders in Yukon contexts, therefore purposeful sampling (Creswell, 1998)
was used to select research sites. In light of the goal to examine intersections of gender,
ethnicity, and class in relation to how non-Indigenous Yukon principals construe and enact
educational leadership, four distinct case settings, each bringing definite and particular
combinations of the aforementioned constructs were chosen. They are:

1) A rural Yukon school with a non-Indigenous male principal

2) A rural Yukon school with a non-Indigenous female principal

3) An urban Whitehorse school with a non-Indigenous male principal

4) An urban Whitehorse school with a non-Indigenous female principal

There are 31 schools in the Yukon. The selection criteria for these four schools
required that they:

1) Are geographically located within the Yukon,

2) Are governed by the Yukon Department of Education,

3) Are located on the traditional territory of a Yukon First Nation, and,

4) Are staffed with a non-Indigenous principal

When a large group or target population exists, Palys (2003) suggests taking a sample
that is representative of the larger group: in this case, non-Indigenous Yukon school

principals in rural and urban contexts. With this in mind, the four schools chosen reflect
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these intersections and are identified below with pseudonyms and a brief description of
each:
Hillside School

Hillside Elementary School is located in one of the many neighbourhoods of
Whitehorse (pop. 23, 638). It offers Kindergarten-Grade 7 programming to approximately
300 students. Both Indigenous and non-Indigenous children attend this school. The male
principal of Hillside Elementary is a long-serving “administrator”.
Klondike School

This school is located in a neighbourhood of Whitehorse and has between 50 and
100 children enrolled. The female principal of this school is a long-serving teacher and
administration.
Mountainview School

This rural Yukon school offers K-12 programming to between 100-150 students. It
is situated in the traditional territory of a Yukon First Nation. The female principal of the
school has been a long-term community resident, teacher, and “administrator”.
Moose Meadow School

Moose Meadow School is located in rural Yukon. Situated in the traditional lands
of a Yukon First Nation, the school serves a population of 50-75 students. The male
principal, a teacher for a number of years in another Yukon community, was appointed
principal over five years ago.

Appendix 1 identifies the design of this research project, modelled after Yin’s
(2003) “case study method” (p. 50), with specific adaptation to include the techniques of

the critical ethnographic method.
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Quialitative ethnographic analysis

In this investigation of non-Indigenous educational leaders in Indigenous Yukon
contexts, data analysis was conducted in an on-going and simultaneous fashion with data
collection. This approach is supported by Glesne (1999) who offers the following
perspective on data analysis: “Data analysis done simultaneously with data collection
enables you to focus and shape the study as it proceeds. Consistently reflect upon your
data, work to organize them, and try to discover what they have to tell you” (p. 130). Such
an approach is supported by Morse et al. (2002) who claim that “qualitative research is
iterative rather than linear” (p. 10). These researchers further assert the rigour of
qualitative research is more likely ensured when: “a good qualitative researcher moves
back and forth between design and implementation to ensure congruence among question
formulation, literature, recruitment, data collection strategies, and analysis” (p. 10).

With these aspects in mind, prior to commencing this investigation, | established a
reflective field log, in which I recorded memos to myself, thereby serving to immediately
capture preliminary analytical thoughts and ideas. In this way, | was able to record new
thoughts and perspectives as a result of the conduct of the study. Second, | constructed
analytical files in order to methodically organize data and thoughts. Glesne (1999)
suggests generic categories be used, such as interview questions, people, and places. As
the research progressed, additional categories were added, further suggesting that a file be
created for emergent titles appropriate for narratives that emerged. Titles also served to
add form to the data, giving particular emphasis to emergent and germane aspects. A
quotation file also served to capture quotations suitable to future chapters: some appeared
as epigraphs at the head of chapters or sub-sections, serving to emphasise what a particular
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section was about. Others serve to link new and emergent data to previous studies. The
data gathered through these activities were entered into a computer database and analysed
in the following manner.

Prior to the data collection phase commencing, | became conversant in the use of
the qualitative data analysis program Atlas t.i. This program was specifically chosen given
its presence for over 10 years at the forefront of qualitative data analysis. It is particularly
suitable for systematically approaching data which do not lend itself easily to statistical
analysis. It is used by major universities and educational institutions around the world.
Additionally, Atlas t.i. offers strong service and support: a consideration should any
technical or other difficulties arise during the conduct of this research project. This
software facilitates the handling and organization of large amounts of qualitative data in a
variety of forms and is used in the fields of anthropology, economics, education, medicine,
and criminology. These aspects made it particularly well-suited to this qualitative
investigation.

Atlas t.i. was used to sort data and generate field codes from the data gathered
through observations, interviews, document reviews, and my reflective field journal. Atlas
t.i. was also used to facilitate the analysis of the interviews, the data gathered through
observations, and documents, allowing for the generation of themes as a result of this data

analysis.

Themes
Throughout the iterative process of gathering data, organizing the information
collected, and engaging in the process of analysis a number of specific themes from the

data analysis process were generated. Themes are “abstract (and often fuzzy) constructs
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that investigators identify before, during, and after data collection” (Ryan & Bernard,
2000, p. 780). Within the data collected, patterned regularities (Wolcott, 1994, in

Cresswell, 1998) were searched for and identified as a result of the data analysis.

Limitations

There always exists a partial state of knowing in social research (Glesne, 1999).
Applied to this research project, a limitation of this research is that it cannot be considered
the “complete state of knowing” for all schools, communities, and educational leaders in
the Yukon, given that it offers a window into a specific point in time into the lives of
specifically selected school principals. While this research may be considered to represent
participants in a particular way, findings, while potentially applicable, should not be
considered in the same manner when stretched over different contexts in the Yukon and the
Canadian north. Therefore, the generalizability of research findings should be taken into
account in light of the assumption that contexts are different and varied. While the results
of this research study provide thoughtful and useful insights, they should not be transposed
to other contexts without consideration given to this important aspect.

More specifically, research methods each come with their own set of strengths and
limitations that | needed to be aware of in order to minimize and eliminate their effects.
For example, interview question construction needed to be thoughtfully undertaken in
order to limit inaccuracies and bias, as was the entry of bias on the part of the researcher

when observing events (Yin, 2003).
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Validity

The term validity can be defined a number of ways. For the purposes of this
investigation, a dictionary-based definition of validity alone is inadequate. Kvale (1995)
employs the following dictionary-based definition, stating: “In ordinary language
dictionaries, ‘validity’ refers to the truth and correctness of a statement. A valid argument
is sound, well-grounded, justifiable, strong, and convincing. A valid inference is correctly
derived from its premises” (p. 21). While not disagreeing with these descriptions of
validity, which Kvale asserts are grounded in psychology and psychometric testing,
qualitative inquiry requires broader criteria than correctness and numerical legitimacy
alone in order for validity to be asserted. Pervin (1984) indicates this to be the case,
offering that validity in a broader sense also rests upon “the extent to which our
observations indeed reflect the phenomena or variables of interest to us” (p. 48).

While a formal explanation of validity serves as an initial framing for this
subsection, as stated previously, this definition alone is inadequate as a means of
explaining how I ensured the validity of this research project. More important and
applicable than definitions alone is the surfacing, identification, and exploration of bias
and how it was attended to in relation to this endeavour in order to ensure validity of the
research.

The argument could be made that, having been a Yukon school administrator for
the past 11 years, | am biased by my own knowledge, experiences, and attitudes which
have grown and taken shape during this substantial period of time. In acknowledging this
argument and responding to it, counterarguments can also be made as to the importance

and value of my experiences as a non-Indigenous school principal in Indigenous rural
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Yukon communities and their relation to this research endeavour. Framed in such a
manner, this constructive perspective on bias is reinforced by Wolcott (1994) who asserts:

Good bias not only helps us get our work done; by lending focus, it is essential to

the performance of any research. In the total absence of bias a researcher would be

unable to even leave the office to set off in the direction of a potential research
site....The critical step is to understand that bias itself is not the problem. One’s
purposes and assumptions need to be made explicit and used judiciously to give

meaning and focus to the study. (p. 165)

Reflecting Wolcott’s statement on to this study, were it not then for bias, it is
reasonable to assume that this research endeavour would not have occurred. Bias thus
becomes foundational to this undertaking. Employing this perspective in order to ensure
validity of this research and attend to the issue of bias, | therefore offer the following as a
means of framing my experience as not a limiting factor but instead as a vital resource
which facilitated the successful completion of this research project and added value to it.

First, my administrative experience in a number of Yukon schools, and the
relationships developed with my educational leader colleagues have served to generate
trust between us, both personally and professionally. In rural, isolated locations where
people are relatively few, inhabitants are interdependent and rely on each other in multiple
ways, therefore maintaining and upholding trust is, arguably, more foundational to
relationships than in more populated areas. This reinforces strongly the need for me to
honour all research participants, our relationships, and the information and perspectives
they share with me in this endeavour. In effect, once this research project is complete, |
must not only live with the results, but continue to live and work with the participants for
the foreseeable future. Based upon these relationships, trustworthiness of data can be

better ensured as interviews will become more akin to conversations, self-disclosure will

be more likely, the result being richer data (Harrison, MacGibbon, & Morton, 2001).
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Second, the professional relationship I have with Yukon school principals afforded
me valuable access in a number of ways. At a straightforward operational level, | was
permitted access to the school research sites by both the Yukon Department of Education
and the school principals themselves. The crucial importance of this in relation to this
research is not to be underestimated, given that schools are not places which give free and
open access to the public. Entry can be permitted only for certain activities deemed
appropriate by school boards and the school administration, with permission granted to
occupiers under the Criminal Code of Canada to eject those considered trespassers (Brown
& Zuker, 2002). Thus, my knowledge of schools, coupled with the concurrent Yukon
educational system’s knowledge of me and my research initiative became a vital resource
for the successful execution of this research project in that, together, both open doors
which otherwise could have remained closed to me as a researcher. Harrison, MacGibbon,
& Morton (2001) employ the term reciprocity in regards to access, and expand upon it
specific to access and trustworthiness, stating:

Reciprocity, the give and take of social interactions, may be used to gain access to a

particular setting...By asking participants to examine field notes and early analyses,

researchers can give back something to their participants and engage in member

checks as a means of ensuring trustworthiness. (p. 323)

The above applies directly to my own case in that, as the research project
proceeded, | incorporated into the research process time and opportunity to review with
research participants my field notes, preliminary observations, and analyses resulting from
interviews, observations, and document reviews throughout in order to ensure the
trustworthiness of emergent findings. In such a manner, reciprocity built into this research
project became a means of both limiting bias or opinion and surfacing further the

participants’ perspectives. This view is supported by Glesne (1999), who offers: “as a
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researcher, you want to learn the respondents’ beliefs, experiences, and views rather than
to persuade them of your perspective” (p. 85). Doing so further reinforces the
verisimilitude of this inquiry (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990).

Third, my personal, professional, and craft knowledge of educational leadership in
the Yukon context arises as a result of my aforementioned career trajectory. These aspects
form a solid foundation which effectively limits the imposition of preconceptions, thereby
opening access to the realities of the research participants not necessarily afforded to others
with dissimilar histories. As a result, | had access to the phenomenon and experiential
realities under study to a degree that may not have been possible for an outsider. My
experience serves as a backdrop against which reflexivity, or the process by which we are
“implored to rethink how we interpret and write up our field experiences” (Foley, 2002, p.
163) can be reflected. While not considered to be a matter of “getting things 100% right”,
Foley suggests “But a more reflexive interpretive and narrative practice, although not a
panacea, will help us produce more honest, believable stories” (p. 163).

Fourth, my knowledge and experience as a Yukon educational leader was a
valuable resource in that they helped to ensure that my inferences and assumptions are
more likely to be correct ones than if | did not have the benefit of them. In such a way,
both this knowledge and experience became crucially important tools with which to
critically problematize rather than arrive at preconceived judgments. (When viewed in
such a manner, my trajectory and location within the broader Yukon educational leadership
context served to transform my bias into an indispensable resource which reinforces and
supports the assurance of validity rather than limits or diminishes it). Such a view is
supported by Lassiter (2005), who in reference to ethnographic honesty offers: “...personal

experience can be an intimate part of an ethnographic equation which links coexpereince,
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intersubjectivity, and co-understandings, both in fieldwork and the writing of the
ethnographic text” (p. 115).

Having positioned my experience and bias as a resource to be capitalized upon,
what criteria then can be employed to ensure validity of qualitative research, specifically
relating to this investigation of how non-Indigenous principals construe and enact
educational leadership in Indigenous Yukon contexts? In answering this question, | relied
upon Lincoln’s (1995) meta-analysis of emerging and appropriate criteria for inquiry
which determined “that nearly all of the emerging criteria are relational, that is, they
recognize and validate relationships between the inquirer and those who participate in the
inquiry” (p.278). In support, Lincoln offers specific relational criteria that | followed in all
encounters and interactions with research participants to ensure validity. This research
project adhered to the following standards for judging quality in the inquiry community.

First, the positionality or standpoint judgments of the epistemological positions and
standpoints behind representations of truth in texts are acknowledged in this report.
Lincoln illustrates standpoint judgments “as a text that displays honesty or authenticity and
‘comes clean’ about its own stance and about the position of the author” (p.280). Thus,
works that claim whole and complete truths and do not indicate the positionality of the
author(s) will be considered to be misleading. “Detachment and author objectivity are
barriers to quality, not insurance of having achieved it” (p. 280).

Second, the incorporation of discourse and dialogue into the body of the report will
ensure that the research conducted does not present as a standalone and detached academic
pursuit. In effect, it will not be the voice of the researcher alone comprising the report, but

also those of the research participants. To clarify this point I rely upon Lather and
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Smithies (1997) description of their book “Troubling the Angels: Women living with
HIV/AIDS” where they describe what it is not:

The question of what this book is can be approached by talking about what it is not.

This is NOT a chronicle where we as researchers record events as unobstrusively as

possible. This book is laid out so that, rather than only “giving voice” to the stories

of others, this is also a book about researchers both getting out of the way and in
the way. As filters for the stories that we heard, we have written a book that is

about others who both are and are not like ourselves (p. xiv).

Third, and closely related to the previous point, Tierney (1993) refers to the
inclusion of voice in research by stating: “postmodern research demands that the researcher
be involved both with the “research subject” and with changing those conditions that seek
to silence and marginalize (p. 5). In the case of this research, the inclusion of female school
administrators as research participants will serve to broaden and inform the limitations of
the male-centric nature of educational leadership research.

Fourth, | employ critical subjectivity through the use of a reflective journal as |
engage in conducting research, making note of my psychological and emotional state as the
process unfolds. Doing so can lead to personal and social transformation, leading to new
insights. This journal was used to record and acknowledge my own opinions, views, and
biases, which were coupled with data gathered from research participants, and discussed,
examined, and analysed.

Fifth, I strived to engender a sense of trust, caring, sharing, mutual respect, and
involvement in keeping with the person-centered nature of qualitative inquiry. This was
done by maintaining an open and thoughtful demeanour, as well as ensuring that

participants were fully aware that all ethical protocols were followed to protect their

interests.
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Sixth, acknowledging the privilege of being a researcher, throughout the conduct of
this inquiry | respected the vital concern for justice, human dignity, and the appreciation of
the human condition as a means of diminishing power imbalances.

Seventh, | acknowledged to participants the debt we owe as researchers to all who
contribute to qualitative inquiry, offering them the opportunity to receive a summary or
complete copy of the final research report. Further, 1 will attend teacher, parent,
community, and Department of Education meetings to present and discuss the study. Our
research is not only written up for our own use and consumption, but is also intended to be
of benefit to participants and the broader community, therefore it will be shared with all
interested parties upon its completion.

These criteria served as guidelines throughout the conduct of this study. Not
intended as strict absolutes, Lincoln offers the following considerations along with them.
First, specific criteria may be more or less applicable to particular types or classes of
research, and based upon this may therefore be highly suitable or of less utility as the case
may be. Second, some of the criteria may be more useful or applicable at various points of
the research process. Third, these criteria are relational, and therefore validity is
contingent upon both the knower and what is to be known (Reason & Rowan, 1981).
Finally, Lincoln argues in relation to the criteria that:

the naturalistic/constructivist paradigm effectively brought about the irrelevance of

the distinction between ontology and epistemology, so too does this paradigm and

interpretive social science in general bring about the collapse of the distinctions
between standards, rigor, and quality criteria and the formerly separate
consideration of research ethics. In effect, many of the proposed and emerging

standards for quality in interpretive social science are also standards for
ethics. (pp. 286-287)
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This study falls within the constructivist paradigm mentioned above in that it examines
contexts which Glesne (1999) describes in the following manner:
[The constructivist paradigm] portrays a world in which reality is socially
constructed, complex, and ever changing...To understand the nature of constructed
realities, qualitative researchers interact and talk with participants about their
perceptions. The researchers seek out the variety of perspectives; they do not try to
reduce the multiple interpretations to a norm. (p. 5)
The above citation aptly reflects the nature of the school sites which comprise the research
settings of this project. Therefore, engagement with participants sought out their
perspectives, integrated with the discussion and examination of the perspectives from the
researcher’s field journal occurred in a manner which was naturalistic, in that it is
“paradigmatically incommensurable with quantitative social research” (Carspecken, 2002,
p. 55).
In practical terms, this investigation employed Creswell’s (1998) verification
procedures which are often used in qualitative research (Glesne, 1999).
1. Prolonged engagement and persistent observation- extended time in the field so that
you are able to develop trust, learn the culture, and check out your hunches,
2. Triangulation- use of multiple data-collection methods, multiple sources, multiple
investigators, and/or multiple theoretical perspectives,
3. Peer review and debriefing- external reflection and input on your work,
4. Negative case analysis- conscious search for negative cases and unconfirming
evidence so that you can refine your working hypotheses,

5. Clarification of researcher bias- reflection on your own subjectivity and how you

will use and monitor it in your research,
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6. Member checking- sharing interview transcripts, analytical thoughts, and/or drafts
of the final report with research participants to make sure you are representing them
and their ideas accurately,

7. Rich, think description- writing that allows the reader to enter the research context,

8. External audit- an outside person examines the research process and product
through “auditing” your field notes, research journal, analytical coding scheme, etc.
(Glesne, 1999, p. 32)

Reliability

Both reliability and validity are vitally important concepts in qualitative research:
“Without rigor, research is worthless, becomes fiction, and loses utility” (Morse et al.,
2002, p. 2). These researchers draw upon Lincoln & Guba’s (1981) parallel concept of
trustworthiness in qualitative research. Trustworthiness, they suggest, is not something
that is established post hoc, but is ensured through the implementation of aspects built into
the research process as means of ensuring reliability of research.

Lincoln & Guba (1985) identify the following criteria to ensure trustworthiness:
credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. Built into this investigation
of non-Indigenous Yukon principals are specific strategies recommended by Lincoln and
Guba to attain trustworthiness, including: negative cases and unconfirming evidence, peer
debriefing, prolonged engagement and persistent observation, audit trails which clearly
describes the processes of gathering and analyzing data, and member checks. The
importance of trustworthiness to be established and embedded in the research process is
underscored by Glesne (1999) who identifies its foundational role in ensuring credibility of

research findings and interpretations.
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Although related terms, validity and reliability are not synonymous, with Palys
(2003) defining reliability as a construct synonymous with consistency. Specific to the
investigation of how non-Indigenous educational leaders construct and enact educational
leadership in Indigenous Yukon contexts, this suggests that a key element of reliability of
this research would be that the findings could also be arrived at by different observers or
investigators. While not disputing this assertion, clearly, the logistics of conducting
research in the Yukon preclude a number of researchers also conducting the same
investigation in order to ensure that the results generated are reliable. Such an effort would
be unreasonable in many ways to effect. This notwithstanding, the employment of the
aforementioned points are specific and realistic measures with which | can ensure to a
reasonable extent that this research project and its findings will be considered reliable.

Bringing these points to bear on this research project, and building upon the
aforementioned aspect of consistency, reliability of research findings were addressed by
adhering to the following consistent procedures: first, all participants were interviewed
employing the same semi-structured questions in order to ensure consistency of
questioning and process. Participants were afforded adequate time to engage with the
researcher in order to ensure credibility was established and maintained for each encounter.
Procedurally, in all cases, research participants were provided the opportunity to review
and comment upon the data gathered and analysed as a result of their participation in
interviews.

Reliability is supported by the aforementioned use of multiple data gathering
techniques which can be triangulated- an approach in ethnographic research considered by
Wolcott (2002) to be far more preferable and reliable than to solely “go around checking

up on what your informants have told you by asking whether what they are telling you is
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generally accepted as true” (p. 37). Specific to this research endeavour, triangulated
findings are comprised of multiple data collection methods, a variety of sources, and
perhaps negative cases which do not confirm those things Wolcott refers to above as
“accepted as true”. Connelly & Clandinin (1990) describe the result of such a process is
the creation of “The sense of the whole is [then] built from a rich data source” (p. 5)
These multiple methods were employed through prolonged engagement with participants
and research presence in schools. Further, an audit trail (Stringer, 1999) clearly describes
the process of gathering and analysing data and provides access to raw data generated in
each interview.

Ensuring reliability and validity is paramount to making certain that this
investigation into Yukon educational leadership is thoughtful and credible in nature.
Given the unique prospect that this critical ethnographic study presents - the first known
attempt to shed light on educational leadership in this unique Canadian setting - the
opportunity to surface contextualized understandings of educational leadership - further
affirms the crucial need for reliable, valid, and trustworthy research processes as the
underpinnings to subsequent research findings.

Reflexivity and validity

This section describes the rationale, value, and uses of reflexivity in the production
of knowledge claims, the purpose being to elaborate “...the intersubjective contexts in
which co-understandings emerge. Ultimately, the issue is one of honesty, of placing co-
interpretation squarely in the world of coexperience, intersubjectivity, and dialogue rather
than distance, objectivity, and authority” (Lassiter, 2005, p. 104). These are
methodological issues which need to be grappled with in order to reinforce and ensure the

validity and reliability of any knowledge claims resulting from this project. In order to
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address these issues the work, insights, and tools provided by French sociologist Pierre
Bourdieu and American multicultural educator James Banks are presented and discussed in
this section.

A key issue at stake is that of honesty. The matter of honesty relates specifically to
this project in that the nature of the research methods employed in the social settings of
four Yukon schools generate data from many different people with different roles in four
distinct educational contexts. In such a way, the meanings which emerge are
intersubjective in that there will be multiple, perhaps divergent meanings generated by
individuals within the same context. These data are then interpreted by me-the researcher-
who is also located across these four contexts. | then co-represent this myriad of
information in particular ways in a written text, allowing for my own biography and
trajectory to intersect with these field experiences and how I interpret and present them.
As a result, this places the responsibility upon me to ensure that processes are used to
ensure honesty in the formulating and recounting of this co-experience. In order to achieve
as honest a recount as possible, | will describe three forms of reflexivity and how they are
used in this project as a means of identifying potential impediments to the generation of
new knowledge.

Why do I need to take these aforementioned steps as a means of ensuring
ethnographic honesty? Duranti (1993) identifies the two concepts of truth and
intentionality and the interpretive processes of them as receiving relatively little attention,
stating that “Ethnographies rarely give us the amount of detail needed to assess exactly
how truth was defined, agency represented, intentions taken into consideration, or
responsibilities assessed” (p. 214). Duranti further asserts that truth is a social matter,

something that people must reckon with together, and intentionality is a vast, perhaps
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infinite set of relations between the mind and the object or situation. | then follow by
locating my positionality in relation to my site of research, using Banks’ (1998) typology
for cross-cultural researchers with which to do so. Once done, | move to offer a
description of each research site and school principal. This serves to set the scenes in
which the research activity took place, to familiarize readers with the four principals in this
study, and to further situate myself as researcher within the described Yukon educational
leadership field.
Ethnography, reflexivity, and the researcher

The present research draws on critical ethnography. Increasingly, ethnographic
researchers include their own biographies and narratives in the production of their work,
intersecting them with the writing of their field experiences. This practice is referred to as
reflexivity. Specific to the employment of reflexivity, Finlay (2002) explains how this has

become more prevalent in qualitative research of this nature:

In terms of current practice, it could be argued that reflexivity, in its myriad forms,
is now the defining feature of qualitative research (Banister et al., 1994). Most
qualitative researchers will attempt to be aware of their role in the (co)-construction
of knowledge. They will try to make explicit how intersubjective elements impact
on data collection and analysis in an effort to enhance the trustworthiness,
transparency and accountability of their research. The debate resides largely
between qualitative researchers of different theoretical persuasions who lay claim
to competing accounts of the rationale and practices of reflexivity. (p. 211)

The manner and degree to which a qualitative researcher employs reflexivity varies.
Foley (1998) describes reflexivity as having many guises and offers three forms which are
outlined here, along with their degree of relevance and relationship to this project. These

three forms are based on Marcus’ (1994) typology of reflexivity.
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The first form of reflexivity is termed “confessional reflexivity”, whereby the
ethnographer includes reflections upon their own experiences along with the thoughts and
feelings generated as a result of their field work. In this study, | draw on my own
observations and reflections upon them both as Yukon-based educational practitioner and
researcher in the field, presenting them throughout the text. In doing so, I am cognizant of
the extent to which researchers’ own subjectivities influence and affect their interpretations
(Foley, 1998). As a result, the positionality of researchers change in the following way:
“The author as omniscient tape recorder and grand interpreter is replaced by the author as a
living, contradictory, vulnerable, evolving self who speaks in a partial, subjective, culture-
bound voice” (Foley, 1998, p. 145). This form of reflexivity includes descriptions of
where researchers encountered dilemmas or had to face making decisions in the field. The
point of view being offered is not that of participants, “but that of fieldworkers, reflecting
upon themselves as researchers” (Glesne, 1999).

A second form of reflexivity is termed “intertextual”: Intertextual reflexivity calls
for the reliance upon previous studies, whereupon the interpretations of ethnographies are
grounded in research that has been conducted on the same topic. Doing so encourages
greater transparency in that researchers who engage in intertextual reflexivity illuminate
how “the practices and discourses of their own discipline affects what they think and
write” (Foley, 1998, p. 146) and what an author may claim are “facts”. Employing
intertextual reflexivity in this project therefore encourages a multivocality in that the
stories, autobiographies and assertions of the participants are reflected upon and compared
with those of other similar studies.

Complicating textual reflexivity is the fact that this study is the first of its kind

specific to educational leadership and non-Indigenous school principals in Indigenous
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Yukon contexts. This point notwithstanding, research conducted in other areas of northern
Canada (Ryan, 1989, Goddard, 2002, Goddard & Foster, 2002, Berger, Epp, & Moller,
2006) provides the opportunity for similar texts to be brought into play and reflected
comparatively against this project. It must be understood that the purpose of drawing on
other studies is not to put forth a literature review of educational studies situated in the
Canadian north. Rather, employing them assists in making more transparent the truth
claims or facts presented in this particular study and how they are constructed and
ultimately interpreted.

The third form of reflexivity presented by Foley (1998) is termed “theoretical
reflexivity”. Pierre Bourdieu illuminates this process by stating that it “relentlessly tacks
back and forth between social science metalanguages and the learned dispositions (habitas)
of everyday actors in their constraining historical/cultural contexts/fields” (p. 147).
Specific to this endeavour, theoretical reflexivity requires in-depth explanation and is
examined in the following subsection.

Theoretical Reflexivity

In the Yukon educational context, Bourdieu’s notion of theoretical reflexivity
provides a tool which can be used to examine the social location of the individuals in this
study (the researcher included), the aspects that shape them, and value we assign them. In
such a way, what Bourdieu offers helps us to better comprehend ways in which to
understand culture in the diverse contexts of Yukon schools and the non-Indigenous
principals in them. Bourdieu further provides us with a language which helps dialogue
around issues of culture to occur, introducing the terms habitus, agent, field, and illusio in

order to assist our examinations.
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Everett (2002) offers that fields can be thought of as a market or a game, “sites of
struggles and endless change that makes fields different than systems” (p. 60), in that the
term system suggests a common and cohesive function. Employing this definition, in this
study I understand the Yukon educational field to be a network of social relations in that
“when one comes to think in terms of field, one focuses on power, domination, and class,
making Bourdieu’s field somewhat different than the notion of field appearing in Anglo-
Saxon organization” (p. 60).

A way that habitus can be thought of is interconnected to the concept of field in
that it is “the corporeal dispositions that interact with the social relations” (Hunter, 2004, p.
176). In such a conceptualization, habitus denotes the incorporated values of the field that
one is familiar with. These values guide what you feel you should or should not do with
respect to what you would consider appropriate in a given situation and guide possible
courses of action. Based on Hunter’s assertion, habitus is constituted by aspects such as
our life experiences, our upbringing, and our schooling. These aspects may not be easy to
change: “acting as an agent may be mediated by influences that are beyond our conscious
realization. Therefore, agents may actually reproduce the very structures that limit them”
(Hunter, 2004, p. 176). Lynam et al. (2006) shed further light on habitus, describing it as:

...features of the individual, his or her viewpoints, and physical ‘dispositions’

towards navigating the social world. Bourdieu’s writings characterise habitus as our

‘comfort zone’; the physical places and social spaces in which we do not need to

‘look for clues’ to know how to participate. (p. 29)

These points above identify the need for reflexivity on the part of the researcher in
that there is “the need to consider one’s relation to the research object” (Everett, 2002, p.
71), and that “Bourdieu’s call for reflexivity is a call to acknowledge the way in which the

researcher’s knowledge about the world influences research claims” (Cicourel, 1993, p.
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112). To be reflexive, Bourdieu asserts, requires that there must be an understanding on the
part of the ‘agent’ (in this case the researcher) of their habitus. Habitus, and knowledge of
the field (both physical spaces and social terrains to be navigated), or context in which the
agent (or agents) are conducting their work combine to form what Bourdieu refers to as
practical knowledge (Schirato & Webb, 2003).

While seemingly a straightforward assertion, upon further examination this is not
necessarily the case. Bourdieu does not describe the agent and the field as two distinct and
separate entities. An important condition can occur where, in effect, the agent is the field,
or to use Bourdieu’s own words, ‘I am in the world because the world encompasses me’

(p. 542). What Bourdieu cautions against here is a situation where the researcher may
simply accept the field as it is, at face value. | understand this to be a vitally important
consideration to which I must be attuned, in that my practical knowledge can therefore
serve as a detriment in that it can limit or constrain practice to where conditions of the field
are submitted to without thinking about them. Schirato and Webb (2003) employ the
following illustrative example:

...Bourdieu compares to a sportsperson’s feel for the game. A good player in a

sport, for instance, understands the rules, traditions, values, moves and possibilities

that define the game, and their relation to the moment. This kind of practical
knowledge is, for Bourdieu, largely unreflexive. The player incorporates the history
of the game (or the cultural field) into her or his self, but that incorporation
functions, simultaneously, as an (unconscious) interdiction that delimits non-
reproductive thought. I can know what the game or the field knows, but I cannot
know what is foreclosed within those institutionalized points of view. The

‘enchanted’ relation to the game that is illusio not only (re)produces knowledge as

the ‘vision and division’ of the world; it also produces a (tacit) self-interested

ignorance or illiteracy. (p. 542)

Related specifically to this research project, | am well-served as a researcher by

employing this consideration. As stated previously, | have been a Yukon school
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administrator for over 10 years. As a result, were | unaware of the cautions stated above, |
could easily fall prey to the unconscious acceptance of popular opinion or beliefs, or
“illusio” of the field. Were I to do so, I would then accept ‘the game’, or what I observe,
unquestioningly as it is and at face value. Illustrating this would be whether or not | probed
my own beliefs and reflections, accepted educational policies in unquestioning ways, or
did not critically reflect on observations made in the field. Asa result | would be
reproducing knowledge, retelling and recycling that which is already known rather than
expand the understanding of the field and logic of the actors playing upon the Yukon
terrain.

Following Bourdieu’s logic, to assume that Yukon-centric illusio does not exist is,
in itself, the perpetuation of an illusion. In her examination of the social space of physical
education classes in schools, Hunter (2004) employs Bourdieu to state: “Illusio is an
investment that one has in maintaining the game consciously but ‘one is born into the
game, with the game’; and the relation of investment, illusio, investment, is made more
total and unconditional by the fact that it is unaware of what it is” (Bourdieu, 1990, p. 67).
Drawing this concept from Bourdieu accomplishes two vitally important things: first, it
surfaces the fact that there will indeed be illusio and taken for granted assumptions both by
the researcher and the participants in the field. Second, Bourdieu’s concept of reflexivity
provides the analytical tool with which to crack open and examine these taken for granted
assumptions in the Yukon’s educational context. In such a way, their complexities can be
laid bare, analyzed, and questioned, in effect ensuring that | am not projecting an illusion
of the truth. Just as a surgeon knows the names of her tools, she also must know how to
use them to proper benefit. So too is the case of reflexivity, used in this project as a tool to

facilitate the exposure of illusio for the purposes of examining and better understanding
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educational leadership in the Yukon context. In the same way as Lynham et al (2006)
propose, “Bourdieu can assist us to understand the ways in which culture can be
conceptualized as embodied, enduring, and in some cases, constraining, but also as
dynamic and shifting, depending on habitus and capital and the fields that people must
navigate within” (p. 32).

The employment of reflexivity comes, according to Bourdieu, with the following
limitations to the habitus which, if not acknowledged, would serve to delimit my thoughts
and reflections. The first are our social and cultural origins. In my own case, | am a white
male of middle class origins. Second, taking into account my position in the field, I am
also a student-researcher who has been a school administrator working in the contexts in
which this study is situated. As a result, who | am, and the course of study I have engaged
with results in the third consideration- intellectual bias. | must acknowledge that | am also
located in the field of academia. The concern which Bourdieu and Wacquant raise in this
case is “a tendency for subjects from certain fields (academe for one) to abstract practices
from their contexts, and see them as ideas to be contemplated rather than problems to be
addressed or solved” (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 39). How this consideration applies
in relation to this project is perhaps best illuminated by an example: attempting to draw a
skill-set of leadership behaviours from the research participants and generalize them as
useful and required across all contexts, rather than identify the factors influencing and
mediating educational leadership within the context of this study.

How does one advance and encourage the goal of self-reflexivity in empirical
research? In his report titled The Weight of the World, Bourdieu presents five main areas
meant to promote self-reflexivity and achieve this end. Under each, a brief description

relating Bourdieu’s points back to this project is given:
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1) Make explicit the intentions, goals, and procedures of the project so the reader
and those being interviewed can make sense of what is happening (Schirato &

Webb, 2003, p. 547).

Chapters 1, 2, and 3 of this study present my positioning, the conceptual framework
and literature review, and the research method. In such a way, readers and participants are
able to frame their experiences and contributions within the broader enterprise of the
project. | problematize issues of truth and intentionality, addressing them by describing
the tools Bourdieu offers us and how | will use them. Further, a clear statement of the
intentions, goals, and procedures is also ensured throughout the project by engaging
UBC’s Research Ethics Board. A required condition of receiving ethics approval before
any research activity can commence is the demonstration by the researcher that knowledge
on the part of all participants of the intentions, goals, and procedures through letters of
invitation, permission, or consent is made certain. In these letters to participants (which
are submitted for review prior to ethics being granted), the rationale of the project, its
goals, and the research methods and procedures employed are clearly explicated.

2) Clarify what interviewees can and cannot say and the contexts which work to

censor their responses (p.547).

A distinction Bourdieu makes is that between implicit and explicit knowledge.
Implicit knowledge refers to knowledge which is passively held, taken for granted,
accepted at face value, or we fail to recognize consciously. This is distinct from explicit or
“practical” knowledge, knowledge which can be articulated and shared, the
aforementioned “knowledge of the game” from the point of view of the rules, moves, and

possibilities. The knowledge held implicitly by the participants in the specific context of
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this research project is surfaced and examined through questions employed in the research
questionnaire. These questions, and the dialogue around them, therefore serve to examine
those things that participants unconsciously do, probe how they construct themselves, or
surface the ways in which they think about their practice. In such a way, they attempt to
uncover the tacit knowledge of participants, how this knowledge operates and reinforces
the illusion of the ‘game’ played by non-Indigenous educational leaders working in
Indigenous Yukon contexts.

3) Address the limitations of transcription (p. 547).

Transcription edits out key elements as body language and emotion. To address
this, digital recordings were listened to by the researcher with specific emphasis given on
making notations where stress, irony, humour, or anger was expressed during the
interviews and identified so that this could be included in the written report.

4) The need for interviewers to have extensive knowledge of the social contexts of

their subjects through general research and as a result of having a history

interviewing that subject (p. 548).

To address this point, I rely upon my own experience in the social contexts of the
Yukon as an educator in rural and isolated communities- the same contexts in which the
research participants live and work. Over the past 10 years of working in Yukon schools,
much of my time has been spent engaged as a magisterial student and now doctoral
candidate examining educational leadership in Yukon contexts. This point
notwithstanding, | must rely on this experience with Bourdieu’s aforementioned cautions

of illusio of the field firmly at the forefront in order to ensure that I question and challenge
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my own beliefs, assumptions, and prejudgments, taking nothing for granted or at face
value.
5) Interviewers need to objectify their own social and professional contexts and try
to “forget them; that is they need to free or distance themselves, as far as
possible, from preconceived notions and values taken from their own habitus

and field”(p. 548).

This requires that | acknowledge, recognize, and clearly articulate through
reflexivity prejudgments as a means of limiting or eliminating the entry of my own points
of view or beliefs into the narratives which are included in this report.

Bourdieu’s final caution relates to his assertion that the scholastic point of view
challenges the ability to be reflexive in that the scholastic point of view abstracts the
practical, thereby replacing the points of view of practitioners in the field, namely the
researcher and the participants in this research project. As a result, this constitutes what
Bourdieu asserts is the “most serious epistemological mistake in the human sciences, that
which consists in putting ‘a scholar inside the machine’, in picturing all the social agents in
the image of the scientist” (Bourdieu, 1998, p. 133).

Herein lies a strength of the critical ethnographic method in this regard. In order to
limit or eliminate that which Bourdieu cautions above, all participants in this project had
the opportunity to review and comment on the transcripts of their contributions. In such a
way, this vitally important aspect of the research process serves as a further step to ensure
that the scholastic point of view engages the thoughts, perspectives, points of views and

experiences of the research participants.
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Positioning of the researcher in relation to the research sites

Understanding and making explicit the biographies and values of researchers,
Banks (1998) posits, allows social science researchers to “more closely approach the aim
of objectivity in social science research” (p. 6).

Specific to researcher objectivity, Banks frames the importance of objectivity in
social science research in the following manner:

An important aim of science is to strive for objectivity. Objectivity must be an aim

in the human sciences because there is no other way to construct public knowledge

that will be considered legitimate and valid by researchers and policy-makers in
diverse communities. However, we need to rethink and reconceptualize objectivity
so that it will have legitimacy for diverse groups of researchers and will
incorporate their perspectives, experiences, and insights...Researchers should

strive for objectivity even though it is an unattainable, idealized goal (Banks, 1998,

p. 6, italics in original).

Based upon this indicated need for researchers to position themselves in relation to
their context(s), | offer a biographical reflection on my experiences, history, and values,
accepting that they influence and have been influenced by the Yukon context, and the
research participants and research sites in this project.

I am a school administrator who has been a teacher and school principal and vice-
principal since 1989. Most of my experience has been in rural Canadian communities, and
particularly in northern Yukon schools. | have been a principal at four schools during this
time, and in 2005, | commenced the PhD (Educational Studies) at the University of British
Columbia. Since then, I have been developing skills as an educational researcher. For me,
being a teacher and administrator results in my bringing a school and child-centered focus

to my work. After all, this has been my raison d’étre for many years. Yet, to say that this

was the sole basis for my educational values and beliefs would be incomplete at best.
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Looking back on my own engagement with Canadian public schools as a child, |
experienced many elementary schools when growing up given that my family moved
approximately every 2 years. By the time | completed grade 12, | had experienced 8 such
transitions. While such frequency may at first appear problematic, my extroverted nature
meant that | made friends quickly- but unfortunately did not get to keep them long. In
hindsight, I feel now as an educator that | benefitted from the exposure to a wide range of
diverse school contexts in rural and urban areas across Canada, different educational
systems, and varied curricula. As an adult, I believe that this trajectory has reinforced my
belief that schools are all different and should be, based upon their community context.

Never one to have met with great academic success in high school (nor did I really
enjoy this phase of my education as it did not feel applied to life), | finished school with a
school leaving certificate a year early at age 16, having been advanced from grade 3 to
grade 5 for reasons still unclear to me. My parents believe that | and a number of my peers
were part of some broader educational experiment, the results of which were never made
apparent. Fervently wishing to leave home and spread my wings, two days after | turned
17, 1 convinced my parents to sign the forms permitting me to enroll in the Canadian Air
Force as an Aero Engine Technician, given my passion for tinkering with all things engine-
driven.

For the next six years, | was progressively trained and worked both as a full and
later as a part-time airman in various locations across Canada and Europe. Eventually, |
was promoted to be the lead aircraft engine instructor in my squadron. The bulk of my
experience was with a unit responsible for Search and Rescue. For me, | valued this
coupling of technical skills framed within a greater, more humanitarian purpose. This part-

time engagement with my trade afforded me the opportunity to return to high school and
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upgrade my marks, leading eventually to acceptance in the Bachelor of Education
(Secondary) program at the University of Alberta in Edmonton, Alberta. When |
commenced my first teaching job in a very small rural Alberta community, it was with
mixed feelings that | was honourably released from the Air Force. | had enjoyed very
much this phase of my life but felt that it was important to apply my newly developed
pedagogical skills in the classroom. As an educator, | feel my military experience is useful
in that it gives me the ability to relate well with parents working in the trades, and with
students considering similar pursuits when they finish school. Rather than enter university
directly from high school, I view this experience as giving me invaluable perspectives on
the labour force which I can bring to my work in public education.

As a result of these experiences, | bring a number of perspectives with me to the
four sites in this research project. As mentioned previously, | have been a Yukon school
administrator in both rural and urban settings for over 10 years. This experience has been
predominantly within the small school frame. 1 find that I am drawn to small schools as an
area of interest given my belief that the relationships between small schools, families, and
their communities are closer, can be more personal, and more meaningful than in large
institutions. For me, it is of greater importance to know everyone’s name than be an
employee in a larger educational system. With this in mind, | have always engaged in
efforts to involve community elders in the school and facilitated opportunities where the
students in schools from different communities (but of the same Indigenous group) can
come together for shared activities.

When I enter many Yukon schools, | am greeted by teachers both Indigenous and
non-Indigenous who have also been my students. Since 2001, I have maintained a close

relationship with the Yukon Native Teacher Education Program (YNTEP), serving first as
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a Faculty Advisor, then as a sessional instructor, and as a guest speaker on such topics as
teaching multi-grade classes in rural Yukon contexts and educational leadership. Asa
result, many Indigenous teachers that I encounter in Yukon schools know me from our
times spent learning together in the classroom. When | visit schools, they often seek me
out, wish to talk and share their experiences, and from time to time ask my advice or
perspective on an educational topic of interest to them. It is with pride that | see them
flourish as teachers and realize that, perhaps in a small way, | have been a part of their
continued successes. | believe that the Yukon educational system needs more Indigenous
teachers, particularly in rural schools where the majority of children may be Indigenous
themselves.

| also engage with the Yukon educational system as a parent of two elementary
school-aged children, enhancing for me what | would term my child-centered focus rather
than a system-centered view of the role of schools. Once again, the teacher of my eldest
son is a former YNTEP student of mine (as was his Kindergarten teacher three years ago).
“Schools are for kids” I believe, and not the other way around, hence I find myself drawn
more to instances of student success (however defined) than system effectiveness and
efficiency. For me, being a parent of a child in a Yukon school elevates the examination of
educational leadership above that of an academic endeavour to one which, perhaps, may
impact someone | care very much about. Based upon this diversity and depth of
engagement, my work as a researcher is something | have come to feel very passionate
about and dedicated to.

While Banks offers the following typology of cross-cultural researchers, I find it
difficult to situate myself neatly and clearly into one of these four “types of researchers”

given my aforementioned layers of engagement with Yukon schools, communities, and
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educators over the past 13 years. | make this clearer following the table below. For the

purposes of this discussion, Banks employs the following four typologies, offered below

with a description of each. | will use these as a means of positioning myself in relation to

the broader research project:

Table 1: A typology of Cross-cultural researchers (taken from Banks, 1998)

Type of researcher

Description

The Indigenous-insider

This individual endorses the unique values, perspectives,
behaviours, beliefs of his or her Indigenous community and
culture and is perceived by people within the community as a
legitimate community member who can speak with authority
about it.

The Indigenous-outsider

This individual was socialized within his or her Indigenous
community but has experienced high levels of cultural
assimilation into an outsider or oppositional culture. The
values, beliefs, perspectives, and knowledge of this
individual are identical to those of the outside community.
The Indigenous outsider is perceived by Indigenous people in
the community as an outsider.

The external-insider

This individual was socialized within another culture and
acquires its beliefs, attitudes, and knowledge. However,
because of his or her unique experiences, the individual
rejects many of the values, beliefs, and knowledge claims
within his or her Indigenous community and endorses those
of the studied community. The external insider is viewed by
the new community as an “adopted” insider.

The external-outsider

The external-outsider is socialized within a community
different from one which he or she is doing research. The
external-outsider has a partial understanding of and little
appreciation for the values, perspectives, and knowledge of
the community he or she is studying and consequently often
misunderstands and misinterprets the behaviours within the
studied community.

Specific to this research report, and given that the research sites are four schools,

there are perhaps two ways in which to view community and culture. First, from a school

perspective, Sergiovanni (2000, in Foster & Goddard, 2002,) offers a definition of culture

as “The normative glue that holds a school together” (p. 3). From a community
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perspective, Agar (1996, in Goddard & Foster, 2002) offers a description of culture as
“The knowledge you construct to show how acts in the context of one world can be
understood as coherent from the point of view of another world” (p. 3).

Viewing both school-based and community-based definitions of culture as relevant
to this research project, it becomes clear that, depending on where | position myself, 1 will
span more than one typology rather than drop neatly into a singular category. For
example:

1) From the position of Yukon Indigenous cultures (which are varied, multi-faceted,
and diverse), | may be viewed as an external-outsider. | am neither Indigenous, nor
even a Yukon born non-Indigenous researcher. This notwithstanding, while I may
have only partial understanding of the values, perspectives, and knowledge of a
community, counter to this typology | do have an appreciation of these differences.
With respect to my own positioning, early in the development of the present project
the question of representation came up. Indeed, throughout, I had to negotiate the
intricacies associated with how I narrate the non-Indigenous principals who acted
as my participants. As a non-Indigenous principal myself , and hence as an insider,
| knew so much about the research participants that I could have ended up speaking
for them in my study. I grappled with this concern in light of Alcoff’s (1991)

assertion that:

"[1]t may be impossible to speak for others without simultaneously
conferring information about them. Similarly, when one is speaking about
others, or simply trying to describe their situation or some aspect of it,

one may also be speaking in place of them, that is, speaking for them™
(1991, p. 9).

On this basis, throughout the study I simultaneously had to negotiate being both an

external outsider in the communities I visited, and an insider by the participating
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2)

3)

principals. This kaleidoscopic positioning is an aspect that Alcoff (1991) points to
as particularly difficult for researchers to negotiate, given that “divergences in
social location between speakers and those spoken for will have a significant effect

on what is said” (p. 7).

From the perspective of Indigenous persons who know me and have worked with
me as educators over a period of years, | could be viewed, to varying degrees, as an
external insider based upon my involvement in culture-based activities in schools
over many Yyears and working closely with Indigenous teachers and their
development and induction into the Yukon teacher workforce. In the schools in
this study, many of my former teacher-trainee students are now working as
classroom teachers. As a result, my Indigenous colleagues and | may interact in a
variety of ways: as professional educators who may share with each other
questions and insights related to our respective practice; our family lives as parents
of young children growing up in the Yukon context; or in personal and caring ways
such as “checking in” to see how we are each doing. As a result of this ongoing
relationship, it counters any tendency to view my Indigenous colleagues as what
Smith (ibid.) refers to as “the Other...constituted with a name, face, a particular
identity, namely Indigenous peoples ” (p. 2; italics in original) as a result of my
non-Indigenous birth and upbringing. This means, from my perspective, that
regardless of whether we are Indigenous or non-Indigenous, we are respectful and

caring of each other.

From the perspective of educational colleagues in public schools, and employing

Sergiovanni’s school-centric definition of culture as a frame, | could be viewed as a
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4)

legitimate Indigenous-insider based upon my varied experiences and training in the
field of education. Thus, when | walk into schools in the Yukon, I am welcomed as
a known colleague and as someone who is in pursuit of academic studies. This
affords me access to places where members of the general public may not have free
entry- to classrooms, libraries, offices, and staff rooms. This creates for me the
opportunity to view a wide range of school contexts, ranging from staff to staff
interactions at a professional level, on a social level over coffee or lunch in the staff
room. As a known entity within the Yukon educational system, | am welcomed
and engaged with by teachers and principals alike, given that, at one time or

another, we may have worked and learned together.

As previously described, I interact in a number of ways (resident, colleague, parent,
educator, and researcher) simultaneously within the educational communities
where this study takes place. | have more than a partial understanding of the
communities | am studying and appreciate very much the values, perspectives, and
knowledge extant within them. This point notwithstanding, | must ensure that I in
no way take this knowledge for granted in order to ensure | never misunderstand or

misinterpret behaviours within the community.

As | engage with participants in their school sites, | must be aware of my thoughts,

perceptions, biography, and shifting positioning based upon these aforementioned factors.
To be unaware or unheeding of the relationships between the researcher and participants
would serve to limit the insights that may emerge as a result of being thoughtfully aware of
and about them. Of even greater concern, to not take into account my own biography and

trajectory in relation to the research sites and participants would seriously draw into
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question the depth of insight and legitimacy of knowledge claims made as a result of this
research project.

To conclude, this discussion of Banks’ typology in relation to this study clearly
identifies that my locations are simultaneous, dynamic, and operate during the conduct of
this research study. The implication of this is that | must be cognizant of my location and
positioning at all times throughout this study. | must be attuned to and sensitive of the
social situations and contexts in which I interact, aware of my own thoughts, beliefs, and

perceptions as | move through this dynamic field.

131



CHAPTER 4
DATA COLLECTION

Rather than describe the technical merits and characteristics specific to employing
data gathering methods in this study, what follows is a description of the actual execution
of these fieldwork processes in which | engaged with participants at each research site.
Thus, in addition to the factors specific to the use of these data gathering processes
described, the considerations employed when engaging with and navigating the field where
these processes were deployed are also explicated.

Over a six-month period, ending with the conclusion of the Yukon school year,
four principals agreed to participate in the interview process in the four school sites chosen
for the present study. The series of interview questions (Appendix 4) were conducted over
three to five visits with each participant. Prior to conducting any interviews, and in view
of gaining access to the school site and establishing a rapport, | arranged a meeting with
each school principal and teacher to review the study and provided them with an Invitation
to Participate letter and the Letter of Informed Consent (Appendix 2).

Once this review was complete, | offered each participant an opportunity to ask
further questions regarding the study, the nature of their involvement, the time
commitments required of them, or any other aspect relating to the study. In most cases,
participants signed the Letter of Consent forms after this review. For those participants
requiring further time to consider their involvement, 72 hours were given to allow for this
(as outlined in the letters shared with them).

Most often, one interview was conducted per visit. Conducting two interviews
during one visit occurred primarily where a participant was located in rural Yukon

communities: both researcher and participant felt that the time the researcher spent
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traveling to their community would be best capitalized upon by addressing more than one
research question during a visit. | was sensitive not to overload or saturate any participant
at any time, and always asked the permission of the participant before engaging in a second
interview during the same visit. Between questions, interviewee and researcher took a
break and agreed mutually whether or not to continue.

There were occasions where participants did not have what they felt was sufficient
opportunity to adequately address a research question in the time allotted. While this did
not occur frequently, when the need arose, we mutually agreed on a suitable time in the
future to continue and complete the interview. This ensured that neither researcher nor
participant felt hurried or rushed. In a related way, there were times when participants
gave the research questions additional consideration after a particular interview and would
then contact me. When this occurred, | thanked the participant for informing me of this,
and asked whether we could capture their emergent insights in an addendum to the
previous interview next time we met.

Interviews were conducted whenever possible in private and quiet locations at
participants’ schools. Most often, this was in the participant’s office if they were the
principal or in the library or staffroom if it was a weekend. Regardless of location, |
ensured that privacy was respected throughout and that interruptions would be kept to a
minimum at all times. There were times where a participant from a rural community was
coming to Whitehorse to engage in Department of Education meetings. In such instances,
| was contacted by them and asked if their visit to Whitehorse would facilitate an interview
session taking place. When this occurred, offices in the Department of Education provided
a convenient and private site to meet. A total of 27.5 hours were spent in interviews with

the four principals.
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Schools are very busy places during the instructional day, and the focus is primarily
placed upon the children and their learning. Well aware of this, based upon my own
experience as a teacher and school administrator, interviews were conducted after school
or on weekends unless the participant suggested another time suitable to them. For
example, in the case of one participant, we agreed on a series of interview sessions on
Sunday afternoons at 1 pm in order that we could proceed without distraction. Contact
with participants was made most often via e-mails, whereupon | would ask when would be
a suitable time for them to engage in an interview. Employing such an approach, it was
always the participant who set the interview time and | who accommodated them.*

After the first of the series of five interview questions was completed, | would
thank each participant for their time and thoughtful engagement. Often, participants would
respond along the lines of “I hope I’'m giving you what you want”, or “I hope I’'m giving
you the right answers”. When such comments were offered, I ensured that I took the time
to assure the participant that the goal of this data-gathering activity was not about right or
wrong, or what | wanted to hear. Rather, it was about illuminating the points raised in the
research question and that, in their doing so, there was no “right” or “wrong” answer, nor
was my satisfaction with their answers of import. For some participants, this was their first
engagement in such an in-depth research project, and this helped to reframe their
perception of their participation and what they were offering. By the end of the interview

series, many of the participants thanked me for asking them to participate. Their

*To capture each interview in the best quality possible, a high-quality Roland Edirol R-09 professional digital recorder
was employed. Prior to turning it on, | reviewed its operation briefly with each participant and explained that it would
record digital sound files for subsequent transcription by a professional transcriptionist (see Appendix 7 for a copy of the
Confidentiality Agreement). At this point, | also reminded the participant that they would receive transcribed copies of
each interview for their subsequent review and further comment, as per the Letter of Invitation to Participate (see
Appendix 2).
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involvement in the interview process, they expressed, had served as a catalyst for reflection
on their own careers, life paths, practices, and beliefs.

Of concern to me as a researcher was whether or not this initial response to the first
series of research questions could have been affected in some way by this right/wrong
presupposition. Instead, | believe the observations and reflections of the participants are
rooted in the desire to be helpful. By surfacing this question right at the very beginning of
the study questions, points raised were acknowledged and clarified. As a result, this may
have had the positive effect of encouraging participants to be more insightful and
informative in future interview sessions. Upon reflection, | am thankful that |
methodically presented the study and its aims to them using the Letter of Invitation, Letter
of Informed Consent, and UBC Research Ethics Board approval. Having these documents
helped ensure focus on the study by being able to refer back to them whenever questions

arose.
Observation procedures

Observation visits occurred on an ongoing basis during the fieldwork phase of this
project. A total of 66.0 hours were spent conducting observations at the four research
sites. Prior to commencing any observations, | ensured that I met with the principal in
order to review the purpose of the study and share with them all documentation supporting
my presence in their schools. | was welcomed by each school principal to visit their school
at any time | chose. | greatly appreciated their openness and willingness to grant access,
and ensured that I expressed my sincere thanks to each principal for their consideration.

To ensure that all school staff members were aware of the nature of my visits, prior
to conducting any observations, | delivered to each principal sufficient photocopied

numbers of a one-page “lay summary” which provided an introduction to the researcher
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and gave an outline of the research project. Each lay summary was personally signed by
me, and included a clear head-and-shoulders picture of me in the upper-left corner. This
was done so that any staff member regardless of their level of involvement, be they a
teacher, educational assistant, custodian, or administrative assistant, would be aware of
who | was and the purpose behind my presence in the school.

This lay summary also included the following pertinent information: that I had
received permission from the Assistant Deputy Minister (Public Schools), Yukon
Department of Education, to be in the selected Yukon schools, and that my research project
had undergone rigourous examination by UBC’s Behavioural Research Ethics Board
(BREB). It also included the name and contact information of my academic supervisor,
should they wish to contact him for further information. | offered to present at staff
meetings, if the principal felt that this was required. The principal of the largest school in
this study invited me to a staff meeting, where | gave a ten-minute overview of my
research project and invited any questions from present staff members.

The principals of two schools also invited me to whole-school assemblies so that |
could introduce myself to the student body. These invitations were readily accepted. | was
given a brief introduction by the principal. I was then afforded the opportunity to mention
that | anticipated being in their school until the end of the current school year. | ensured
that I thanked everyone present for their hospitality and invited them to visit and talk with
me at any time afterwards at their convenience.

Teachers and school administrators in the Yukon all belong to the same
professional association: The Yukon Teachers’ Association (YTA). This differs from the
Province of British Columbia, where school administrators and teachers are represented by

different unions and are in distinct bargaining units. As a result, this affiliation between
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teachers and school administrators in the Yukon fosters collegiality and encourages
positive relationships. This is assisted by a professional Code of Ethics which both
teachers and administrators can rely upon to guide their interactions. When potential
conflicts do arise, they can be framed within this collaborative relationship and not one of
difference. As a researcher who is also a Yukon teacher and administrator, this Code of
Ethics applies equally to me. This professional framework and long-standing relationship, |
believe, served to reduce or eliminate any polarization of teachers and administrators or of
me by either group in the execution of this research project.

Mindful of the responsibilities which come with professional membership, at the
commencement of the study | paid a courtesy call to Mr. Jim Tredger, President of the
YTA, and reviewed the study and my procedures with him. | felt this was important, fair,
and prudent to do so in the event that any of the membership (regardless of whether they
were a teacher or administrator) should direct questions to him, he would be able to
demonstrate his awareness of my research activities and speak from an informed position
regarding the nature of my study in Yukon schools. Once this preparatory work was
complete, I also informed Superintendent David Sloan that | was ready to commence with
the study.

Observations began initially with visits where constructing a thorough description
of the physical setting was at the forefront. This permitted me the opportunity to become
attuned to the school’s surroundings, climate, and rhythm of operation. Conversely, 1 felt
that this created the opportunity for teachers, students, and other visitors (such as school
council members and parents) to get used to having me around in as unobstrusive a manner
as possible. Once the observations were complete and documented, | then gave more

focused attention to the activities and behaviours of the principals in the study.
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Given the open invitation to visit schools at any time, | ensured that my visits
occurred on a random basis. This is not to imply that there was no thought on my part as
to when | would visit a particular school: rather, | ensured that all my visits were not at the
same time, nor on the same days of the week. In this way, I could view a school’s
operations and the principal’s behaviours on a Monday morning as they welcomed the
children, on a Thursday after school when they supervised in the gym, a Wednesday at
recess time in the hallway, or an assembly and community lunch over Friday’s noon hour.
Doing this, | felt, gave me the opportunity to see the principal in a far wider range of
scenarios than if | forced a routine schedule onto my visitations, and would have ultimately
been counterproductive given the open-door welcome | had been offered. The principals
in this study were very responsive to this approach, and the principals in rural schools were
attentive to the fact that visitations could require up to four hours of driving (round trip).
Often, they would contact me in advance to help with my planning and let me know when
there was a particular school event that they felt I might like to observe.

When I visited a particular school, staff members always greeted me. During the
winter months, 1 would be wearing my parka and snow boots. Needing somewhere to
place these items, | would head for the staff room and hang them up. This gave me the
opportunity to greet any staff present, visit with them, and perhaps share a snack if it was
recess or lunch break. Given the typical design of many schools, where the staff room and
school office are adjacent to each other, this also afforded me the opportunity to greet the
school secretaries and let them know that | was in the building (many schools require that
visitors report to the office). If they were present, | would also exchange greetings with the
principal and vice-principal (if the school had one). Most often, | was able to station

myself in a number of different school areas: the staff room, the front foyer, the hallways,
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the playground (before and after school) or other places where the principal may enter my
field of view at a given time (the gym before school, or the library).

Often, it was the situation which influenced my level of participation therefore |
had to employ my own judgment depending on the event or situation observed. This need
for judgment is outlined by Palys (2003) who identifies that when to be a participant or
when to be an observer “in itself may not be particularly clear-cut and participant observers
often float back and forth between the two, depending on the particular situation” (p. 213).
For example, 1 would not intrude upon the principal to observe them by entering his/her
office, particularly if the door was closed and they were engaged in what appeared to be an
important conversation with a staff member, parent, or child. | would remain in the outer
office area and observe from that vantage point. To have entered and attempted to
participate without having ascertained prior approval would have been unwelcomed and
highly inappropriate. It would have clearly transcended boundaries of confidentiality and
would have drastically altered my role from that of a researcher to one of uninvited
intruder. Conversely, if observing a school event where food was being prepared for a
celebration or potlatch, 1 would readily engage in assisting the staff with setting tables,
carrying pots of stew, or helping to clean up. To not have done so, | felt, would have been
a disrespectful response to the open and welcome manner in which I had been treated.

In order to record the events under observation and capture my thoughts, | used an
observational protocol taken from Creswell (1998) included in Appendix 10. This allowed
me to record events either as they occurred or a short time thereafter, along with my own
reflective notes which accompanied each observed point described. | first recorded my
observations by hand in my field journal. | noted the date, time, and location of each

observation recording, ensuring that | typed up my notes as soon as | returned to my office.
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This focused, quiet time afforded the opportunity both to record the observation notes and
also my reflections on them.

Each school presented a different floor plan, which required that I station myself in
different places in each setting. In some cases, the school’s main foyer gave an excellent
view of many activities, and in another, the school office presented as a hub around which
may school activities occurred. In yet another, observing was made difficult by the
disconnected, disjointed, and modular design, which created many small spaces making it
difficult to situate myself without being obtrusive. In such a case, | remained mobile,
moving from place to place after a short time. Given the wide variation of each school in
terms of size and layout, varying amounts of observational time was spent in each school.

A dominant feature of living in the Canadian north is the winter climate. One
challenge to conducting observations where driving to the research site is required involves
the weather. In the case of the Yukon, the cold of winter is a constant that generally does
not discourage travel or engagement in day-to-day activities. Winter is accepted as a
season to which people need to adapt, not retreat from. This said, there are times when
temperatures drop to where safety becomes a very real issue and the cold can be deadly.
This was the case in February 2008, when the temperature in the Yukon dropped to the -45
Celsius (-45 Fahrenheit) to -55 Celsius (-67 Fahrenheit) range for a period of over 2 weeks.
At such temperatures road traffic ceases, diesel fuel gels, vehicle batteries freeze solid,
visibility is reduced due to ice fog, and flesh can freeze in less than a minute. Many
parents choose to keep their children home at these times and therefore many school
activities are reduced or cancelled. As aresult, to be safe, any visits to rural communities
did not occur during this period. Instead, I diverted my efforts to local schools and

commenced visits to rural communities once this “cold snap” was (thankfully) behind us.
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Admittedly, there were times when | came to schools to conduct observations that
the principal was nowhere to be seen. This could have been due to the principal being in
the classroom and teaching (many principals also carry a teaching load). At other times,
the principal may have been transporting students to an activity off-site or attending a
meeting that called them away from the school. | most certainly did not view these times as
less-than-useful. Conversely, | viewed them as an important opportunity to record the
operations of the school and the activities of those in attendance, and to conduct

observations for the purpose of describing the school sites.
The collection of documents from the field

The documents gathered for this study included newsletters generated by the
school, “weekly minders” (notes that a principal sent out to staff at the beginning of each
week to share new information or remind of upcoming events) or school handbooks for
staff, students, and parents. In some cases, when school events generated media attention,
| strove to capture a copy of the resultant newspaper article from the local paper.

School secretaries were instrumental in ensuring that | had copies of the school
newsletter. In one case, the secretary of a rural school copied all versions of the school
newsletter dating back two years and had them delivered to my home when she knew of
someone making the trip to Whitehorse. Other secretaries directed me to the school’s
website, whereupon | could download various editions of the newsletter. One school
principal generated a large bi-monthly newsletter and e-mailed copies to me for my files.
Another principal ensured that | had copies of their large and comprehensive “Wall Tent
Tribune”, generated by students as a result of this school’s bison hunt. Most, if not all,
Yukon schools have a website. These include examples of student work, messages from

the principal, descriptions and configurations of the applicable school, and samples of
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student art. All collected documents were filed either electronically or placed in my

research binder for future analysis.
A portrait of four Yukon schools and their principals

In Chapter 3, | problematised my own locations — both epistemic and ontological.
Having outlined the data collection methods employed in this research project at the
beginning of Chapter 4, | now introduce the four Yukon schools and their principals who
participated in this study.

Jim, principal of Hillside School

Hillside School’s catchment area covers a number of neighbourhoods which are all
connected together and within the municipal boundaries of the City of Whitehorse. The
socioeconomic status of these neighbourhoods is diverse. Some of the neighbourhoods are
more affluent areas, with new large houses in the highest price range in Whitehorse.
Boats, recreational vehicles, and campers are often seen in the driveways, alongside new
cars and trucks. The lawns are well-kept and trimmed with trees and flowers. Often, when
new professional workers such as government employees or police come to Whitehorse,
this is where they will look for their new home. Another neighbourhood near the school is
comprised not of houses but of semi-permanent mobile homes of lesser financial value
than a fixed home. These homes are on smaller plots of land. Another neighbourhood is
referred to locally as “the village”. The residents of this area are predominantly of
Indigenous descent. Within the neighbourhood there are the offices of the local First
Nation, a health centre, a day care, and a small store and gas bar.

The differences between the neighbourhoods are apparent. Homes in “the village”
vary in terms of their upkeep. Not all properties here have sodded lawns and there is

relatively little in the way of formal landscaping. Cars and trucks that appear no longer in
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use based upon their flat tires, age, and level of upkeep, are also parked in some yards. As
a result, the distinctiveness of the socioeconomic spectrum of Hillside’s surrounding
neighbourhoods is readily apparent.

The architectural design of Hillside School permits a level of transparency not
necessarily evident in the physical plan of older schools. This is apparent in a number of
ways. First, even before a person enters the building, the inside of the school office can be
clearly seen to the right of the broad concrete pathway leading to the front door. Once
inside the school, large glass windows afford views into the expansive main reception area
and all of the offices (principal, vice-principal) from outside. The inner offices are
enclosed predominantly by plate glass, giving direct views into each one.

In such a way, the use of large sections of glass at Hillside projects a feeling that
the school is open and transparent to all who enter. This appears in contrast to previous
schools designs where the principal’s office was often not visible, was embedded within
the larger school structure, and may not have even had a window built into the door. There
are perhaps two reasons for this: first, teachers and students are highly aware that being
alone with students in a situation where they cannot be seen leaves one open to allegations
of impropriety or misconduct. Being visible to others is considered sound educational
judgment and practice. The second may be the desire to portray schools less as institutions
and more as places where people of all ages come to work and learn together. Whatever
the reasons behind this, Hillside’s office area appears bright and feels inviting and
welcoming- in contrast to my childhood reflections of the school office as mysterious, the
principal as an apparition rarely seen but known to exist, and a place you never wanted to

be called to as a student.
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This use of large segments of plate glass extends to other areas of the school as
well. The library, located in the center of the school, appears very open and visually
accessible given that it is enclosed by high glass at both ends. Across from the library, the
doors of multi-purpose room are also framed with glass. Skylights allow for natural
daylight to enter the school, and the use of glass between spaces allows for light
transmission especially during the winter months when the daylight may only be present
from 9:30am to 3:30pm.

Rain, shine, or -35C air temperature, Jim arrives at his school at the ritual hour of 7
a.m. Each and every day he arrives and opens up the school for the children who arrive
early. Students begin arriving in this 90 minute period before school, often as a result of
being dropped off before school commences by parents who are on their way to work. His
peers could perhaps refer to Jim as “the elder statesman” of the Yukon principal cadre. By
his own admission, he began his first teaching position in a southern Canadian location in
1969, making him one of the oldest (if not the oldest) practicing Yukon school
administrators. Expressing no concrete thoughts of retiring at the end of the 2007 school
year, in his late-60s, Jim is approaching his 40" year as an educator.

Originally from eastern Canada, Jim came to the Yukon in the mid-1990’s after
being in a rural and isolated northern British Columbia school as principal for 8 years and
a teacher in Indigenous communities in central BC prior to moving north. Prior to his
extensive educational career he worked as a stockbroker and for the Canadian National
Railway. In our subsequent discussions, he suggests that this is a most interesting career
path leading to life in public schools. This said, Jim feels he learned an important lesson
from these experiences: just how much he wanted to get out and away from those jobs and

get into something he really enjoyed doing. He appears to have made the right choice,
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based upon his stated belief that he has the same drive and determination to work with his
students as he did 35 years ago, and believes he chose one of the most rewarding careers
possible.

When 1 visit the school in the mornings, Jim can be found in the same location: he
is stationed at the doors of the gymnasium, supervising the kids who come inside to play
with the sports equipment. He is not only there to supervise the children, there is another
purpose behind locating himself at this highly strategic spot: it gives him a chance each
and every morning to greet and check-in with each student that comes into the school.
That way he can get a sense of which child may be hungry, may be experiencing difficulty,
or is in fine form. For Jim, it is an opportunity for interaction with his students before
classes begin.

Despite there being hundreds of children in his school, he knows each one by name
and most often has a question for them. His questions could pertain to whether they’ve got
their form signed for an upcoming field trip, how they enjoyed the hockey game on TV last
night and whether their team won, what kind of a start they’re having to their day, or how
their grandmother is doing these days. A dedicated hockey fan, Jim’s love of hockey helps
him connect with many of the boys who also play the game. Choosing to be at the doors at
this time also makes Jim visible, creating an opportunity for parents to come and ask him
any question they might have. One moment he may be cheering on a fellow fan, the next
discussing with a student’s mother the criteria for her daughter wishing to join the
Hillside’s girl’s wrestling team.

Being highly visible and accessible is something that Jim tries to maintain as often
as he possibly can. He is constantly traveling in the hallways, working with students, and

(by his own design) can be found just about anywhere except behind his desk. Teaching
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half time and splitting a 1.0 FTE (full-time equivalent) position with his vice-principal for
a school of over 300 students and upwards of 40 staff means that the demands on his time
are many and diverse. In order to maintain this focus on students and families, Jim and his
vice-principal schedule their time in such a way that they are in the school each Sunday to
meet and catch up with each other, address emergent issues, write up the “weekly minder”
or newsletter for the staff and prepare for the week ahead.

Jim’s school straddles two distinct socio-economic communities, and therefore the
children who come to his school bring with them a diversity of needs. As Jim describes in
one of our subsequent interviews, his school has very close to a 50/50 split between
Indigenous and non-Indigenous students. A goal of Hillside School is the focus on the
inclusion of Indigenous culture, and this is evident in a staff structure which reflects this
50/50 Indigenous and non-Indigenous composition. As a result of the cross-cultural focus
in his school, Jim shares with me that parents from all across the community (and not just
within his own catchment area) wish for their children to attend Hillside despite there not
being room to accommodate all of them.

In talking with Jim, I ask him how it came about that the school has Southern
Tutchone name plates located at various places. He responds that it certainly wasn’t his
idea. Rather, the school’s Native Language Instructor (the term employed in the Yukon for
teachers of Indigenous languages) suggested this to him as a means of bringing the
language out of the classroom and exhibiting its use more broadly throughout the school.
Jim thought that this was a great idea. By his own admission, when staff members come
up to him with a new initiative (as did this teacher) he readily says “Yes” and encouraged

him to take on this project. He follows this story up by stating that he sees a key role for
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him is to trust people and encourage staff when they share new potential initiatives that
may benefit both children and the school.

In our conversations on this point, Jim explains that many words in Southern
Tutchone do not translate as directly as perhaps library and bibliothéque may match up in
English and French. In Southern Tutchone, the library is referred to as Kwanduir Daku,
which translates to “Our Story House”. In a similar way, there is not a clear and specific
word for “school principal” in Southern Tutchone. Jim’s office door is thus labelled with
Danchi or “Chief”, which he explains was chosen by the elders the Native Language
Instructor consulted to ensure that his spelling and terminology was correct. Jim explains
that this is how his role is translated by the elders: he takes on the role of a traditional
chief in the school.

The local Indigenous language is not only limited to classrooms and door signs but
is also part of some school operations. At each of Hillside’s school assemblies, all children
sing O Canada in Southern Tutchone. While a literal translation is not possible, the

melody remains the same for the following verse:

O Canada, our home and grandfather’s country
Our children, you should protect our country
With all your heart you should look after it
For truly it is our ancestor’s land
Into the distant future O Canada
We will protect you
May God look after you
O Canada we will protect you
O Canada we will protect you

When | ask Jim how these initiatives foster Indigenous culture in the school, he

shares that there are three main staff committees in the school. These committees are
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founded upon the school’s three main goals, developed collaboratively by the school staff
and School Council (comprised of parents and community members living in the school’s
attendance area). In the Yukon, varying upon school size, the Education Act (1990)
guarantees Indigenous representation on the Council. The three areas of focus are titled
Respect and Responsibility, First Nations Education and Culture, and Literacy and
Numeracy. Jim sits as a member on each committee. It is the First Nations Education and
Culture committee that leads these initiatives at Hillside.

Another example of Indigenous language at Hillside is present each morning when
announcements are delivered to the student body over the intercom system. The Native
Language Instructor (NLI) and two students get in front of the microphone. The students
get to pick a word or a phrase of the day. For example, they may ask the NLI what the
expression is for “It is raining”. The NLI repeats the word or phrase in Southern Tutchone,
and then has the students repeat it, assisting them with their pronunciation. Then, the NLI
will introduce the French teacher over the intercom, he greeting her in Southern Tutchone,
and she responding with a corresponding salutation in French. He then asks her the same
question and then the student shares the expression in French. In effect, what occurs is a
multicultural conversation employing three languages. This is broadcast to the whole
school. In such a way, Southern Tutchone forms part of a trio of “official” language at
Hillside. While it is not woven into all school operations, Jim sees this as a continual
“work in progress”.

The welcoming atmosphere and presence of Indigenous language may be displayed
in this observation and experience with the young Native Language Instructor (NLI), a
former student of mine when | was faculty advisor at the Yukon Native Teacher Education

Program. By his own admission he isn’t entirely fluent in Southern Tutchone. As I have
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come to know him, I see his passion when working with children based on my past
observations of him. Learning his language is vitally important to process, therefore over
time he has taken courses and engaged with his grandparents, elders, and other NLI’s to
continually improve his language knowledge and teaching skills.

The Native Language Instructor sees me sitting in the office. | greet him with his
native name, and he invites me to see the dancing class that he teaches at lunch
hour. | heartily take him up on his offer, and once the class is underway, slip in to
watch 30 children of all backgrounds sing and dance. The singing and dancing is
done in the traditional language of the local First Nation. The teacher uses a drum
and sings with the students. The children genuinely enjoy the session with the
teacher. They know the words well, as do they the dance steps and movements to
well over 10 songs. Some of the dances are done in a circle, others in groups, and
others where there are specific children dancing in the centre, perhaps with beaded
grouse wings in their hands as props/decorations.

They play a game called “freeze”: the teacher calls out a dance, begins drumming
and singing, then stops the music. Anyone caught moving has to join the teacher
and sing the next song. The kids love it and concentrate so well.

The bell rings and all the students line up to leave. The teacher has a checklist and

ticks off each student and gives them a positive comment as they leave. After the

class is over, the teacher comes over to me. He was a student of mine a few years
ago during his teacher training. | shake his hand and tell him how proud it makes
me feel to see him flourishing as a teacher with his students. (Site 1 observation

notes, Feb. 19, 2008)

An interesting aspect to note is that it is not solely Indigenous children who take
part in Native Language Instruction and the Southern Tutchone activities offered at
Hillside School. Some of the children are clearly of Southeast Asian descent, and others
appear Caucasian. When 1 talk about this diversity in the Native Language class with Jim,
he comments that there is a wide range of parental desires when it comes to Indigenous
language and cultural instruction in the school. This can vary from Indigenous parents
who do not feel that their child need take part in Indigenous language or cultural activities

because they themselves teach it to their children. Conversely, there will be non-

Indigenous parents who feel it is important for their children, as citizens of the Yukon to
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learn an Indigenous language and about Indigenous culture. Whatever the case may be,
parents and student can engage in Indigenous language and cultural instruction for the
reasons which are most important to them.

A further example of the ability for all students, regardless of their heritage, to
engage in traditional Indigenous activities is the annual bison hunt. Each March, Hillside
School participates in a bison hunt and holds a community feast after a successful journey
on the land. The bison hunt provides an example of where a non-Indigenous teacher
proposed the idea to Jim and he could find little reason to reject it. This was
approximately 8 years ago, and the bison hunt has become an annual event at Hillside
School and now others across the Territory (including two other schools in this study),
participate in the hunt.

The bison hunt is chronicled in the “Wall Tent Tribune”, a student-generated
newsletter of 12 pages. The newsletter provides an example of how a curricular subject
such as Language Arts can be readily adapted and supported through engagement with
locally developed activities. The students’ articles describe the trip to the hunting area, the
animals seen along the way, and the journal entries of a number of students. For light-
hearted humour there is also a horoscope section and an advice column addressing such
topics as wet boots, car sickness, and staying warm at night in freezing conditions. There
is also a large Southern Tutchone word-find puzzle. Throughout are pictures of the
Grade 7 students engaging in many aspects of traditional Indigenous lifestyle on the land
during winter conditions: gathering and sawing up firewood for the stoves which heat the
tents, setting up camp, drilling holes through the ice to fish, preparing meals, and scouting
the vast countryside for the bison. Over time, Hillside School has worked to expand this

traditional event by inviting other schools to partner with them and learn from their
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experiences. Bison are large animals weighing over 2000 Ibs each, thus when the Hillside
hunters got two bison this gave them ample meat for their celebratory feast which caps the
endeavour. The entire school community is invited to this very large event.

Regardless of how many times I enter Jim’s school, the first thing that strikes me
when I walk into this school in regards to the architecture is the incorporation of wood into
the décor. The second is that | am entering a building that departs from the layout of the
“traditional” government or institutional design of schools from the 1960°s-80’s,
characterized by long straight hallways, 8 foot ceilings, and classrooms and clocks
regularly spaced down the corridors. Built in the 1990’s, the design of Jim’s school finds
its roots in local tradition and materials and appears modeled after a traditional First
Nations longhouse. Not only is the appearance of the rich wooden paneling a welcoming
sign, additionally, the huge (14-18 inches in diameter and 15-20 feet long) golden-
varnished log beams comprising the foundation of the supports for the school are truly
striking given this size. In contrast to the aforementioned long, narrow institutional
hallways to which I have become accustomed, in this school everyone is welcomed into a
grand and impressive hall. The wide corridors emanate from this space and go off in a
variety of directions.

Everywhere one looks, it seems, evidence of Indigenous culture is present. This is
congruent with the information provided in the Hillside Elementary School Handbook
(2007-2008) which is provided to students and parents at the beginning of each school
year. The handbook, while published by the school under Jim’s guidance , is developed
and revised annually with input from school staff, the Community Education Liaison
Coordinators (who provide links to the local First Nation), the Yukon Department of

Education and Yukon Education Act, and the Hillside School Council (comprised of both
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Indigenous and non-Indigenous membership). Specific to cultural awareness, the
handbook section on Cultural Awareness states the following:

We recognize the need in our society for all people to develop an awareness of, an
appreciation of, and a tolerance of other cultures.

While we have students at Hillside Elementary from many different countries and
cultures, a very large number of our students are of Canadian First Nations
heritage.

We wish to celebrate the traditions and cultures of our First Nations students.
Under the guidance of our [Community Education Liaison Coordinator] CELC, we
schedule a fall, winter, and spring cultural camp which teaches our students many
of the traditions of this culture. Southern Tutchone is the language spoken by the
first people of this area of the Yukon, and it is offered in our school as a second
language.

Hand Games (stick gambling), drumming and traditional dance are a few of the
lunch hour activities open to all students. We generally have a lunch hour “feast”
of native foods during the year when we invite elders from the community and the
Chief and Council of the [local] First Nation. Also, many of our field trips include
visits to First Nations Activities. We hold a Welcoming Feast at the end of
September.

As outlined in the Mission Statement, we strive to be a ““...model of cultural
cooperation in education through a true partnership of students, staff, parents, and
community.” (Hillside School 2007-2008 School Handbook, p. 28)

Specific particularly to this last point, while conducting an observation in one of
the school’s hallways, I witnessed an example which I believe reflects this aforementioned
partnership.

As | sit, unobstrusively reading the school’s handbook, one of the grade 7 teachers

passes by to collect a visitor at the front door. The Indigenous man is someone |

recognize: he is a former Minister of Education and currently sitting independent

member of the Yukon legislature. He too has on his beaded moose hide vest and a

bag of materials. He heads down the hallway with the teacher, and we exchange

nods and greetings. As he walks down the hallway, | hear him comment to the

teacher, “This sure is a really nice school, ¢h?” (Site 1 observation, Feb. 19, 2008)

All who enter the school are first presented with the view of many glass cabinets in

the front entryway and main foyer of the school. These cabinets contain numerous local

First Nations items which include beaded work, student-made models of traditional camps,
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canoe paddles, beaded medicine bags, and beaded slippers and gloves all made out of
smoke-tanned moose hide. All cabinets are illuminated by halogen spot-lights in such a
way that places them at the forefront. A concerted effort is made to immerse all of
Hillside’s students in an environment where Indigenous articles are showcased and held in
esteem®. Jim himself wears traditional clothing at various times by way of a beaded moose
hide vest that was given to him as a gift from the First Nations community.

Departing from the conventional corridors with their attached classrooms, the
classrooms in Jim’s school are grouped in pods that combine to form distinct wings of the
school. These wings are clustered around the school’s library. Once a visitor passes
through the main vestibule, they are greeted by the largest dream catcher I have ever seen.
A dream catcher is an example of a First Nations circle, made of willow and perhaps
moose hide with lengths of sinew stretched across its diameter to form a web. They are
often decoratively beaded, and eagle feathers may be hung from the bottom of the circle.
In the majority of cases, a dream catcher is designed as a window hanging or perhaps
something hung from the rear-view mirror of a vehicle. When created for these purposes,
they are often 6”-8” in diameter. In the case of Hillside’s dream catcher, it is
approximately 4 feet in diameter, is beaded and decorated with eagle feathers and hangs
from the left wall. To the right, there is a framed picture of the First Nations elder (upon
whose philosophy of cultural cooperation and coexistence the school is founded)
prominently displayed on the wall next to the brass plate commemorating the opening of
the school. On the other side of this plate, a student-crafted mural depicting a Yukon

community in winter is painted upon numerous sheets of 4x8’ finished plywood and

> While the name “Hillside School” is admittedly a pseudonym, the school is named after a Southern
Tutchone Elder who is to a large extent responsible for the initiation of the land claims process which gained
momentum during the 1970s in the Yukon. As stated previously, many Yukon First Nations have signed off
on their agreements with the Federal and Territorial governments.

153



affixed to the wall. This is done in the playfully colourful style of the iconic Yukon artist
(and former school principal) Ted Harrison and presents as a vibrant combination of both
Indigenous and non-Indigenous artistry.

Despite its size and height, the main foyer of the school is not an empty space, but
rather is “airy” in that it has a very high vaulted ceiling supported by large peeled and
varnished logs as beams. The predominant paint colour is a natural shade of a cool green
similar to that of new leaves in the spring. Two large semi-circular wooden bench seats
are located to the left of the foyer, on either side of the library entrance. Each easily
accommodates 10-15 students (and most often does before school, at recess, and after
school) and within the semi-circle sits a large work table where students can place their
books, work on homework, draw, or wait for their parents. Between these two seating
spaces, a larger than average picnic table with a solid 4X8’ table top gives further space for
students to sit and work, eat their lunch or a snack, or just visit and talk with each other. A
large bin on wheels, stacked full of snowshoes, rests in the corner of the foyer near one of
the exits to outside.

On a laminated poster, the school’s philosophy is displayed next to the library
entrance. It reads:

Respect
Love learning and do your best
Be kind to others and considerate of all people
Be safe
Keep the school environment clean
I queried Jim as to whether or not the school’s philosophy had been translated into

Southern Tutchone. To this point it has not, though he did feel that this was a good idea.

As he stated previously, not all initiatives in the school originate with Jim. In this case, he
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felt that this was an item for consideration by the school’s First Nation’s Education and
Culture committee.

Directly across from the library on the other side of the foyer, there is what is
referred to as the “Multi-purpose Room”. The term “room” is perhaps a misnomer, given
it is approximately half the size of Hillside’s 60x90 foot gymnasium. A kitchen/serving
window and stage with retractable doors make a room such as this very useful for
assemblies, presentations, potlatches, and other gatherings without taking up the school’s
gymnasium. The entire student body and staff can fit into it, as | witnessed at one
assembly. The room also doubles as the music teacher’s classroom during the day, and is
easily convertible to suit this conversion from classroom to meeting place. Above the large
glass doors and entryway are two majestic carved symbols of the Wolf and Crow clans, the
two moieties of this particular Indigenous society.

The high walls of the foyer create spaces for artwork, and these walls are readily
taken up with student-generated work. Four murals painted on wood, perhaps 5x10 feet in
size, look down from the upper spaces of the foyer. One mural uses the traditional First
Nations medicine wheel as the organizer for four quadrants titled: physical, emotional,
spiritual, and mental. Each quadrant depicts pictures of activities applicable to each
quadrant- running, traditional sports, hunting, being on the land. Other murals depict
Yukon scenes and animals both modern and prehistoric. Natural materials, including
moose hide, are used in the construction of these murals. These projects were completed
by students under the guidance of their teachers. Given that approximately 50% of
Hillside’s teachers are of Indigenous ancestry, and that Jim has made the conscious effort

to hire teachers in such a way that the staff complement is reflective of the student
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population, they serve as resources for their students in areas of Yukon Indigenous culture
and philosophy.

Once past the entry-way around the corner of the left wall, there is a large picture
wall comprised of photographs of all staff members. These pictures are not the usual
“mug-shots” taken on the school’s picture day each fall, with an engraved nameplate
underneath. In warm contrast to such a presentation, these are pictures of the staff in a
variety of life’s important events including: wedding photos with a teacher surrounded by
her family, a staff member holding last year’s prize Lake Trout drawn from the depths of a
beautiful Yukon lake, or another posing “on the land” with a freshly harvested bull moose
before the butchering begins. This personalized collection displays the school staff,
representative of the school’s student body in that they are approximately an equivalent
Indigenous and non-Indigenous mix as a group of individuals (based on what | know of
their backgrounds through my professional experience). As mentioned previously, Jim has
made a concerted effort over his more than 10 years at Hillside to build his staff team in
such a way that they are reflective of the student population.

Coming back to the gym, Jim is still there, welcoming and talking with students
when the bell rings. It isn’t really the ringing sound of a bell in the true sense, but of a
softer, electronic pulse akin to what one would hear in an airport or hospital. If anything, it
is far gentler than an electronic buzzer, ringer, or fire alarm. Perhaps the use of a more
traditional Indigenous indicator would be another area of consideration by Hillside’s First
Nations Education and Culture committee? There is a flurry of noise, energy, and activity
as the many children in the gym run to put equipment and balls away. Jim yells a few times
to the kids scrambling in the gym with his “teacher voice”, but these are not yells of

correction or admonishment. Most often, they are yells of encouragement, coaching, and
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thanks given to specific students for the responsibility they’ve shown putting the
equipment away. What was a bustling, thriving, commotion-filled beehive of activity,
marked by a heap of winter coats and backpacks clears in mere minutes and is silent and
emptied. The students have made their way into their classrooms, and while the school
day started for Jim almost 2 hours ago, for the students their instructional day is just
beginning.

Bob, principal of Moose Meadow school

| drive through the village to the Moose Meadow School on this brilliantly sunny
winter’s day. I’ve arranged to meet with Bob, the principal. Moose Meadow is a small,
community school of less than 100 students, over 90% of whom, Bob tells me, are of
Indigenous descent. | can see Moose Meadow School down at the end of the long street
(the village doesn’t really have the Main Street which may be found in larger, southern
towns or cities). The school is a single-floor building located in the middle of the village.
The paint scheme on the outside- a pale yellow colour- is brought to life by the addition of
the multi-layered blue wave and water pattern across the lower 30% of the outer siding.
Riding along the waves are families of loons. The waves are three layers deep, giving a
three dimensional effect. This reflects the fact that large bodies of water bound the school
community on two sides and portrays the school as part of the local flora and fauna.

The village in which Moose Meadow School is situated is in the traditional territory
of a Yukon First Nation. As a result, there is a First Nations government office located on
the main road which goes past the community. It is a new and modern building. The area
has been settled by Yukon Indigenous people for thousands of years, and the community is
strategically located near large lakes which have provided both transportation routes and

sustenance for those living here. The region has also been a traditional migratory route for
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large animals and birds. During the Klondike Gold Rush of 1898, the area around Moose
Meadow’s community was a direct transportation route for gold seekers. After the Gold
Rush, the community was once again subject to an influx of American Army soldiers sent
north in 1942 to build the Alaska Highway. Both Indigenous and non-Indigenous people
live in the community and over time and given the influx of people from all around the
world, a segment of the population is of mixed heritage. In the Yukon, the practice exists
that, regardless of heritage, if one’s background includes Indigenous ancestry, then often
the person identifies as Indigenous. While this cannot be said in each case, this form of
self-identification predominates.

Today, the community provides a summertime tourism destination for visitors from
around the world. Near the tourism information centre there is a 5-foot tall cairn of rock
and mortar declaring the community a Canadian National Historic Site. The cairn displays
a bronze plaque on each side (one in English, one in French, and two each in a dialect of
the Tlingit language), commemorating that this is where James “Skookum” Jim Mason,
discoverer of the first gold nugget which was the precursor of the Klondike Gold Rush,
hailed from. The small town population is indicated by the aforementioned school
population of less than 100 children. The community would be considered no more than a
hamlet by southern standards.

Walking up the cleanly shovelled steps to the front entrance of the school, I’'m
struck by the fact that, despite it being a winter’s day, the front door is open to the
surrounding environment. This open door seems to project a welcoming and an invitation
to enter. (I note that this is the case with each subsequent visit). Even before proceeding
through the boot room/vestibule and into the building, I’m immediately struck by the

reflection of the sunlight on the clean and highly polished waxed floors. Similar to the
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high level of cleanliness at Jim’s school, this tells me that Moose Meadow must also have
a dedicated custodian to keep the floors to such a high sheen this time of year when boots
are wet and/or muddy.

| barely get my boots wiped on the long carpet and pass through the boot room
when | am greeted by a heavily accented voice booming “How are you doing there,
laddie?” erupting from inside the office area of Moose Meadow school. This sends a clear
signal to one and all that Bob, the late-50’s principal of the school for the past 12 years, is
in the office, readily greeting all who come through the doors of the school. Never one to
sit still for very long, Bob leaps up from behind his computer, envelops me in one of the
signature bear-hugs he willingly shares with visitors, and immediately proceeds to take me
on a tour of Moose Meadow (while in one fluid motion, drawing the special key to the
juice machine from his pocket and offering me a cold drink).

Bob has had a long and varied experience in the Yukon. Originally emigrating to
Canada with his family from a European country in the late 1950’s, he drove up the Alaska
Highway with his family towing a trailer with all their possessions. It was 1964 and Bob’s
father had secured work in a small, rural, isolated community. As a result of his father
having forged ahead first, the 16 year-old Bob drove the family vehicle which held his
mother and 8 siblings. The Alaska Highway was very rough then, and he recalls every few
miles seeing the signs and crosses with names on them indicating where groups of people
had been killed in car accidents.

Bob quit school before grade 12 and decided to work in order that he could travel
the world. After leaving the Yukon for a number of years, Bob returned and engaged in a
number of different lines of work. He has been a truck driver, a millwright (building and

maintaining mechanical equipment), a heavy equipment operator, and a small-aircraft pilot
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to name a few things, yet found that he never really enjoyed doing any of them despite
their decent rates of pay. As a result, he left the Yukon once again to pursue a Bachelor of
Education degree at a southern Canadian university. As fate would have it, when he
returned to the Yukon a few years later to take his first teaching position, it was in the
small community which his family first moved in 1964. After teaching in that community
for 6 years, he decided to apply for the principal’s position at Moose Meadow. As Bob
explained to me one day, the school had gone through seven principals in two years and
was out of control at the time, hence he felt it was a challenge for him.

While the name Moose Meadow, admittedly, is a pseudonym for the school, it is
important to note that the school name was changed from the designated Yukon
Government appellation (usually the community name followed by the word “school”) to
that of a respected Indigenous elder’s name in the local Tlingit language.

Yukon Government News Release 06-90 (2006) describes in detail the renaming of the
school after this elder’s Tlingit name. Then Education Minister John Edzerza, himself of
Indigenous ancestry, adds his comments in this release:

The Government of Yukon is renaming the school to [Elder’s name] Community

School in honour of Carcross/Tagish First Nation Elder [Elder’s name]. [Her]

Tlingit name translates in English to “Wolf Mother.”

“This government is deeply honoured to recognize the integral role that [Elder’s

name] has played in maintaining and enhancing current knowledge of the Tlingit

and Tagish languages and cultures, both in and out of the classroom,” Education

Minister John Edzerza said.

“On behalf of the Department of Education, and the staff and students of [Moose

Meadow] Community School, I would like to thank [the Elder] for all of her work

at the school,” Edzerza added. “She has invested her time and energy to make the

classroom a more culturally relevant and engaging place to learn.”

The request to rename the school was brought forward by school staff and the

[Moose Meadow] First Nation due to [her] significant contributions as an Elder.

[The Elder] was in her mid 80s when she retired from her job as a First Nation

language teacher at Moose Meadow Community School, and today at 89 she
continues her work in advancing First Nation language and culture.
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[The Elder] still spends time in the classroom teaching students about the First

Nation's language and culture, and most recently, she played a key role in helping

to create the First Voices digital language archives. A public renaming ceremony

will take place this spring. The date and time of the renaming ceremony will be
announced in the local media and the public will be invited to attend.

Prior to this, the school’s name was simply the name of the community followed by
the term “school”. The above act marks a significant event in that it presents a further shift
away from centralized, government control of schools to that of more localized input
where local Indigenous culture, voice, and autonomy are heard and realized. It should be
noted that this community was a site of a previous residential school, a goal of which was
to systematically assimilate Indigenous children into the dominant white society of the day.
While the physical structure of the residential school no longer exists, the shadow of the
effects of this attempted forced assimilation remains for Indigenous communities in the
forms of a lack of trust, anxiety with, and reluctance to enter modern-day schools. As a
result, this act is meaningful in a number of ways. First, it allows the school to show that it
affirms and strives to validate Indigenous language and culture. Second, it is an attempt to
make school relevant and meaningful to Indigenous children, their parents, and for them to
see that their language and culture are valued by the broader Yukon educational system.
Third, it presents an opportunity where, when working on shared goals, the educational
system, community, and the local First Nation can achieve mutual success and together
strengthen their relationships.

The friendly and welcoming atmosphere of Moose Meadow School is evident in a
number of ways. Bob takes an active role in this regard, making sure that he is visible in

the school particularly at times when student movement is high and parents are present in

the school. The following observation was made at the end of one school day, and shows
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how Bob uses his personality and sense of humour to ensure close contact with kids and
parents alike:

Parents come into the office at the end of the school day. Given the open construct
of the office, they can come right in and talk with the principal. Some parents
come right out and ask, “How’s my kid doing?” The principal jokes with them,
appearing hesitant with his answer. “Wellllllllll, okay, I suppose”. He is quick to
follow up with serious praise for the child in question, and gives the parent a
concrete piece of info. “Jill is carving a great paddle in shop”, for example. (Site 3
observation, April 9, 2008)

Bob’s sense of humour is most apparent when he is working directly with his
students. He uses this sense of humour judiciously, not in a way that puts down or
diminishes individuals or groups. Instead, Bob’s humour is often situational or employs a
play on words. There were times when he had me nearly incapacitated with laughter, as a
result of the following observation near the end of the school year when the staff and
students were preparing to go out and conduct their annual community clean-up. Not
what may be considered a fun job by many, Bob nonetheless used his sense of humour as a
motivator for the children. Prior to commencing, safety vests, work gloves, thick rubber
gloves, and garbage bags were distributed while the students and their supervisors were
each allocated a sector for which they were responsible:

The principal calls all the students into the library, where he stands in front of them

to give a briefing about the process for garbage cleanup. There are some children

absent due to the loss of the elder [who had just passed away this week]. Once
again, the principal’s humour comes through. He has all the kids grouped into
teams for garbage pickup- the Rancid Rats, the Putrid Pigs, for example. The kids
all chuckle at their names. The principal gives a safety briefing about needles and
bears- two things that might be encountered in their clean-up activities. He
cautions them not to touch any needle- he is very emphatic on this point.

As for bears, he jokes, “just be sure you’re picking garbage with the slowest runner.

That way you’ve got nothing to fear”. He asks the slowest runner in the group to

hold up their hand and self-identify. Many kids glance around at each other in
disbelief, but nobody raises their hand. (Site 3 observation, May 27, 2008)
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Bob’s humour does not take away from the core purpose of this talk with his
students. Once the laughter subsides, he emphatically cautions the students not to touch
any intravenous needles, should they find any. He repeats this firmly but in a way that
does not come across, in my opinion, as lecturing or preaching. The tone of his voice is
one that expresses that he truly cares about their well-being and he has the children
captivated as he speaks. Should they find a needle, they are to call immediately for one of
the supervising adults.

While Bob’s sense of humour could be