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ABSTRACT 
 
This study presents a modified grounded theory analysis of settler school psychologists’ 

engagement with the idea of “decolonizing” their professional practice in working with 

Indigenous students and their families. Data was gathered through two rounds of 

interviews with seven settler school psychologists across Western and Northern Canada 

who are active in the profession. A personalized “self-location” situates the researcher as 

a settler school psychologist as a means of challenging psychology’s perception of itself 

as an “objective” science. Decolonization theory is explored from a variety of 

perspectives beginning with the work of Frantz Fanon (1961/2021). A variety of critical 

frames, including critical psychology, Critical Race Theory (CRT), and TribalCrit are 

used to explore how psychology and education interact in the field of school psychology 

and how this impacts Indigenous peoples. Grounded theory approaches were adapted to 

incorporate Indigenous research design and ethics, including working with an Elder and a 

Community Advisory Committee to ensure Indigenous perspectives remained centred in 

the analysis. Participants at various career stages described training programs that 

included no Indigenous content and workplaces that emphasized assessment and testing 

for programming decisions rather than focusing on a holistic consideration of student 

needs. Participants were varied in their understanding not only of Indigenous worldviews 

but also the worldviews embedded in dominant psychology. Most participants were 

unable to provide a clear statement of what it might mean to decolonize their practice and 

most described some type of fear or anxiety as preventing them from doing more to 

incorporate Indigenous worldviews in their work. While participants varied in their 

reflective examination of their practice there appeared to be little awareness of their own 
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subjective position within the profession. They did not make explicit links between 

Indigenous epistemologies and how that might impact pedagogical recommendations. 

Participants seemed to simultaneously place themselves outside the problem of 

colonization and outside the solution of decolonizing their practice. While participant 

reluctance to engage in further decolonization of their work can be explained in terms of 

being based in “precontemplation” fears in the trans-theoretical model of change 

(Prochaska et al., 2008), they are also symptoms of what Mawhinney (1998) describe as 

settler “moves to innocence” as an attempt to avoid responsibility and accountability. A 

key implication of this research for the future of school psychology is recognizing the 

lack of critical self-reflection among practitioners and helping them increase their 

awareness of their subjectivities and biases while overcoming their discomfort with the 

process of decolonization. 

Key words: school psychology, educational psychology, decolonization, Indigenous 

education, Indigenous research, psychology training 
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As Canadians, we share a responsibility to look after each 
other and acknowledge the pain and suffering that our 
diverse societies have endured – a pain that has been 
handed down to the next generations. We need to right 
those wrongs, heal together, and create a new future that 
honours the unique gifts of our children and grandchildren. 
(TRC, 2015, p. 363) 

 
 

1 INTRODUCTION 
 
 

In 2015 the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) issued a compelling call 

to all segments of Canadian society to walk together towards a new future for Indigenous 

peoples and all others who call Canada home. The Commission was the culmination of a 

long series of events related to the emergence in the broader public awareness of the 

tragedies of the Residential School system which was embedded in a long history of 

European colonization in Canada. Through its public hearings, and private consultations 

with Residential School survivors, the Commission laid bare for all to see the human toll 

colonization took among Indigenous peoples across the land. Moving well beyond a 

collection of first-hand stories from survivors/witnesses, the Commission’s report 

exposed in stark fashion that the Residential School system was not an accident of history 

but an intentional program of the Canadian government to assimilate and eradicate 

Indigenous peoples from the new nation. The Commission issued a clarion call that a new 

relationship between settlers and Indigenous peoples was urgently required. To redefine 

the nature of education for Indigenous peoples the Commission said “the status quo is 

unacceptable and that there is a need for a complete restructuring based on principles of 

self-government, a culturally relevant curriculum, and stable funding" (2015, p. 196). 
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What follows is an exploration of what this restructuring, through the lens of 

decolonization, might mean in the field of school psychology. 

Embedded within the TRC’s final report are 94 Calls to Action which the 

commissioners believed were essential to guide the path forward towards reconciliation. 

Spanning the range of relationships that Indigenous peoples have with others in Canada, 

the Calls to Action speak to the inherent and Treaty rights of Indigenous peoples and 

challenge the ways in which the Government of Canada regulates and delivers a variety 

of programs that have had deleterious impacts on Indigenous peoples, including health 

care, the justice system, and child and family services. In this vein, Call to Action #10 

called on governments to improve "education attainment levels and success rates" (p. 

197) for Indigenous students. Call to Action #19 spoke to the need to “identify and close 

gaps” related to “…suicide, mental health, [and] addictions…” (p. 208), and Call to 

Action #23 called on governments to “increase the number of Aboriginal professionals 

working in the health-care field” and to “provide cultural competency training for all 

health-care professionals” (p. 211).  

Taken together, these Calls to Action address the core of the work of school 

psychologists, who work at the intersection of education and psychology. School 

psychologists are frequently the first responders when Indigenous students face mental 

health issues and often serve as the entry point to the mental health system. They are also 

the individuals tasked with conducting assessments to attempt to understand why 

Indigenous students are not experiencing success within provincial school systems. In 

this manner, school psychologists are embedded in not one but two colonial systems that 

have failed to meet the needs of Indigenous students. Whether school psychologists are 
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equipped to pursue that obligation, however, is a question that remains largely 

unanswered.  

Consequently, this research aims to explore the idea of decolonization through the 

relationships settler school psychologists have with the Indigenous students and families 

they work with. I was curious about the awareness school psychologists have about the 

worldviews of Indigenous peoples across Canada and the processes they use to 

understand the impact these differences have on Indigenous families. I sought to explore 

the decision-making processes used by school psychologists as they might make 

reconciliation / decolonization a personal effort rather than a government program.  

 
1.1 Research Context 
 

No research happens outside a fluid and evolving context. My initial 

conceptualization of this work arose out of an Annual General Meeting of the 

Saskatchewan College of Psychologists, in 2016, when a colleague called upon the 

provincial regulator to make a formal response to the TRC’s Calls to Action. That motion 

set me to considering my own personal position as a settler school psychologist as well as 

examining what the profession has and has not been doing with regards to decolonization. 

This reflection, as well as ongoing discussions around Indigenous education, critical 

psychology, and the impacts of colonization on Indigenous children and their families, 

both within Saskatchewan and beyond, form the broad context for my research.      

In the fall of 2016, the Saskatchewan College of Psychologists released a formal 

response to the TRC, noting that it had a “responsibility to contemplate the role that the 

profession has played in the events of the past, and the role that it should play in the 

process of reconciliation” (Saskatchewan College of Psychologists, 2016, p. 1). There 
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was a four-year period when the College worked through how best to live out their stated 

responsibility. They established a committee of two Council members and an Indigenous 

psychologist, working in partnership with a traditional Knowledge Keeper to consult with 

psychologists in Saskatchewan about what they believed needed changing (R. Lee, 

personal communication, October 21, 2023). Part of their consultative process was to talk 

specifically with Indigenous psychologists in the province to identify barriers they faced 

in the profession. In 2022 this committee presented a report with 13 specific 

recommendations for the College to implement to realize reconciliation (TRC AD Hoc 

Committee, 2022). At the time of writing, the College has implemented some of those 

recommendations including issuing a formal apology that acknowledged past harms from 

the profession (Saskatchewan College of Psychologists, 2022) and in the fall of 2023 it 

implemented a subsidy program to cover some of the supervision costs for Indigenous 

psychologists new to the profession in Saskatchewan.  

With the publication of Psychology’s Response to the Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission of Canada’s Report (CPA, 2018a), psychologists in Canada and 

Saskatchewan were given more concrete advice and direction on how to change their 

practice - or “atone” in the words of the TRC – and move toward decolonization. That 

said, much of this report deals with psychology in general or is more specific towards 

clinical and counselling psychology. Thus, while school psychologists are being called to 

“recognize the value and importance of Indigenous epistemologies, and the roles of 

culture and tradition in the conceptualization of problems…” (CPA, 2018a, p. 10), what 

settler school psychologists actually know and understand about Indigenous worldviews 

remains an open question.  
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Recent research has begun to explore more directly the need to Indigenize the 

training of school psychologists (Day, 2023; Robinson-Zañartu et al., 2023) and ways 

school psychologists can better engage with Indigenous communities and their diverse 

worldviews (Bernett et al., 2023). A recent position paper from the CPA (2022) on the 

mental health work of school psychologists, however, makes no mention of the particular 

needs of Indigenous students and their families. There is little direct questioning about 

how settler school psychologists view their practice with Indigenous peoples, their 

understanding of Indigenous worldviews, or whether they are asking themselves the 

kinds of questions their professional bodies suggest they should be able to answer.   

 

1.2 A Note about Terminology 
 

The TRC’s report (2015) pointed out that “reconciliation not only requires 

apologies, reparations, the relearning of Canada’s national history, and public 

commemoration, but also needs real social, political, and economic change” (p. 184). 

While this goal of a lasting shift in public policy is laudable, for some Indigenous 

scholars, “reconciliation” is not enough. Tuck and Yang (2012) suggest that 

“reconciliation is about rescuing settler normalcy, about rescuing a settler future” (p. 35). 

For them the real goal is dismantling the settler colonial state and the return of 

Indigenous lands to Indigenous peoples through decolonization.  

While Tuck and Yang are critical of metaphorical “decolonization” in the form of 

reconciliation, the return of land and restoration of Indigenous sovereignty is clearly 

beyond the scope the research proposed in this paper. Other researchers (Battiste, 2013; 

Gorski & Goodman, 2016; Lawrence & Dua, 2005) have found it appropriate to use the 
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term “decolonization” to refer more broadly to work aimed at dismantling systems that 

oppress Indigenous and racialized peoples. Bhattacharya (2018) uses the term 

“de/colonizing with a slash to denote the lack of a pure utopian decolonizing space by 

being in an always already relationships with colonizing discourses and materiality” (p. 

15). This framing has been followed by others (Martin et al., 2017; Pirbhai-Illich & 

Martin, 2021) to recognize that a true “decolonization” would require a turning back the 

clock to a time before colonization occurred.  

Harlan Pruden, a Cree educator and health activist, makes a distinction between 

“reconciliation” and “decolonization” (Lamoureux, 2020). In his conceptualization, 

reconciliation is a “deeply personal journey of self-reflection” for settlers who seek to 

live in better relations with Indigenous peoples. Decolonization, on the other hand, is 

“externally focused on national conversations” (2020, pp. 1h, 47m). While there is a self-

reflective process at work in this research (discussed in Chapter 2) the project has an 

external focus and will generally defer to using the term “decolonization” over 

“reconciliation” (except where referring to the TRC and related documents) while 

acknowledging the utopian nature of decolonization. A deeper examination of 

colonization and decolonization is presented in Chapter 3. 

Another terminology debate exists around the use of the term “settler” as opposed 

to “White” or “European.” I have chosen to use the term “settler” as a self-identification 

and a term to describe the participants in this study to reflect our collective relationships 

with Indigenous peoples in what is now called Canada (Vowel, 2020). She notes: 

settler is a relational term, rather than a racial category, which is another way in 

which it is more useful […] This does not refer only to those European people 
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with sociopolitical power, but also to those of lower classes who settled here to 

seek economic opportunity (2020, p. 2 emphasis in the original).  

While “White” and “European” are often used as cultural and racial markers, they do not 

explicitly name the relationships individuals have with Indigenous peoples in this land. A 

person can be a White European but not a settler because they still live in Europe. Settler 

situates an individual as working and living on unceded Indigenous territories. My use of 

the term “settler school psychologists” therefore locates myself and the participants 

within our multiple relationships with Indigenous peoples we believe we serve. 

 

1.3 Psychology and Indigenous Peoples 
 

Psychology has a long history of contributing to the harms seen by Indigenous 

peoples in Canada. Beginning with the some of the earliest works of “modern” 

psychology (Galton, 1904; Gillham, 2001) the profession sought to frame non-White, 

non-Europeans as mentally and morally deficient, providing a “scientific” justification 

for a wide variety of racist, colonizing policies, including Residential Schools. As these 

policies played out, psychology assumed a perspective that poor mental wellness is 

attributable to the individual mind (Burrage et al., 2022; Duran & Duran, 1995) and 

placed responsibility for both obtaining and overcoming mental illness directly on the 

survivors of Residential Schools.  

As noted earlier, in 2018 the Canadian Psychological Association (CPA) and the 

Psychology Foundation of Canada (PFC) officially responded on behalf of the profession 

of psychology to the TRC’s Calls to Action (CPA, 2018a). They noted that “psychology, 

as a discipline, has not demonstrated a respect for the social structures of Indigenous 
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communities in Canada… [and] assessments that do not acknowledge or draw from 

Indigenous epistemologies have caused unnecessary disruption to already marginalized 

family and community structures” (p. 9), making it clear that psychologists have a moral 

and ethical obligation to pursue the work of reconciliation within their practice. The 

pathologizing of Indigenous youth and adults through psychological assessments has led 

to disproportionate levels of incarceration of Indigenous peoples (Corrado et al., 2014; 

Roberts & Reid, 2017). “[T]he curriculum for the majority of First Nation schools is 

virtually identical to that found in the provincial and territorial schools. This approach is 

not significantly different from the approach during the residential school era” (TRC, 

2015, p. 195) and school psychologists remain deeply involved as their assessments are 

required for such schools to obtain special education funding from the federal 

government (Indigenous Services Canada, 2023). Psychology has also intentionally 

delegitimized Indigenous understandings of mental health and traditional approaches to 

support wellness (Linklater, 2014; Moodley & Stewart, 2010; Nabigon, 2006; Reeves & 

Stewart, 2015). 

 It should be noted that Canada is not the only country where an examination of 

the relationship between the profession of psychology and Indigenous peoples is 

happening. In the United States of America, the National Association of School 

Psychologists has issued some guidance on their work with Indigenous peoples (NASP, 

2020). More extensive work was undertaken in Australia where the Australian 

Psychological Association engaged in a lengthy conversation about reconciliation with 

the Indigenous peoples of Australia. Their Reconciliation Action Plan: 2011-2014 

(Australian Psychological Society, 2012) stated that “psychological solutions to present-
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day issues confronting Indigenous people are likely to be unsuccessful unless political, 

legal and social strategies for the restoration of culture, individual human rights, 

privileges and dignity are also pursued" (p.4), placing the practice of psychology squarely 

within the project of reconciliation.  

The Australian plan provided 27 specific targets that required the concentrated 

effort of the profession towards reconciliation. Of particular relevance to this research 

proposal are “ensuring cultural competence in research and practice, including promoting 

updating ethical guidelines for research and practice with Indigenous people” (Australian 

Psychological Society, 2012, p. 16); “share up to date research and culturally informed 

practice guidelines…on specific areas such as the early years, PTSD, [and] stress” 

(Australian Psychological Society, 2012, p. 17); and, “processes for ensuring that 

assessment tools are developed with/by and for Indigenous peoples” (Australian 

Psychological Society, 2012, p. 18). The Australian Psychological Society (2016) 

additionally issued a formal Apology to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander People for   

Our use of diagnostic systems that do not honour cultural belief systems and 

world views [and] the inappropriate use of assessment techniques and procedures 

that have conveyed misleading and inaccurate messages about the abilities and 

capacities of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people (p. 1).  

Given the shared history of colonization by the British, reconciliation goals from the 

Australian Psychological Society may be applicable to the practice of school 

psychologists within Saskatchewan and the rest of Canada. 
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1.3.1 Reconciliation, Decolonization, and School Psychology 
 

Long before the TRC issued its Calls to Action, Indigenous scholars and educators 

were questioning the underlying colonial assumptions of Canadian school systems 

(Battiste, 2013; Michell, 2005). Central to those arguments is the need to end the system 

of "cognitive imperialism" (Battiste, 2013, p. 23) where Eurocentric pedagogy and 

worldviews are assumed to be the only correct way to learn and understand the world. 

This idea will be more fully explored in Chapter 3. Multiple authors (Lunney Borden, 

2013; Marule, 2012; Morcom & Freeman, 2018; Ragoonaden & Mueller, 2017; Styres et 

al., 2013) have provided frameworks aimed at achieving the goal of decolonizing 

education by complementing or replacing Eurocentric epistemologies and pedagogies 

with Indigenous epistemologies and pedagogies in education. However, with respect to 

this research, most school psychologists are trained to work within the system that 

Indigenous education scholars are looking to dismantle and may have a vested interest in 

sustaining the existing system (Sugarman, 2014). Hence the concept of decolonization, as 

a question of professional practice, is relatively new to school psychology.  

The question arises then, how to balance these dual tracks of reconciliation and 

decolonization? According to the TRC (2015)  

reconciliation is about establishing and maintaining a mutually respectful 

relationship between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal peoples in this country. In 

order for that to happen, there has to be awareness of the past, acknowledgment of 

the harm that has been inflicted, atonement for the causes, and action to change 

behaviour (p. 6).  
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How can school psychologists “atone” for their behaviour if not through the process of 

decolonizing their practice? While there has been considerable research examining how 

clinical psychology (Fromene & Guerin, 2014; Kirmayer et al., 2000; Marsh et al., 2016) 

and counselling psychology (Duran & Firehammer, 2016; Le & Gobert, 2015; Robertson 

et al., 2015; Sasakamoose et al., 2017) are moving to decolonize their practices, less has 

been written about how school psychology is going about this process. As was recently 

noted elsewhere (Bernett et al., 2023; Schroeder et al., 2023), there has been a relatively 

insignificant volume of research on the specifics of decolonizing school psychology in 

Canada. This shortage of research suggests that school psychology is only in the 

beginning stages of atonement and decolonization.  

 

1.4 Research Problem 
 

As outlined above, as a profession, psychology is guilty of “colluding with 

policies and laws that have promoted the marginalization and oppression of Indigenous 

Peoples” (CPA, 2018a, p. 9). There is also a well-defined mandate for psychologists in 

Canada to “stand with Indigenous Peoples, rather than simply knowing about them” 

(CPA, 2018a, p. 12) and to include the principles of “distributive, social, and natural 

justice” in their ethical decision making processes (CPA, 2017, p. 11) when working with 

individuals and groups or communities. The parameters of what “stand with,” and its 

ethical implications, means to settler school psychologists, however, is not clear.  

Although school psychology is at the beginning stages of examining the issue of 

decolonizing practice in Canada, it is important to understand where settler school 

psychologists currently stand with regard to reconciliation and decolonization, 
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particularly considering the long legacy of extractive approaches to research with 

Indigenous peoples in Canada (CIHR et al., 2022; Kovach, 2010; S. Wilson, 2008). This 

is especially significant given the fact that the vast majority of school psychologists in 

Canada are settlers. Consequently, the central question of this research project is: “How 

do settler school psychologists view themselves engaging in the process of 

decolonization?” This will require an examination of the related questions of: What are 

settler school psychologists’ current understandings of “decolonization?” What do they 

know about Indigenous worldviews and how did they come by that knowledge? As well, 

if they do it at all, how do they incorporate Indigenous worldviews into their work with 

Indigenous students and their families?  

 In the coming chapters I will outline my own history as a settler school 

psychologist before moving on to examine the history of decolonization theory from a 

particular psychological lens. I will explain the theoretical, methodological, and ethical 

choices I made to complete the study before moving on to describe what the participants 

shared about their work with Indigenous students and their families. This will lead to the 

interpretation of the participants own words from a critical and decolonizing framework. 

Finally, I will conclude with a discussion about what I believe the findings mean and the 

implication this may have on the practice of school psychology with Indigenous children 

and their families. 
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 In the Spring of 2010, I was told that I had to train a group of 
20 teachers on how to administer, score, and interpret a test of 
language development for primary aged kids. These teachers 
worked in remote northern communities and served almost 
exclusively Indigenous students representing at least four distinct 
cultures and language groupings. A large number of the teachers 
were themselves Indigenous. The test itself was pretty simple. 
Students are shown four pictures, given the direction of "show 
me…," and they are expected to point to the picture requested in 
English. The pictures could be showing a variety of nouns, 
verbs/gerunds, and adjectives/adverbs. The purpose of this mass 
training was to help the school division reach its targets of literacy 
and language development for students which were believed to be 
lacking. After the test was administered, I demonstrated to the 
teachers how to use the obtained results to choose prepackaged 
interventions to teach the "missing" vocabulary, in English. 
 During the session one of the division superintendents, himself 
a Cree man, joined the training. As I was moving about the room 
answering questions and providing pointers, I heard the 
superintendent, who was acting as a test subject for one of the 
practicing teachers, say "Where is ‘show me tipi'? Or, where is 
‘show me sweetgrass’?” After the training, I spoke with my boss 
about how inappropriate it was for the superintendent to undermine 
me during the training and questioning the validity of the test I was 
teaching and the interventions that were approved by the senior 
administration. While recognizing the need for "culturally 
appropriate" learning, I asserted that "these kids need to learn 
English if they are going to have a place in the world."  

 
 

2 SELF-LOCATION 
 

Being a colonizer seems to be an easy thing to do. It comes naturally when that is 

your only frame of reference. I thought I was making good efforts to be an “ally” for 

Indigenous peoples and held a sincere desire to do what I thought was best for them. 

English is the dominant language in Canada, and the students simply had to know it. Of 

course, I thought it would be good for students to learn their traditional languages, but 

this was an add-on. Dene could be something they would know in addition to English. It 

certainly wasn't something they could know instead of English. Why does this story 
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matter? Because, years later, it frames my response to the hypothetical question posed by 

an Elder, “Why did you do that research, and why did you do it in that way?” (Kovach, 

2010, p. 109 emphasis in the original).  

If, as Wilson (2008) says, all knowledge is relational, then the personal narrative 

becomes a means for a researcher to locate themselves within the context of the multiple 

relationships that constitute knowledge. For Indigenous researchers this self-location 

becomes part genealogy, in establishing family and tribal connections, and part 

epistemology, in sharing understandings of how they learned the traditional teachings 

(Absolon, 2011; Kovach, 2010; S. Wilson, 2008). For a settler-researcher, without family 

connections or traditional learnings, the personal narrative can become a way for 

Indigenous communities to come to know who they are and provides a means of 

“relational accountability” which is embedded in the Indigenous methodologies and 

axiologies which are applicable to both settler and Indigenous researchers (S. Wilson & 

Hughes, 2019). In other words it allows one to “situate self in the search” (Absolon, 

2011, p. 74). In talking about their prior work, if any, with Indigenous peoples and 

communities a settler-researcher might reveal whether they are likely to engage in past 

oppressive practices or adopt an approach that is based on respect for Indigenous 

identities and sovereignty. Absolon (2011) places self-location at the front of her work 

because “positionality, storying and re-storying ourselves come first” (p. 13). She went 

on to note that “In Indigenous contexts location does matter. People want to know who 

you are, what you are doing and why” (p. 71). In this manner, given that I am a settler- 

researcher looking at how other settler psychologists do their work with Indigenous 
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children and families, my own self-location process provides useful information for 

Indigenous readers to know who I am, what I am doing, and why I have done this work. 

 In the coming pages I will share some of the personal and family history that 

naturally have had a tremendous impact on who I have become as a human being. Parts 

of this history are deeply private and at times will be scant in detail to protect the privacy 

of my family. That said, my own relationships with my family history, my schooling, my 

work life, my experiences within the mental health system, and my perceptions of life as 

a White queer man living on the Canadian prairie all inform why I have chosen to follow 

this path. To that end, the necessary details are shown in order to understand how these 

experiences have impacted my life and shaped this research.   

  As demonstrated through the short story at the start of this chapter, I am not 

blameless in how school psychology has harmed Indigenous children and their families. 

In hindsight, I recognize that my actions as a school psychologist were and continue to be 

embedded in colonial ways of thinking and doing. Wanting to fulfill my personal 

obligations towards reconciliation with Indigenous peoples, however, I now see the need 

to view my practice through a different lens and seek ways to change my own actions. In 

this chapter, I will look at what postcolonial thought offers to help me in this journey of 

exploring the decolonization of the practice of psychology in Canadian schools. 

 
2.1 Where I Come From 
 

From the outside my childhood and adolescence were typical of growing up in a 

large town in Newfoundland and Labrador. Born in 1968 as the youngest of six children 

in a Catholic family, my parents had separately come to Stephenville by different routes 

and joined by the American Air Force Base that developed there during the Second World 
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War. My father, whose ancestors were originally from England, was the youngest of 10 

children raised by his widowed mother during the height of the Depression. My 

grandfather died when my father was four years old. My mother was born just before the 

war as the oldest girl in a family of, eventually, 16 children in an Irish Catholic family. 

My mother’s ancestors settled in the traditional lands of the decimated Beothuk (the 

Indigenous peoples of the north-east coast of Newfoundland whose culture and existence 

were destroyed by settler encroachment on traditional lands, disease, and armed settler 

aggression (Holly, 2000)). My mom’s life was dominated by domestic service having 

been pulled out of primary school to cook, clean, and help care for an ever-growing 

number of children. While her mother was an unsettling presence in the home, my mother 

found her life anchored by the kindnesses and love received from her father. In 1958, my 

mother made her way to Stephenville to work as a housekeeper for my father’s brother 

and his wife, where she met my father. A little over a year later my parents married and 

began their own family. 

As a child, school was a good place for me and I was an eager learner. Socially, 

however, I was awkward and by Grade 4 my sister was confronting my bullies on the 

playground. These social difficulties eventually declined and by Grade 8 I had developed 

a small, but stable, group of friends that carried me through to the end of high school. It 

was at this same time in the early 1980s that I began questioning my sexuality, which was 

complicated by lessons from the Church, challenges at home, and the first real scare of 

my life.  

One day, in Grade 8 health class, one of my classmates was telling us about this 

‘disease you got by being gay’ and how it was killing people. I have no idea where she 
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acquired her information, as this was before we even had a name for what eventually 

became known as the AIDS crisis. In Grade 9 we received lessons in sex education, 

Catholic style, during the “Family Life” section of religion class. The lessons covered the 

basics of human reproduction and Catholic sexual ethics. I learned that the Church 

condemned gay sex as sinful. For me, this was an extremely painful lesson as I was being 

sexually abused by a male. I was not able to tell the difference between being abused by a 

man and being gay. In my adolescent mind not only was I about to immediately die from 

AIDS but was also going directly to hell. Despite this, the Church was the anchor of my 

adolescence, and it was the place where I most felt at home. The tensions between these 

two polarities provided me with much to reflect upon and ponder about as I moved into 

and navigated through most of my adult life.  

 
2.2 Subjectivity, Reflexivity, & Self-Location 
 
 What is the significance of such personal reflections in terms of my research? As 

a researcher working from critical and decolonizing epistemologies it is necessary to 

know and understand my subjectivities as I embark on the research journey (Lincoln et 

al., 2018). Rogers (2009) writes that “researching as a critical psychologist is a very 

different enterprise from doing mainstream psychological research” (p. 352). While 

traditional psychological research emphasizes positivist epistemologies (Harris, 2009), 

this is especially true of the field of school psychology (Sugarman, 2014) where the 

foundations are based on ideas of measurability and objectivity. Laying out my own 

history became an exercise in “critical reflexivity” (Bullock & Limbert, 2009) to increase 

my own awareness of my subjectivities. Huygens (2009) says such reflexivity is 

necessary because “psychologists from dominant and elite groups have been slower to 
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examine how colonization also ‘rots the colonizer’” (p. 271). This exploration of the 

“rot” in my own mind is a conscious endeavor for me to better understand what I am 

bringing to my research. 

 Indigenous scholars (Absolon, 2011; Kovach, 2010; L. T. Smith, 2012; S. Wilson, 

2008) provide additional reasons for researchers to talk about their personal histories 

when conducting research. Although I am a White settler living on the western prairie, 

such perspectives are helpful for me in understanding the potential implications of my 

position as a colonizer interested in researching the decolonization of school psychology. 

Smith (2012) points out that “research” is a dirty word in many Indigenous communities 

around the world because of the ways in which White researchers have used research to 

support the colonial enterprise. Kovach (2010) laments the “smash and grab” approach 

researchers have used upon entering Indigenous communities looking to extract 

knowledge that has frequently portrayed those communities in inaccurate and unflattering 

ways. So, instead of objectifying Indigenous students and families in my research, a more 

reflexive approach to the work would be to examine how other settler school 

psychologists go about their work with Indigenous students, their families, and 

communities. 

 Where traditional psychological researchers would seek to employ specific 

instruments and statistical tests to demonstrate the appropriateness of their work, a 

decolonizing framework requires non-Indigenous researchers to establish the 

appropriateness of their work through a personal narrative that explores their attitudes, 

how they have come by their knowledge, and their experiences of being with Indigenous 

peoples. In light of past experiences, when it comes to any research affecting the lives of 
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Indigenous peoples, their trust can no longer be assumed or abused - it must be earned 

(CIHR et al., 2022; Duran & Duran, 1995; Ermine et al., 2004; L. T. Smith, 2012). 

Although I am not conducting research within Indigenous communities, my aim in 

demonstrating the appropriateness of my work is so that Indigenous peoples can judge its 

quality and legitimacy. To aid in earning that trust, I continue my story below. 

 

2.3 Flying High and Painful Lessons 
 

High school was a time of growth and exploration for me. I was strong 

academically and social studies became my clear passion. In Grade 9 Canadian history 

we learned about Louis Riel and what it means to be Métis, but the “Riel Rebellion” was 

presented mostly as an effort to protect French Catholic rights in Manitoba. Little 

attention was given to the unique Indigenous culture of Métis people. In our Grade 10 

“Cultural Heritage” class we spent a lot of time talking about the unique identity of 

Newfoundlanders and Labradorians as Confederation in 1949 was in the living memory 

of many of our parents. I do not recall any discussion of the traditional inhabitants of the 

land, the Beothuk and the Mi’kmaq. In our Grade 11 “civics” class we learned about the 

British North America Act, the patriation of the constitution in 1982 and the division of 

powers between the provinces and the federal government. I learned that Indigenous 

peoples were only allowed to vote in the 1970s. We didn’t learn about the Royal 

Proclamation, or the treaties signed between the Crown and Indigenous nations. It was in 

Grade 12 World History that I first learned a very important lesson – that history is 

written by the winners. Our teacher was an American who grew up on the Air Force base 

during the height of the Cold War who later came back to the town to teach. He 
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encouraged his students to take in a larger picture of what history was about and why we 

needed to have a broader perspective of the world. He wanted us to consider who 

benefited from the history we learned. It would be many years before I understood why. 

When I graduated high school, I was the first in my family to attend university on 

my mother’s side and only the second on my father’s side. I moved to Ottawa to study at 

Carleton University to escape the abuse I was experiencing and to follow my interests in 

politics and history. My studies at university were unremarkable as I slowly picked my 

way through the courses needed to complete my degree while working part-time on 

Parliament Hill. Between my third and fourth years of university I was offered a job on 

the condition I complete my degree. I was 21 years old and was working full-time on ‘the 

Hill’. 

The next four years were heady times for me. I progressed quickly in my career as 

a researcher and writer while I finished my degree. Unfortunately, I was also developing 

a bit of a reputation for being arrogant. I was called into a meeting with my then current 

and also former supervisor and told to take a lesson in respect, to not assume that I knew 

best, and that I still had lots to learn. The conversation stung. I was convinced I did 

indeed know better and had all the answers. During that time, I also met the woman who 

I would eventually marry. At 24 I disclosed abuse I had experienced as a child and began 

my journey with the mental health system. Although I didn’t understand it in this way at 

the time, being in a relationship with a woman was likely a way to convince myself that I 

wasn’t gay and that I was normal. But I did not anticipate the full extent of the challenges 

yet to come. By 25 I was married to that woman, we were expecting a child and I felt we 

were on the cusp of great things. However, things fell apart quickly with my marriage as I 
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found myself in the middle of a mental health crisis, unable to properly care for my 

daughter, and unemployed. My mental health slowly improved after I moved back to 

Newfoundland and lived with my parents again as an adult. It would be a few years 

before I was able to become part of my daughter’s life again. I spent a year living in 

Newfoundland in marginal temporary jobs and then a year living in Alberta where I sold 

building supplies while my daughter remained in Ottawa with her mother.  

While visiting my daughter for her birthday before Christmas, I was able to 

arrange a job interview and I was offered a job back in politics and my daughter’s mother 

offered for me to stay with them in a roommate, who happen to be parents, situation. My 

work life was going well, and I was re-establishing a relationship with my daughter after 

two years away. The roommate arrangement presented some challenges but we found a 

way to manage things. That summer I went to a gay bar for the first time with an old 

friend and his boyfriend while still thinking to myself “I’m not gay.” By the middle of 

summer, the cabinet minister I was working for lost his position and so I lost mine, again. 

My daughter’s mother received a job in her field in Saskatchewan and told me “If you 

want to keep a relationship with her, you are welcome to come as well.” After 

considering my options and having grown tired of the unstable life of a political assistant, 

I decided to move west and begin working towards a teaching degree and a more even 

life. 

 

2.4 Things I Never Knew – Learning in Saskatchewan 
 
 Through a series of unexpected events, we all moved to Moose Jaw, 

Saskatchewan and I returned to university. Enrolling in a teacher education program 
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changed my life in ways I could never have imagined, and I learned things that, in 

hindsight, I should have learned much earlier. In my first class we were visited by a local 

Elder. It was the first time I heard about Residential Schools. I was also beginning to 

learn about the Indian Act, Indian Agents, and how the pass system worked to hold 

Indigenous people down. I was angry that I could receive a history degree from a 

Canadian university having never learnt about these things. I wanted to learn more so I 

asked the Elder if she could recommend a book I could read. She was kind and soft-

spoken but told me, “that’s a very White way of learning about things” and suggested I 

should look beyond books and start to listen. It was neither the first nor last time I would 

be humbled by my ignorance. 

 Eventually I would come to learn that my ignorance was intentional. As an 

English minor, I became immersed in the literary cannon from Shakespeare to Stoker. In 

my class on Canadian literature, we focused on the early giants of Canadian writing; the 

works of the sisters Catharine Parr Trail and Susanna Moodie and the poetry of Duncan 

Campbell Scott were presented as exemplars of what it meant to be Canadian. Their roles 

as settlers on Indigenous lands or, in the case of Scott, a central advocate for Residential 

Schools and the assimilation / genocide of Indigenous peoples were never mentioned. It 

was in my third year of teacher education that I began to learn why these lessons were not 

taught. Things started to come together for me when I took a class in multicultural 

education. I had expected another pedagogy course on how and what to teach to students 

from different cultures, but my professor took a different approach. Beginning with 

Peggy McIntosh’s (1989) work, it was there that I started my journey to understanding 

privilege and patriarchy. Our lessons and classroom discussions focused on how these 
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systems worked to oppress people while at the same time keeping them invisible. As we 

read From Our Mothers' Arms (Deiter, 1999), I started to make connections to the 

teachings of my high school history teacher some 15 years earlier - “winners write the 

history.”  

I struggled with notions of White privilege and colonization because in my eyes 

my own life was quite traumatic because of the abuse I had experienced. But that wasn’t 

my greatest struggle. In addition to White supremacy and patriarchy, our professor also 

challenged our perceptions on homophobia and heteronormativity. While she talked about 

“sexual orientation” in class, I used the language of “sexual preference” only to be 

corrected. At this point I loosely identified as bisexual who could never be intimate with a 

man because of the abuse I had experienced. I squirmed with discomfort in class as I 

avoided looking at my own sexual identity and worked hard to hide my true self from 

everyone. This internal battle continued into the following semester when one of my 

openly gay professors again challenged us to confront heteronormativity in our 

classrooms. 

As I was unlearning the lies of omission and made uneasy about my own identity 

at university, my home life was in turmoil. The co-parenting arrangement I had with my 

wife became untenable and unhealthy. An extremely acrimonious custody battle ensued. 

My life was laid bare before a social worker and a psychologist who examined my 

competence as a parent. The final report recommended a 50-50 custody arrangement and 

mental health therapy for each of us. The process dragged on, and on. 

In the summer before my teaching internship, and the final semester of my 

program, I began seeing a counsellor again as recommended. In our first appointment I 
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said to the counsellor that I needed to move on with my life. She asked me, “what stops 

you from moving on?” For the first time in my life, I said the words, “I think I’m gay,” 

and she responded, “I think you already know the answer to that.” In the coming weeks I 

would phone my best friend, and best man from my wedding, who had come out a few 

years earlier and started my own process of coming out. Before the semester was over, I 

had come out to my gay professor and a fellow student teacher as we completed our 

internships at a Catholic high school. That fall I began to settle into a new identity as a 

mostly closeted queer teacher and single parent. 

My entry into the profession of education was not as smooth as I would have 

liked. I wanted to teach within the Catholic system but knew that would be difficult, so I 

started talking with my teachers’ federation. After substitute teaching for a short while, I 

landed a temporary teaching contract in rural Saskatchewan and began to serve on a 

committee of the federation trying to address issues faced by queer teachers. The 

following year I secured another temporary contract with an urban Catholic school board. 

Things started well until I was accidently outed by my federation to one of my school 

administrators and the division human resource office. In the span of one month, I went 

from “we should have a contract for you next semester” to “we might have a position in 

another school” to “we’ll put you on the sub list and see what comes up.” I never got a 

call to sub. 

A new school year found me with another temporary contract in rural 

Saskatchewan where I was with the English department in a small K-12 school. It quickly 

became apparent that there was a culture of homophobia in the school. When I challenged 

students on their homophobic comments the principal looked on in silence. Around this 
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time there was series of homophobic e-mails targeting one of my students. Shortly after 

these e-mails surfaced, our Director of Education was in the school to talk about drug use 

issues and he glossed over the recent bullying. I asked him if I could address the 

homophobia in the classroom using appropriate resources. The Director told me I had an 

ethical obligation to do so, and I felt validated.  

These events occurred against the backdrop of the marriage equality debate in 

Canada. Three days after the Director told me I should teach about homophobia in my 

classroom, and the day after the Supreme Court gave its decision in support of marriage 

equality my principal called me into his office and pointed to a package of learning 

resources I had ordered. He told me that the Director was mistaken and that I could not 

go around and talk about how one in ten people were gay, that I had to be mindful of 

community standards, and that I could not challenge homophobia through the curriculum. 

I tried to raise what the Supreme Court said about the human rights of queer people 

(Vriend v. Alberta, 1998) and the ability of teachers to raise these issues (Chamberlain v. 

Surrey School District No. 36, 2002) before he cut me off and said “don’t tell me what 

the law is. I know what the court said, I don’t have to like it, and I disagree with it.” I 

never felt more vulnerable as a teacher, or more harshly judged by a supervisor. 

I finished out my temporary contract in that school and subbed there occasionally. 

In March of that year, I was subbing back in that school for the same principal when a 

colleague took me outside and showed me homophobic graffiti spray painted in three-

foot letters on the brick wall. I wrote a letter to the Director of Education and principal 

pointing out again the need to address the issue of homophobia in the school and asked 

for the chance to use the episode as a teaching opportunity for the school. Three days 
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later I phoned the principal and asked if there would be a response to my letter and the 

incident in general. He told me, “It’s none of your business” and that he wouldn’t discuss 

it further. I spoke with my federation and the Human Rights Commission. The 

commission encouraged me to file a complaint and my federation said that they would 

back me through the process. However, I was cautioned that despite the correctness of 

my position, filing a complaint would likely mean the end of my career in education. 

I continued subbing and began to plan on a change in my career path and decided 

to return to school yet again to pursue a special education certificate to prepare me for a 

Master of Education degree in Psychology. I figured that the best way for me to continue 

in education was to get specialized training and hoped to become a school counsellor. The 

opening line of my application statement was, “I was born with a terminal inability to 

shut up.” At the same time, I decided that it made no sense to suffer the pain of 

homophobia without having the liberation of being out of the closet. When I told my 

daughter, just as her mother had found a new partner, that I’d like to find a partner too she 

started to cry. I reassured her that nothing really had changed and that she still needed to 

make her bed and clean her room. She looked at me and said, “it’s about respecting 

yourself, isn’t it?” It was my turn to cry. The rest of my family, and my friends, were very 

accepting and wished me great happiness. 

For my master’s degree I did a counselling practicum with a community agency 

where my supervisor was a part-time Baptist minister, and full-time marriage and family 

therapist. He liked my activist bent and encouraged me when I confronted the agency 

director on her racist commentary about Indigenous peoples. It struck me as bizarre that a 

licensed Social Worker could be so intent on blaming Indigenous clients for their own 
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problems and refused to acknowledge the systemic barriers they faced. In her mind, her 

experiences as a Scottish person colonized by the English in Great Britain were just as 

devastating as the experiences of Indigenous peoples. It was my first time really 

recognizing institutionalized racism up close and in action. 

 

2.5 Living and Learning the Reality of Psychology 
 

By the time I finished my degree my now ex-wife had decided to take a job in 

another part of Saskatchewan and our daughter decided to move with her. I was offered a 

job as a school psychologist in Northern Saskatchewan and moved to La Ronge. For the 

first time in more than 10 years I had a permanent job, and I was excited for the future. I 

quickly learned that I was living in a very different world. 

I worked for four years in the north working almost exclusively with Indigenous 

students and their families. My boss was a White man who spent most of his career as a 

psychologist working in the provincial and federal school systems. From our 

conversations he knew I was a “change the world” kind of person but he cautioned me. 

He said, “The people in the north aren’t looking for a savior.” They want you to listen and 

get out of the way.” We often talked about the biases in the so-called “intelligence” tests 

and how they could be interpreted to reduce disadvantages. Still, the mandate and the 

work culture for me as a psychologist was to test as many students as possible and with 

little meaningful engagement with their families. 

As time progressed, I was able to develop trust with several of the teachers and 

school administrators who grew up in the local communities. In collaborating with them I 

was able to meet more families and talk with parents in their own homes to talk about 
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their children and how I could help them. While I saw and heard many stories of abuse, 

addictions, mental health distress, and loss of language that came from colonization, what 

struck me most was the resilience in the face of all this tragedy. I learned lessons in 

patience and taking life as it is. I met teachers and Elders who were at the heart of helping 

youngsters return to their traditions. I saw the disparities that came from differences 

among Indigenous identities; Métis, Status, and Non-Status peoples who despite sharing 

a history of colonization and racism had different access to supports. My greatest 

memories from working in the north is the laughter of the people I met. Despite many of 

the hardships faced by the people, there always seemed to be laughter and a funny story 

to be told. 

After four years of working in the north I moved to Regina to continue working as 

a school psychologist and to be re-united with my daughter as she entered university. My 

school assignment had me working mostly in “Canada’s worst neighbourhood” 

(Gatehouse, 2007) and friends asked me if I was afraid. I assured them I was looking 

forward to the opportunity and I was happy to now work in a collaborative environment 

with other professionals who could also help students. Key among these professionals 

were two Indigenous women who worked as social workers / counsellors in my schools. 

From these women I learned more deeply how important it was to work with the whole 

family to support a child and why so many grandmothers and aunties were looking after 

children they didn’t give birth too. I began to learn more deeply about the effects of 

intergenerational trauma. 

In addition to working for the school system I opened a private counselling 

practice at the request of friends who saw a great need for queer focused counselling 
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services in Regina. I also began consulting with a local AIDS service organization to help 

their staff become better attuned to helping their clients, many of whom had mental 

health challenges. This quickly morphed into a long-term relationship where I became the 

point of first referral for people newly diagnosed with HIV and needing counselling. My 

network began to grow, and I was asked by the health region to provide training supports 

for their peer support workers who assisted others living with HIV. Most of these peer 

support workers were Indigenous women. In these week-long training sessions, while I 

was in theory the one providing the knowledge, I became the student. We would have 

open discussions about how Western approaches did not have all the answers that these 

women, or the people they supported, needed. We talked about the importance of 

ceremony in healing. Eventually our training sessions would begin and end with an Elder 

leading us in prayer. While the work in private practice was rewarding, I soon realized 

that I was burning myself out, and decided to close shop.  

I took things easy for the next few years, spent more time with my counsellor, and 

enjoyed a lot of time camping in the summers. Once I felt grounded again, the old 

stirrings of wanting to make a difference in people’s lives arose and I decided to pursue 

my doctorate to see what I could do to make school psychology better for all the 

Indigenous students and families that I worked with. 

Once I began my doctoral studies it was as if a whole new world had opened 

before me. In my first classes I began to learn about different ontological and 

epistemological systems (Lincoln et al., 2018)  and about how school curricula could be, 

and was, manipulated in favour of the powerful to the disadvantage of others (Au, 2012; 

Pinar, 2012). As I studied Indigenous research methodologies (Absolon, 2011; Kovach, 
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2010; Michell, 2005, 2009a; S. Wilson, 2008), I became ever more aware of the 

mismatch between the worldview I had learned as school psychologist and the 

worldviews of the majority of the Indigenous students and families that I worked with. As 

I listened to a lecture from Dr. Blair Stonechild, he spoke about spiritual pathways to 

knowledge and healing, and that we are all spiritual beings born into a physical body, it 

started becoming clear to me that psychology had lost its way. Rather than being the 

study of the human spirit (psyche), psychology had become too rooted in positivist 

western thinking (Harris, 2009; Rogers, 2009) verging on biological determinism 

(Yakushko & Hook, 2017). The more I learned about Indigenous pedagogy (R. 

Chartrand, 2012; Ragoonaden & Mueller, 2017; Styres et al., 2013), the more I realized 

the standard tools and methods of my profession were no longer up to the task. Indeed, 

the realities of school psychology may make it the branch of psychology most 

incompatible with Indigenous understandings (Sugarman, 2014). 

 

2.6 Why am I doing “this”? 
 

So, now that I’ve told the “what” of my story the questions become; How does 

this relate to the research I have done? and, Why did I want to do that research? My life 

has been full of many ups and downs. I have experienced the despair and trauma of abuse 

and came to know the effects of intergenerational trauma within my own family. Many of 

the Indigenous students and families that I have worked with have also lived with 

intergenerational trauma and mental health challenges. As a gay man I have lived in fear 

for my own safety, wondered if it was OK for me to be in a particular space, and 

experienced direct workplace discrimination. Many of the Indigenous people I have 
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worked with have also had these experiences. I have experienced financial success and 

lived on social assistance wondering where my next meal was going to come from. In my 

work I have seen many families who have had these same struggles.  

Despite these surface similarities, however, my experiences are not comparable to 

the histories and inter-generational traumas experienced by the Indigenous people I have 

worked with. My point in sharing these experiences is not to make a direct comparison 

between my life and the lives of the Indigenous students and families I have worked with. 

Rather, my experiences of trauma and discrimination predisposes me to believing others 

when I hear their stories. I also have first-hand knowledge of how social and health 

systems can be stigmatizing and perpetuate harms rather than relieve them. My 

experiences have provided lessons that become my start point for understanding the 

experiences of others. But my understanding of Indigenous experiences will always be 

very incomplete. My skin gives me immunity from racism. I have not experienced the 

traumas associated with colonization and residential schools. My knowledge of 

Indigenous families and communities will always be from the outside looking in.  

Tuck and Yang (2012) highlight the tentative and conditional (from an Indigenous 

perspective) nature of allyship, and that there are only “opportunities for what can only 

ever be strategic and contingent collaborations, and […] that lasting solidarities may be 

elusive, even undesirable” (p. 28). As such, it is not possible for me to identify as an 

“ally” as it is not my term to claim. Allyship would assume that my goals are the same 

Indigenous goals. Realistically, the best I can hope for is that my words and actions 

support Indigenous objectives, period. Looking back at my sixteen years as a school 

psychologist I can see that despite my best intentions, some of my attitudes and the 
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results of my work have not met that standard. As a school psychologist I have 

participated in many of the colonial practices that have now been challenged and/or 

condemned (CPA, 2018a; Duran & Duran, 1995; Sugarman, 2014). My work with HIV 

peer support workers helped me realize that, as others have written (Duran & Duran, 

1995; Iwama et al., 2009; Marsh et al., 2016; Reeves & Stewart, 2015) traditional 

psychology is often inadequate by itself in helping Indigenous people. I now see the 

multiple ways in which I have fallen short. 

 

2.7 Making the Personal “Professional” 
 

If I recognize that western, positivist psychology is part of the problem, and is 

causing harm, then my personal and professional ethics require me to do something else. 

After I worked for a year or two in Regina, one of the Indigenous women I worked with 

shared her initial trepidation in working with me. Her initial impression of me was “here 

is another White guy who thinks he has all the answers.” However, she eventually judged 

that I was OK and that I would take the time to understand the families that we worked 

with and that I would not pretend to know it all. During that time, a straight woman (and 

church pastor) I know was working with school boards, education officials, and clergy to 

challenge biased and oppressive opinions that other straight people had about queer 

people. Rather than speaking “for” queer folk, she spoke from her own position as a 

straight person against heteronormativity and cisnormativity. Likewise, I conducted 

research informed by my own experiences working with Indigenous families to examine 

my own position as a White settler school psychologist and to examine the work of other 

settler school psychologists to hopefully lead people like me to the questions I have asked 
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myself: What are my motivations for being a psychologist? How have I worked with 

Indigenous families? Are there things I think I can do better? Whose advice do I seek 

when I look to improve my practice? 

In the language of the academy, my experiences form the foundation of my 

subjectivity as a researcher (Charmaz, 2014; Lincoln et al., 2018). Working from the 

perspective of a variety of critical (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017; Durrheim, 2023; Teo, 

2015) and decolonizing theorists (Bulhan, 2015; Fanon, 1961/2021; Neale & Kowal, 

2020; Tuck & Yang, 2012, 2018) (discussed in greater detail in Chapters 3 and 4) I am 

required to understand the sources of my subjectivities, and to consider how these 

subjectivities will affect every aspect of my research. My time working with Indigenous 

students and families has taught me that numbers (i.e. quantitative methods) are always 

inadequate for understanding people and what is happening. Rather, these experiences 

have allowed me to rely more on stories to understand what is happening. My 

experiences and hearing the stories of many Indigenous families I have worked with 

suggested the use of a modified grounded theory approach (to be discussed in greater 

detail elsewhere) that allows me to listen to the stories settler school psychologist tell 

about themselves and their practice. Hopefully, their stories will reveal a coherent theory 

that explains if and how they position themselves relative to decolonizing their practice.  

As a psychologist working from a critical perspective, the purpose of my research 

is to prevent school psychology from perpetuating the harms of the past. However, I am 

aware that Tuck and Yang (2012) have a healthy skepticism about ‘do gooders’ seeking to 

position themselves as allies. They write that “…the pursuit of social justice through a 

critical enlightenment, can also be settler moves to innocence – diversions, distractions, 
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which relieve the setter of feelings of guilt or responsibility, and conceal the need to give 

up land or power or privilege” (p. 21). While returning the land is beyond the scope of 

this research, it is possible that in pursuing this work I will be able to address and change 

how settler school psychologists understand and exercise their power and privilege. 

Decolonization requires school psychologists give up much of both. However, if settler 

school psychologists were allowed to decide for themselves what decolonization looked 

like we would almost certainly perpetuate it. These ideas will be explored in different 

ways in the following two chapters. 

Exactly what needs to be given up must be decided by the Indigenous families we 

work with, along with the Elders and knowledge keepers who support them. Settler 

school psychologists need to get out of their own way, to leave their assumptions about 

having the answers, and to prepare themselves to listen. We need to consider the 

possibility that, as individuals, we may not be as innocent as we believe. While I have 

learned much over the years, I am under no illusions that I have fully examined my own 

assumptions or that I have stopped protesting my own innocence. However, decolonizing 

the practice of school psychology requires that I continue this process. Ultimately, I did 

this research to find out if others like me are preparing themselves for the time when we 

start truly listening to Indigenous families.  
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3 CONCEPTUALIZING DECOLONIZATION 
 
 

Psychology, like all other disciplines and human endeavors, has emerged, 

developed, and today operates in economic, political, social, and cultural contexts. 

[…] Colonialism from the very beginning was therefore economic, political, 

cultural, and psychological. (Bulhan, 2015, p. 240) 

Decolonization, as a concept, has developed multiple meanings since arising out 

of responses to European colonization in the Americas, Asia, and Africa. As this research 

seeks to work from an explicit decolonizing framework (discussed later) it is appropriate 

to provide some context to how it is conceptualized in relation to this study. 

Decolonization can be seen as both a political and economic process, such as the breakup 

of the British Empire, as well as a social and psychological process where the cultural 

and mental impacts of colonization are shed as older worldviews re-emerge while 

colonized peoples heal from the related traumas. In this chapter, I will be focusing 

primarily on the psychological aspects of decolonization. Beginning with a brief history 

of decolonization theory, models of decolonization, and decolonization in psychology, 

this chapter will additionally explore Indigenous perspectives on decolonization within 

Canada (particularly in education) and perspectives on decolonizing the research process. 

The chapter concludes with an examination of settler responses and resistance to 

decolonization processes. 

 

3.1 Context of Colonization and Decolonization 
 

In a political sense, the process of decolonization began in earnest in the years 

following the Second World War as European colonial powers returned their focus home 
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and away from their overseas colonies (Betts, 2012). While some nation states, especially 

Canada, New Zealand, and Australia, had gained political independence much earlier, in 

most meaningful ways these new states effectively replaced Britain as the functional 

colonial power. Paths to political independence varied from intense wars of liberation 

(Indonesia, Vietnam, Algeria), nationalistic movements of non-violence (India), to an 

incremental ceding of control to local populations (Ghana, Jamaica, Nigeria). While the 

“new” nation states found their own paths to political decolonization, European nations 

had their own interests in mind as they shed their colonies (Betts, 2012). 

From a philosophical perspective, the process of decolonization was heavily 

influenced by the writings of Frantz Fanon, especially The Wretched of the Earth 

(1961/2021). Born in French colonized Martinique, Fanon trained in psychiatry in France 

before moving to Algeria in the 1950s to supervise a psychiatric hospital. He wrote that 

the proof of a colonial state’s success,  

lies in a social fabric that has been changed inside out. This change is 

extraordinarily important because it is desired, clamored for, and demanded. The 

need for this change exists in a raw, repressed, and reckless state in the lives and 

consciousness of colonized men and women (Fanon, 1961/2021, p. 1). 

 
Fanon recognized and gave voice to the idea that colonization went far beyond a political 

occupation of a land to the occupation of cultures and minds. Decolonization, he wrote, 

“implies the urgent need to thoroughly challenge the colonial situation” (1961/2021, p. 

2). These challenges to colonizing forces would necessarily occur in all areas of life if 

people were to be truly free from their oppressors. 
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 In his overview of the stages of colonization, Bulhan (2015) wrote that “a critical 

legacy of colonialism not sufficiently analyzed is the way formerly colonized peoples 

acquire knowledge, understand their history, comprehend their world, and define 

themselves” (p. 241). Bulhan identifies “metacolonialism”, which he defines as “a 

colonial system that goes beyond in scope or behind in depth what classical colonialism 

and neocolonialism had achieved” (2015, p. 244), as the currently existing manifestation 

of historical colonization efforts. He went on to note that in the colonial system it is only 

the colonizer’s perspectives and epistemologies that are seen as valid and worth 

preserving while simultaneously denigrating pre-existing epistemologies and ontologies. 

 Fanon considered the psychological aspects of colonization to be particularly 

insidious. He wrote “The ‘native’ is declared impervious to ethic, representing not only 

the absences of values but also the negation of values” (Fanon, 1961/2021, p. 6). Local 

customs were characterized as being “the very mark of […] indulgence and depravity” 

(Fanon, 1961/2021, p. 7). The ultimate stage of these psychological assaults was that the  

colonized individual “has had to assimilate […] the way the colonist bourgeoisie thinks” 

(Fanon, 1961/2021, p. 13). It is the psychology of colonization that gives rise to terms 

such as “epistemic violence” (Teo, 2015), “epistemic exclusion” (Dotson, 2012; Settles et 

al., 2020), and “cognitive imperialism” (Battiste, 2013) to describe its implications and 

practice. In this manner, the occupation of the human psyche in order to change 

worldviews would represent the longer lasting implications of colonization. 

 The occupation and control of the human psyche has necessarily led to a wide 

range of negative mental health outcomes for colonized peoples. Fanon (1961/2021) 

wrote, “In the calm of this period of triumphant colonization, a constant and considerable 
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stream of mental symptoms are direct sequels of […] oppression” (p. 182). Among the 

mental health consequences identified by Fanon in 1961 are depression, anxiety, anorexia 

nervosa, and paranoia along with conditions that we would now consider to be post-

traumatic stress disorder and antisocial behaviours. Fanon recognized that these mental 

health problems were used to further pathologize colonized peoples as a method of 

continued control by colonizers.  

In his biography of Fanon, Bulhan (1985) followed Fanon’s writings to illustrate 

how pathologizing oppressed peoples leads to “the obvious pattern of overdiagnosis and 

overinstitutionalization [sic]” (p. 179). While writing in the context of African Americans 

in the United States, Bulhan noted the evidence that “psychologists prefer a diagnosis of 

character disorder or psychosis for lower socioeconomic status clients and a diagnosis of 

normal or neurosis for middle-class clients” (1985, p. 183). This dynamic of colonization 

contributing to the pathologization of Indigenous people has also been identified in 

Canada (Benning, 2017). The psychological processes of colonization, including its 

current metacolonialism variation, create mental health distress where none previously 

existed and categorizes as pathological colonized people who would otherwise be 

classified as “normal” if they were part of the dominant group. 

 

3.2 Models of Decolonization 
 

A natural consequence of the multiple manifestations of colonization across the 

globe are multiple perspectives as to what the processes of decolonization could and 

should look like. Neale and Kowal (2020) provide a framework for categorizing the 

different philosophies into “epistemic” and “reparative” approaches. While setting up 
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such a framework, they caution against pigeon holing decolonization efforts into an 

admittedly artificial binary. They wrote that “an epistemic approach begins with a 

diagnosis of the origins of social inequalities – whether between Indigenous and non-

Indigenous peoples […] – in the domination of one episteme, or way of knowing, over 

others” (Neale & Kowal, 2020, p. 404). In such a manner, epistemic decolonization 

approaches would address the assaults on worldviews and psychological injuries resulting 

from colonization explicated by Fanon and Bulhan. As such, epistemic decolonization is 

also an appropriate approach for framing decolonization efforts within the profession of 

psychology and in the realm of education. 

Reparative decolonization, on the other hand, “works toward an explicitly 

material end: returning to Indigenous peoples the power and resources taken from them 

through (ongoing) colonialism” (Neale & Kowal, 2020, p. 405). Reparative 

decolonization efforts seek to provide responses to questions of land back and Indigenous 

sovereignty. While reparative approaches deal with concrete and material realities, it is 

impossible to separate the reparative aspects of Indigenous sovereignty over education 

from the epistemic implications of running education systems that value and prioritize 

Indigenous epistemologies, ontologies, and pedagogies. In this way by achieving the 

reparative outcome of controlling their own education systems, Indigenous nations and 

groups can also achieve an epistemic outcome of changing the direction of both what is 

taught and how it is taught. This kind of fundamental decolonization would have a 

significant impact on the practice of school psychology in Indigenous schools. The 

current study examines whether or not school psychologists are prepared for that sort of 
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decolonization. Decolonization efforts in psychology can address both the epistemic and 

reparative domains of decolonization.  

 

3.3 Decolonization in Psychology 
 

Conversations about decolonization in the field of psychology have been around 

for decades as mental health practitioners have sought to address the cognitive and 

psychological effects of colonization. Much has been written about decolonizing 

frameworks of psychological pathology (Bulhan, 1985, 2015; Dudgeon & Walker, 2015; 

Fanon, 1961/2021; Fromene & Guerin, 2014), approaches to psychotherapy (Ansloos et 

al., 2022; Duran & Duran, 1995; Linklater, 2014; S. L. Stewart, 2008, 2009), and 

psychological research (Adams et al., 2015; Bhatia, 2020; Gone, 2021; Grant et al., 

2022). The body of research related to decolonization in psychology has served multiple 

purposes including being able to better meet the psychological needs of oppressed 

peoples, demonstrate the legitimacy of Indigenous epistemologies, ontologies, and 

pedagogies, as well as broadening the overall scope of knowledge available to the 

profession.  

A large part of the decolonizing conversation revolves around the role of power 

within the field of psychology. Part of power is the ability of psychology to reify itself as 

an objective “science.” “[M]ainstream psychology – increasingly re-cast as psychological 

or brain science – has largely ignored [Fanon’s] challenge or discredit it as political 

activism outside the bounds of proper scientific activity” (Adams et al., 2015, p. 214). 

Dominant discourses in psychology have been firmly entrenched in the epistemology and 
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ontology shared by European colonizing powers and their successor states while 

delegitimizing alternative modes of enquiry and knowledge.  

Psychological research that prioritizes and accepts the legitimacy of Indigenous 

perspectives on mental health (Duran & Firehammer, 2016; Fromene & Guerin, 2014; 

Linklater, 2014) and education (Bartlett et al., 2012; Lunney Borden, 2013; Michell, 

2005, 2009b, 2012) directly challenges the positivism bias that exists within psychology, 

fulfilling an “epistemic” decolonization. Additionally, a move in psychology away from 

the “scientist-practitioner” model of the profession (CPA, 2012; Mallinckrodt et al., 

2014; Nicholson, 2022) towards an advocacy model (Goodman et al., 2016; Mallinckrodt 

et al., 2014; Phillips et al., 2015; L. Smith & Chambers, 2016) can fit with the 

“reparative” goals of decolonization by directly addressing the material needs and well-

being of clients and communities. For instance, a psychologist working with an 

Indigenous student or family experiencing housing instability and food insecurity can 

help connect the family with housing supports or income support programs from 

provincial or Indigenous governments. A psychologist could document the mental health 

stress involved with poor housing for their clients to advocate with government agencies 

for better housing programs. The current scientist-practitioner model of psychology does 

not embrace these functions and limits the ability of a psychologist to make a concrete 

difference in the lives of clients. 

Psychologists working, writing, and researching from decolonizing perspectives 

emphasize the need for psychologists to directly engage with colonized and marginalized 

communities. As Adams et al. (2015) note “the first decolonizing strategy is to provide a 

normalizing account of patterns in the Majority World or other marginalized spaces that 
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mainstream approaches portray as abnormal” ( p. 219, emphasis in the original). This 

normalizing of alternative patterns of behaviour and thinking necessarily requires 

psychology to move away from its assumptions about the individual being the basic unit 

of understanding and research (Adams et al., 2015) towards including perspectives that 

include social and community well-being (Bulhan, 2015; Duran & Duran, 1995; 

Linklater, 2014). What has been largely missing in psychology’s conversations about 

decolonization is how to apply it specifically to the field of school psychology. Grant et 

al. (2022) found that less than 5% of published research in school psychology considered 

the implications of colonization and cultural oppression. More recently, a special issue of 

the Canadian Journal of School Psychology also found a lack of consideration of 

decolonization in the area of school psychology (Schroeder et al., 2023). As a result, 

school psychology is further behind other areas of psychology in attempting to come to 

terms with its history within colonizing systems in Canada.  

 
3.4 Decolonizing Education 
 

Indigenous educators have been advocating for the decolonization of education, 

with a particular focus on Indigenous methodologies, for years. Authors such as Battiste 

(2002, 2013), Chartrand (2012), Corbiere  (2000), and others have tackled various facets 

of this imperative task, from Indigenous pedagogies to epistemological considerations. 

Their work advocates for change in multiple areas of education including addressing the 

learning needs of Indigenous populations, affirming the validity of Indigenous ways of 

knowing, and broadening the pedagogical frameworks available to both Indigenous and 

settler educators.  
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At the heart of these discussions lies the exercise of power, particularly the ability 

of Western educational models to entrench themselves as the gold standard of 

"knowledge." Mainstream education, much like mainstream psychology as noted by 

Adams et al. (2015), has often relegated Indigenous perspectives as either exotic add-ons 

or entirely outside the purview of 'real' education. Battiste (2013) refers to this process as 

“cognitive imperialism.” This monopolization of “knowledge” continues the colonial 

tradition of delegitimizing Indigenous pedagogies and epistemologies, stripping them of 

academic credibility. 

Indigenous scholars approach the decolonization of education in both epistemic 

and reparative domains, similar to the frameworks used in psychology. On the epistemic 

front, works like those of Chartrand (2012) and Marule (2012) challenge the entrenched 

positivism of Western education by prioritizing Indigenous worldviews based on 

relationality, spirituality, and collective well-being. Corbiere (2000) and Michell (2009b, 

2009a, 2012) make the case for a complete overhaul, advocating for a structural 

transformation that uproots Eurocentric educational systems and replaces them with more 

inclusive, community-based models. This can be equated with what Adams et al. (2015) 

term as an “epistemic” decolonization in psychology. 

Some Indigenous scholars make explicit links between the epistemic mode of 

decolonization with the reparative aspects. Julien (2016) noted that when authorities 

focus only on the epistemic and curricular issues in Indigenous education they neglect to 

address other fundamental issues related to reparations. He noted that:  

Adding to existing structures of Canada’s educations systems designed in a 

manner destined to ensure high failure rate among Aboriginal students, we need to 
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couple this point with the fact that many Aboriginal students live transient lives, 

often in environments of high crime rates, poverty, and weak community 

supports” (Julien, 2016, p. 135).  

Battiste (2013) discuss at length how the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of 

Indigenous Peoples requires nation states to address the epistemic and socioeconomic 

consequences of colonization at the same time. She noted that “the Declaration affirms 

that Indigenous peoples’ right to development includes the right to determine and develop 

priorities and strategies for the development or use of their lands of their territories and 

other resources” (2013, p. 85). She goes on to say “Canada’s educational institutions have 

largely ignored, and continue to ignore, Indigenous knowledge and pedagogy” (2013, p. 

87). Fundamentally addressing how educational systems need to decolonize requires a 

shift from a focus on exclusively "teaching" to nourishing the “learning spirit” of 

Indigenous youth to addressing underlying economic and social disparities. Such an 

approach addresses not just the intellectual, but also the socio-emotional and spiritual 

well-being of Indigenous students. When Ragoonaden and Mueller (2017) and St. Denis 

(2010) focus on transforming the very roles of teachers and curricula to be more in tune 

with Indigenous ways of knowing, school psychologists need to find ways to understand 

how these epistemic challenges are directly linked to the social, economic, and spiritual 

well-being of the communities they serve. In this way, education can help meet the 

material needs and well-being of Indigenous communities. Such efforts echo the 

“reparative” goals in psychology, discussed by Goodman et al. (2016) and others, to the 

worldviews and needs of the various Indigenous communities across Canada.  

 School psychologists looking to work from a decolonizing perspective in their 



DECOLONIZING SCHOOL PSYCHOLOGY 45 

work need to work directly and authentically with Indigenous communities to understand 

their worldviews and epistemologies as well as their national and local demands for 

reparations to address the economic needs of those communities. This would follow the 

insights offered by Adams et al. (2015) in the broader field of psychology. The intent is to 

normalize Indigenous pedagogies that mainstream education often portrays as 

"alternative" or "less effective" (Michell, 2005, 2009b). At the same time, school 

psychologists need to address Julien’s (2016) call for the “failure” of Indigenous students 

to become less expected and “normal.” As in psychology, the field of school psychology 

would also need to shift from treating the individual as the basic unit of understanding 

towards a more collective, community-based view (R. Chartrand, 2012; Marule, 2012). 

School psychologists should seek to normalize Indigenous knowledge, “denormalize” the 

failure of Indigenous students, and understand not just the learning needs of individual 

students but the broader needs of the families and communities they work in. Such a shift 

would align school psychologists more closely with the Indigenous students and families 

they work with.  

An important aspect of ensuring their efforts align with the needs of Indigenous 

families and communities is for school psychologists to recognize the unique local 

contexts of every community. Decolonization, as a construct, goes far beyond a 

multicultural understanding of the other (Kumashiro, 2004) toward an understanding of 

Indigenous peoples as having been colonized and disposed in their own lands by 

European settlers. St. Denis (2011) has highlighted that generic “multicultural” models of 

education miss the point of decolonizing education for Indigenous communities. Such 

approaches miss the specific effects and worldviews of Indigenous peoples that are 
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necessary for culturally relevant and appropriate education. In several ways her 

arguments match those of Lawrence and Dua (2005) who have critiqued anti-racist work 

that does not address the unique forms of racism encountered by Indigenous peoples. 

Decolonization efforts in education must therefore be specific to the realities of specific 

communities. As pointed out by the CPA (2018a) “general cultural literacy is necessary 

but not sufficient” for psychologists to effectively work with Indigenous communities. 

Rather, “it is important to have localized knowledge regarding each community’s unique 

views […]” (CPA, 2018a, p. 13). Therefore, school psychologists looking to work within 

and for Indigenous communities need to develop an in-depth understanding of the 

culture, history, worldviews, and socioeconomic situation of those communities if they 

are to address the epistemic and reparative aspects of decolonization. 

 

3.5 Resistance and “Moves to Innocence” 
 

Discussions about decolonization in education, psychology, and broader social 

contexts, have shown the complex reality of colonization and the systems that perpetuate 

it. What has also become apparent is the resistance that exists to furthering 

decolonization. Calvez & Cummings (2022) note that “none of us has ever experienced a 

decolonized version of our discipline. Thus, we have no information about what such an 

experience would be like – this unknown creates the perfect environment for fear” (p. 

570). Resistance can take multiple, and often overlapping, forms including arguments 

about language and terms, denial, defensiveness, and refusal to participate in learning 

about harms or changing marginalizing practices (Calvez & Cummings, 2022). Broadly, 

these responses to decolonization can be summarized by Mawhinney’s (1998) term of 
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“moves to innocence” which encompasses the multiple ways settlers seek to exempt 

themselves from the ongoing legacies of colonization. Mawhinney notes that “moves to 

innocence are complex, and range far beyond individual self-protective strategies, to 

institutional structures […]” (1998, p. 100). In this process a person can speak “for 

herself while simultaneously deflecting personal accountability” (Mawhinney, 1998, p. 

102). Mawhinney notes that White people will often give an explanation that because 

they have no personal experience of something (such as racism) as their excuse for not 

seeing or understanding racism in the same way that racialized people do. She states that  

claims of innocence by virtue of non-experience are based upon this exterior view 

of power which function to distance and separate white people from the workings 

of racism […]. Within this liberal framework it becomes ‘logical’ to claim, by 

virtue of good intentions alone, to be outside of the relations of racism” (1998, p. 

104 emphasis in the original). 

Settlers therefore seek to position themselves both as outside of the problem and not 

responsible for the solution. 

 Settler resistance often starts with the term "settler" itself. Rather than seeing 

themselves as active participants in systems that continues to dispossess Indigenous 

peoples of their lands, settlers will often seek to place themselves within the heroic 

pioneer narratives (Mulholland, 2006, 2007; Schick, 2014). As a result, many individuals 

find the term uncomfortable, seeing it as an accusation rather than a descriptor (Price, 

2022; Taylor, 2021). However, as Vowel (2020) states, the term "settler" is not intended 

to affix blame but to locate non-Indigenous individuals within the settler colonial 

structure in which they inevitably participate. Responses to term “settler,” therefore, can 
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highlight a person’s position in the power dynamics at play. For the general population, 

hostile reactions to the term settler can be seen as a refusal to consider the current 

political and socioeconomic discussions of reconciliation and decolonization from the 

perspectives of Indigenous peoples in Canada. To deny the term settler is to deny even 

the possibility of a different perspective on our shared history in this land. For school 

psychologists, how they position themselves in relation to the term settler can be 

revealing as to their perceptions about the legitimacy of Indigenous aspirations relative to 

the epistemic and reparative aspects of decolonization.  

 Denying one’s identity as a “settler” is one of the forms of settler “moves to 

innocence” (Mawhinney, 1998). Avoiding settler status allows a person to create an 

artificial distance between themselves and earlier stages of colonization. Accountability 

for historic wrongs belongs with historic figures rather than people currently living 

(Nagy, 2012). Blame belongs then to the designers of the Residential School system, 

reserve system, pass laws and not to the people who currently occupy the lands and 

exploit the resources made available by those systems.  

 Linked to the response of denial is “settler shame”. Engaging the fulsome 

expression of guilt connected to the actions of one’s ancestors or the accrued benefits of 

one’s privilege is necessary before movement towards decolonization is possible (Kizuk, 

2020). However, Kizuk (2020) notes that 

Unlike guilt, which focuses on failing to live up to a norm or breaking a rule, 

shame is often taken to be a response to a global failure of the self. This is 

because shame is, in structure, ontological rather than action-based—it is tied to 

our identity. (p. 3)   
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She goes on to note that “this kind of feeling bad often serves as an antidote to a true 

moment of self-criticism.” Kizuk (2020) observes that, for a variety of social and 

psychological reasons, there is a gendered aspect to “settler shame” where women are 

more prone to experience this kind of shame as a personal identity that denies agency and 

control. “Settler shame causes anxiety and is profoundly painful precisely because we do 

not want to jeopardize our social standing or lose the ability to self-define” (Kizuk, 2020, 

p. 4). “Settler shame” is therefore based in a self-perception of a loss of control that 

precludes connection and responsibility for change in favour of avoidance.  

Bell (2022) discusses the related concept as "fighting fragility", emphasizing the 

ability of White settlers to meaningfully engage in antiracist work. She notes that much 

of the influential work on the idea of “white fragility” was silent on Indigenous 

perspectives on antiracism, a perspective she shared with Lawrence and Dua (2005). Bell 

notes that settlers are actually capable of more than the denial (I am not a settler at all) 

and shame (I am a victim of systems beyond my control) responses to decolonization. 

However, this effort of settlers coming to terms with the reality of their relationships with 

Indigenous peoples remains focused on changing settlers so they can understand. 

Removing settler denial, shame, and reducing fragility are rooted in a goal of future 

settler-Indigenous relationships. This stands in stark contrast to Indigenous approaches 

that prioritize Indigenous futures, sovereignty, worldviews, and ownership of the land 

(Brayboy, 2005, 2013; Tuck & Yang, 2012). These metaphorical approaches kill “the 

very possibility of decolonization; it re-centers whiteness, it resettles theory, it extends 

innocence to the settler, it entertains the idea of a settler future” (Tuck & Yang, 2012, p. 
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3). From this perspective, moves to innocence are a concern only in terms of how they 

interfere with Indigenous futures. 

 Decolonization then is not a metaphorical exercise in self-examination and 

perspective taking. It also involves surrendering land, power, and control (Brayboy, 2005, 

2013; Tuck & Yang, 2012). Decolonization requires that "moves to innocence" be seen 

as actions that prevent the reparative aspects of decolonization and absolve settlers from 

the responsibility of these concrete goals. This self-absolution has been noticeably 

pronounced among people in the caring professions such as education and psychology. 

Halvorsen et al. (2022) discuss these moves in the context of "white entitlement in 

antiracism and anticolonialism," pointing out how professionals in helping positions often 

see themselves as exceptions to systemic critique due to their good intentions. This has 

also been noted specifically in the field of school psychology (McKenney, 2021). These 

moves to innocence can be framed under the banner of “White ignorance” (Durrheim, 

2023; Glazer & Liebow, 2021) where good intentions exonerate settlers from their 

unintentional ignorance and provides an excuse from having to learn more. 

 Unintentional ignorance, however, may not be as unintentional as settler school 

psychologists may wish to believe. As discussed earlier, structural imperatives in 

psychology are intended to limit what is permissible for practitioners to learn (Adams et 

al., 2015; Pillay, 2017; Teo, 2015). Durrheim (2023) uses the term “conversational 

silencing” to explain the process that limits conversations about anti-racism and 

decolonization and reinforces “White ignorance.” He observes that “We may become so 

engrossed in our progressive ethics, open science, inclusion, and prejudice reduction that 

our racist traditions and ongoing exclusions remain neatly forgotten” (Durrheim, 2023, p. 
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2). White ignorance is then framed not just as an “intentional not knowing” but as “an 

absence of belief.” “Conversational silencing explains how such absence of belief may 

arise when troubling thoughts of racism and White privilege are replaced with salubrious 

thoughts of progress and color blindness” (Durrheim, 2023, p. 4). The “conversational 

silencing” can be seen in the dynamic of psychology training programs adhering to 

particular scientific models (CPA, 2012; Cullen et al., 2020; Mallinckrodt et al., 2014; 

Nicholson, 2022) that favour individualistic perspectives and delegitimize training that 

includes Indigenous and communal perspectives (Ansloos et al., 2019, 2022; CPA, 

2018a; Linklater, 2014). This contrast can also be seen in the training and learning of 

school psychologists (CPA, 2007; Day, 2023; NASP, 2020; Robinson-Zañartu et al., 

2023). Control over the permissible conversations in psychology is part of the 

profession’s resistance to decolonization and is rooted deeply in its dominant positivist 

epistemology.  

  This strict adherence to a Eurocentric positivist epistemology is directly 

connected to the phenomenon variously labelled as “epistemic violence” (Duran & 

Duran, 1995; John, 2019; Teo, 2015) and “cognitive imperialism” (Battiste, 2013) 

processes that denigrate Indigenous knowledge and worldviews. As Fanon (1961/2021), 

Bulhan (1985, 2015), and others (Adams et al., 2015; Durrheim, 2023) point out, these 

positivist ideologies are core aspects by which psychology has been complicit with the 

pathologization and marginalization of colonized peoples and communities. “An 

important mechanism of colonial domination has been forms of epistemic violence 

associated with the repression of local representations of history and identity, and their 

replacement by imposition of colonizer understandings” (Adams et al., 2015, p. 217). In 
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this way, resistance to decolonization is not only embedded with individual moves to 

innocence it is also embedded with structural imperatives within the profession of 

psychology. 

 
3.5 Addressing resistance 
 
 Various efforts have been made to address this kind of structural resistance to 

decolonization in psychology; however, many of these efforts remain unknown to broad 

areas of the profession (Calvez & Cummings, 2022). While some researchers (Charmaz 

& Henwood, 2023) have addressed decolonizing the theoretical underpinnings of 

psychological research, others (Gone, 2021; Wendt & Gone, 2012) have applied 

distinctly Indigenous approaches to challenge dominant research epistemologies in 

psychology. Recent years have also seen extensive critiques of training programs in 

clinical psychology (Ansloos et al., 2019, 2022), counselling psychology (Gorski & 

Goodman, 2016; Reeves & Stewart, 2015; S. L. Stewart, 2008), and school psychology 

(Bernett et al., 2023; Robinson-Zañartu et al., 2023; Schroeder et al., 2023) for their 

failure to address the particular needs of Indigenous peoples. Schroeder et al. (2023) 

shared the concerns of Calvez & Cummings (2022) when they said that “Despite some 

advancements in recent years, school psychology has not adequately come to terms with 

how to account for diverse needs connected to inequity, and this failure has called into 

question the profession’s values, relevance, and effectiveness” (p. 4). Following on the  

concerns about the training of psychologists are recommendations about how 

psychologists can change their practice and work within the profession, particularly in the 

areas of counselling (Donovan et al., 2015; Moodley & Stewart, 2010; Reeves & Stewart, 

2015; Sasakamoose et al., 2017) and clinical (Cullen et al., 2020; Linklater, 2014; 
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rooted in the shared epistemologies and ontologies of Indigenous peoples in North 

America. As noted earlier, these epistemologies recognize the unique forms and sources 

of knowledge within Indigenous cultures as well as the value systems that underpin those 

knowledges. In other words, where CRT is organized around the endemic nature of 

racism, colonization is the central tenant of TribalCrit (Brayboy, 2005, 2013). That said, 

racism has a role in TribalCrit in that colonization is based on notions of White 

supremacy intended for the material benefit of White people. For Brayboy, colonization 

goes beyond occupation of the land by Europeans. He writes that “by colonization, I 

mean that European American thought, knowledge, and power structures dominate 

present-day society” (2005, p. 430). This idea has been taken up by a variety of 

Indigenous scholars using terms such as “cognitive imperialism” (Battiste, 2013) and 

Duran and Duran’s (1995) observation that “the thought that what is right comes from 

one worldview produces a narcissistic worldview that desecrates and destroys” (p. 17). 

Consequently, the goal of colonization was not only the erasure of Indigenous peoples 

from the physical landscape, but also the intellectual landscape which leads directly back 

to the epistemic and reparative goals of decolonization discussed in the previous chapter. 

Brayboy (2005, 2013) emphasizes the destructive nature of assimilationist 

policies that have been utilized by governments to achieve the goals of colonization and 

the elimination of Indigenous peoples in North America. These goals can be related to 

Fanon’s (1961/2021) work on the pathologization of the other and the devaluing other 

worldviews (Bulhan, 1985, 2015; Fanon, 1961/2021). He notes that “government policies 

and educational policies toward Indigenous peoples have, historically, closely followed 

each other toward the problematic goal of assimilation. TribalCrit rejects the past and 
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present rhetoric calling for assimilation of American Indian students in educational 

institutions” (Brayboy, 2013, p. 95). Part of that process “requires [Indigenous] students 

to replace [their] cultural knowledge with academic knowledge” (Brayboy, 2005, p. 437). 

Battiste (2013) notes that  

[c]ognitive imperialism, or the white-washing of Indigenous people’s minds both 

subtly and overtly, has created irreparable language and cultural erosion and loss, 

and an overall diminishment of the significance among the youth of their elders, 

their culture, their knowledge, and their language” (p. 122-123). 

Other Indigenous scholars highlight that education and schools are the central locations 

of where that cognitive imperialism is enacted on a daily basis (R. Chartrand, 2012; 

Haynes Writer, 2008; Michell, 2009b). These arguments naturally point to the need for 

the epistemic decolonization path discussed in the previous chapter. 

 
4.6 Challenging Critical Approaches 
 

Despite an apparent unity among critical theorists that theory without action 

towards a better society is meaningless, there are disagreements about what that action 

can and should look like. Indigenous scholars have critiqued CRT as being inadequate in 

addressing the needs of Indigenous peoples in North America (Lawrence & Dua, 2005; 

St. Denis, 2011; Tuck & Yang, 2012). While it is evident that Indigenous peoples have 

been racialized as non-White in North America, and other places, from their perspective 

the defining characteristic of their social status is their position as colonized peoples. As 

St. Denis points out, education systems prefer to see Indigenous children as just one of 

any number of “multi-cultural” children. This approach “works against Aboriginal 

sovereignty and anti-colonialism” (2011, p. 310). So, the tendency in education is to 
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position Indigenous students as non-White, by including them in the multi-cultural 

“other.” This merging of Indigenous students into the mythical “other” has become 

another means of diminishing Indigenous identities. Brayboy (2005, 2013) refers to this 

“liminal space” positioning as an intentional artifact and practice of colonization, 

highlighting a point where a particular Indigenous, and decolonization, framework helps 

move beyond a more generic critical analysis. 

Tuck and Yang are skeptical of many critical scholars who keep the goal of 

decolonization in the realm of metaphor rather than the very real return of land. They 

write that “…the disruption of Indigenous relationships to land represents a profound 

epistemic, ontological, cosmological violence” (2012, p. 5). Where other scholars speak 

of decolonization and Indigenization in education (Battiste, 2013; Marule, 2012; 

Ragoonaden & Mueller, 2017) and psychology (Conwill, 2016; Duran & Duran, 1995; 

Goodman, 2016) they do so within this epistemic sphere of decolonization and their 

suggestions are not necessarily predicated on returning the land which would be in the 

reparative approach to decolonization. In 2013, Brayboy acknowledged that there was a 

criticism of his initial (2005) description of TribalCrit as being too focused on legal and 

constitutional (i.e. western) frameworks of sovereignty. He notes that “the argument goes 

that placing too much emphasis on a legal status, rooted in the Constitution, appears to 

buy into the system of the federal government possessing too much power to define who 

belongs where, when, and how” (Brayboy, 2013, p. 97). He goes on to assert that his 

vision of sovereignty need not have any reference beyond “the spiritual components of 

sovereignty” consistent with Indigenous understandings (Brayboy, 2013, p. 97). An 

approach that speaks to Indigenous “sovereignty” as Brayboy does, would seem to merge 
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both the epistemic and reparative dimensions of decolonization in education and beyond. 

 

4.7 Treading Carefully as a White Scholar 
 

Looking across these frameworks, as a White settler school psychologist, the 

question necessarily arises in relation to how best to approach a critical research project 

around the work of school psychologists and decolonization given its implications for 

Indigenous peoples. As noted in the previous chapter, I have to consider how the 

epistemic imperatives and “conversational silencing” (Durrheim, 2023) in psychology 

affected my own perspectives as a school psychologist and researcher? How do I, if I can 

at all, actually conduct this research in a way to be ready for a “more meaningful 

potential alliance” with Indigenous peoples while recognizing the possibility of 

“incommensurable” goals (Tuck & Yang, 2012), “interest convergence” (Delgado & 

Stefancic, 2017), and my own “moves to innocence” (Mawhinney, 1998)? How do I 

meaningfully conduct research addressing the needs of Indigenous students, families, and 

communities (Brant Castellano, 2004; Ermine et al., 2004; Kovach, 2009) when I am not 

Indigenous and cannot define those needs? How do I appropriately research from a 

decolonizing framework? While some of these issues are addressed in the next chapter 

where I outline my research methodology, particularly by working with a Community 

Advisory Committee, others are addressed below. 

One aspect of engaging in the work of decolonization in school psychology is to 

prioritize the work of Indigenous scholars and Indigenous epistemologies, ontologies, and 

axiologies (Absolon, 2011; Dunbar, 2014; Kovach, 2009; S. Wilson, 2008) in a way that 

recognizes the cognitive imperialism which runs deep in psychology and honours the 
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epistemic path of decolonization (Neale & Kowal, 2020). Such work needs to be 

conducted in a way that does more than simply “graft” Indigenous ideas onto a Western 

framework (Ahenakew, 2016). Mi’kmaw elders and scholars, Murdena Marshall and 

Albert Marshall suggest “two-eyed seeing” as a means of bringing the best of Indigenous 

worldviews and western worldviews together to examine systems and ideas. This process 

has been used to look at mental health work (Iwama et al., 2009), education (Lunney 

Borden, 2013), and teaching “hard” sciences at the university level (Bartlett et al., 2012). 

Critical approaches can be used alongside decolonizing approaches as found throughout 

TribalCrit and from other Indigenous scholars (Kovach, 2009), and two-eyed seeing 

allows for critical and decolonizing frames to be held in the mind at the same time 

without diminishing either. As noted earlier, while critical and decolonizing lenses are not 

synonymous, neither are they mutually exclusive. Two-eyed seeing will enable the use of 

both to analyse the perspectives of school psychologists with regards to decolonization. 

Two-eyed seeing will highlight what is present in their understandings and what is 

missing. It is easier to see gaps when both eyes are looking.   

The largest challenge for settler school psychologists will be accepting that their 

work towards decolonization will be incomplete. Some perspectives suggest that 

decolonization, with regard to education, will only be fully achieved when Indigenous 

peoples have full sovereignty (Brayboy, 2005, 2013; Tuck & Yang, 2012), while others 

believe that actual decolonization is not possible as it would require turning back the 

clock on history (Pirbhai-Illich & Martin, 2020, 2021). Established practice in school 

psychology is inherently, and possibly inextricably, linked to western, positivist 

epistemologies (Sugarman, 2014). This work cannot, in and of itself, undo the damage of 
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the cognitive imperialism that lies at the heart of education and psychology (Battiste, 

2013; Duran & Duran, 1995) but it might point out to school psychologists the need for 

an epistemic approach to decolonization. Nor can this research realize what Tuck and 

Yang (2012) suggest as the only viable path to decolonization, the return of land, but it 

might highlight for school psychologists the ways a reparative approach to decolonization 

might help Indigenous students reconnect with the land in ways their cultures dictate. 

Without denying the legitimacy of full Indigenous sovereignty over the land (reparative 

decolonization), such work is necessarily outside the scope of a doctoral dissertation, my 

focus will be primarily on the epistemic path of decolonization. Brayboy (2005) writes, 

however, that “[t]here is a practical component to TribalCrit, which requires that I seek to 

address challenges and barriers placed in front of Indigenous peoples on a plan that can 

directly respond to these challenges” (p. 97). It is this practical component for school 

psychology that this research seeks to begin to address.  

 
4.8 Analytical Questions for School Psychology Research 

 
As noted earlier, the dominant discourse around Indigenous students, especially in 

Western Canada is that, as a group, they do very poorly in school (Julien, 2016; White & 

Peters, 2013) and experience disproportionate amounts of mental health issues (Kirmayer 

et al., 2000; Nelson & Wilson, 2017). Furthermore, these challenges can be directly tied 

to individual and collective experiences of colonization and intergenerational trauma 

(Battiste, 2013; Bombay et al., 2009; Feir, 2016; Lunney Borden, 2013; TRC, 2015) 

through processes identified generations ago (Bulhan, 1985, 2015; Fanon, 1961/2021). A 

pilot study for this research suggested that there were questions of race, colonization, 

power, and authority affecting the daily work of school psychologists working with 
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Indigenous children and their families. It pointed out issues of power in the “profession” 

to determine standards even if those standards work against the interest of Indigenous 

children and families. It also questioned the appropriateness of standardized testing 

instruments that have known biases that negatively affect Indigenous students. If, as 

Maxwell (2013) notes, a conceptual framework provides an initial and tentative model to 

examine what is happening in a research landscape, then the landscape of how settler 

school psychologists work with Indigenous children and their families suggests a critical 

approach is an appropriate starting point to examine the terrain. 

In keeping with the nature of critical psychology, the core question of this 

research is reflexive. Where are we as settler school psychologists in terms of our ability 

to engage in the work needed to begin to decolonize our daily practice? The assumption 

that there is a need to decolonize practice is based on established statements from 

psychology organizations (Australian Psychological Society, 2012; CPA, 2018a; 

Saskatchewan College of Psychologists, 2016) and Indigenous scholars (Duran & Duran, 

1995; Duran & Firehammer, 2016; Linklater, 2014; Reeves & Stewart, 2015). Critical 

and decolonizing frameworks can provide a variety of analytical questions, further 

explored in the sections that follow, to help interrogate interview data, provide landmarks 

to highlight the terrain, and mark what may be absent from the interview landscape. The 

research methods, described in greater detail in the next chapter, included a validation 

process whereby Indigenous people examined the findings to ensure that what is hidden 

(by virtue of my own subjective position as a settler, school psychologist) becomes 

exposed and apparent. This interrogation of the data should also lead me to a deeper level 

of self-reflection to reveal what I have hidden from myself.  
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4.8.1 Awareness of Subjectivity 

 
As Sugarman (2014) points out, school psychology and school psychologists have 

deep roots in the positivist (objectivist) traditions of the profession and their work has 

specific subjective historical, political, and economic contexts. A key analytical question 

then becomes, are school psychologists aware of those subjective contexts? Do school 

psychologists see themselves as objective examiners of students and interpreters of 

testing data or do they see themselves within their various subjective contexts (settler, 

middle-class, expert, etc.)? Just as settler school psychologists are subjectively 

contextualized, so too are the Indigenous children and families they work with. How do 

settler school psychologists navigate these multiple subjectivities? 

 
4.8.2 Understandings of Colonization 

 
Given the centrality of colonization in the lives of Indigenous students and their 

families, (Battiste, 2013; Brayboy, 2013, 2013; St. Denis, 2011; Styres et al., 2013; Tuck 

& Yang, 2012) how do settler school psychologists perceive colonization in their work? 

Do they see colonization as a historical fact or as an ongoing system? Do they deny the 

reality of colonization entirely? If settler school psychologists see colonization as 

ongoing, what are their responses to this system? Do they find ways to disrupt and 

dismantle the system or do they make moves to protect their innocence (Mawhinney, 

1998) and distance themselves from their implicit participation? What role, if any, does a 

decolonizing equivalent of “color blind” liberalism (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017) play in 

the work of school psychologists? It is possible that the data from this study may reveal 

that settler school psychologists are simply unaware of the ways colonization is sustained 
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in their work and workplaces (Allen, 2022; Dudgeon & Walker, 2015; Durrheim, 2023; 

Huygens, 2009; McLean, 2022; Pillay, 2017). My personal experience as a settler school 

psychologist in Saskatchewan suggests that most are also unaware of their personal 

positionality related to colonization (CPA, 2018a). This may be evidenced in how they 

speak about the Calls to Action, the positions taken by the CPA, and their descriptions of 

their work with Indigenous students and families. If the participants show minimal 

awareness of colonization, then their readiness to engage in decolonization will be greatly 

limited as a result. 

 
4.8.3 Epistemic Diversity 

 
A large number of Indigenous scholars have demonstrated that Indigenous 

students have a distinct approach to learning and a unique relationship with knowledge 

itself (Absolon, 2011; Battiste, 2013; R. Chartrand, 2012; Marule, 2012; Michell, 2005, 

2012; S. Wilson, 2008). How aware are settler school psychologists of Indigenous ways 

of knowing? If they are aware, how do they address the gap between such ways of 

knowing and the Western diagnostic tools they use in their work with Indigenous students 

and their families? Do school psychologists accept the inherent validity of Indigenous 

perspectives on learning and knowing? What barriers, if any, do they face if they 

challenge Western pedagogy? 

A frequent theme in the literature of critical and decolonizing psychology is 

questioning the adequacy of the training psychologists receive in their programs 

(Conwill, 2016; Fox et al., 2009; Mallinckrodt et al., 2014) given the epistemic Western 

positivist basis of psychology itself  (Harris, 2009; Sloan, 2009; Sugarman, 2014; Teo, 

2009, 2015). The imposition of this narrow perspective has been challenged by 
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Indigenous scholars (Battiste, 2013; Brayboy, 2005, 2013; Duran & Duran, 1995; Duran 

& Firehammer, 2016) as a factor in ongoing colonization. Do settler school psychologists 

see their training as limited? What steps, if any, have they taken to overcome those 

limits? What recommendations might they have for changes in their training programs? 

 
4.8.4 Activist / Justice / Innocence Orientations 

 
Critical theorists imply that reflective and subjective awareness of systems carries 

with it an implication that we challenge and dismantle oppressive systems (Delgado & 

Stefancic, 2017; Lincoln et al., 2018; Teo, 2009, 2015; Tuck & Yang, 2012, 2018). Are 

participants passive observers of their systems? If they are active and critical observers, 

are they following through to challenge and change their systems? Or is their failure to 

actively engage in efforts to decolonize school psychology an active settler move to 

innocence (Mawhinney, 1998; Tuck & Yang, 2012). In this vein, the most recent ethical 

code for psychologists in Canada (CPA, 2017) outlines the obligation of psychologists to 

advocate for social change and a more equitable society. How do settler school 

psychologists see their role as advocates in the process of decolonization? In what places, 

if any, do they engage in advocacy? Have they experienced push-back or repercussions 

for their advocacy? What might help them become more effective advocates? 

 

4.8.4 Summary 
 

By its very nature, a research framework illuminates and obscures at the same time 

(Schram, 2003). Critical and decolonizing approaches to studying the interactions 

between settler school psychologists and Indigenous children and families is appropriate. 

It is important to recognize, however, the imperfect match between Western-bound 
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critical frameworks (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017; Ladson-Billings, 2013; Sloan, 2009; 

Teo, 2009, 2015) and purely Indigenous research frameworks (Absolon, 2011; Kovach, 

2009; S. Wilson, 2008). This is especially true for a White, settler psychologist / 

researcher such as myself. However, using a two-eyed seeing path and engaging with 

appropriate relational work with Indigenous peoples (discussed in greater detail in the 

next chapter) and continuing to develop my understanding of my position as a White, 

settler, school psychologist, critical and decolonizing frameworks can be useful in 

analyzing the work of school psychologists (Ahenakew, 2016; Bartlett et al., 2012; 

Denzin, 2007, 2019; Kovach, 2009). 

Having a well-defined theoretical framework does not prejudge what will be found 

in the field. While critical and decolonizing frames assume, as a given, the existence of 

systems of oppression that disadvantage Indigenous students and their families, they do 

not fully describe how that happens within a particular profession. Rather, such a design 

“can provide perspective and suggest pattern, but it need not define what you see” 

(Schram, 2003, p. 60). Before we look outside ourselves (at Indigenous children and their 

families), as settler school psychologists we must look within ourselves to see where we 

stand in the context of colonization in Canada. We need to see the patterns within our 

own practices before we attempt to take up the mantle of working towards 

decolonization. Only by looking at the patterns of our work can we attempt to evaluate 

the readiness of settler school psychologists to decolonize their practice. In the next 

chapter I will outline the methodology that was used to gather the information for this 

study and how I will apply the frameworks described in this chapter. 
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5 METHOLODOGY & ETHICS 
 
 The goal of research methodologies is to allow researchers to explore a 

phenomenon to the fullest extent possible. As with a theoretical framework, the choice of 

methodology needs to be carefully considered to ensure its fit with not only the 

phenomenon, but also the guiding frameworks and perspectives of the researcher as well 

as the prospective participants in a study (Creswell, 2012). When the topic of research is 

related to Indigenous peoples and decolonization, extra care must be given to ensure 

research methods are appropriate and culturally responsive (Ermine et al., 2004; 

Secretariat on Responsible Conduct of Research, 2014). Keeping in mind the earlier 

discussions regarding decolonization theory, as well as critical and decolonizing 

epistemologies, this chapter will outline how a grounded theory (GT) research approach, 

informed by Indigenous / decolonizing research methods, can be used to examine the 

phenomenon of how settler school psychologists consider the ideas of decolonization and 

reconciliation in their daily work. Given the power relations identified by critical 

psychologists however, before outlining my approach to GT, it is important that I first 

examine the ethical environment in which the work of school psychologists is conducted 

(Fox et al., 2009; Gough, 2015). 

 

5.1. Ethical Considerations 
 

When researching from a critical and decolonizing framework it is appropriate to 

begin by attending to the ethics of the project. In particular, when researching phenomena 

that has consequences for Indigenous populations, careful consideration (to the extent 

possible) of the ethical implications, can help researchers choose methodologies that give 
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primacy to Indigenous perspectives, aiding the researcher (and the resulting knowledge) 

to live in good relations – “miýo-wîcêhtowin” in Plains Cree (Kovach, 2009, p. 63) – with 

the Indigenous peoples they serve. Living in good relations also requires that I 

acknowledge, and then seek to undo, the harms that have been done to Indigenous 

peoples by researchers in general (Brant Castellano, 2004; Ermine et al., 2004; Kovach, 

2010; S. Wilson, 2008) and psychology researchers in particular (CPA, 2018a; Duran & 

Duran, 1995; Katz, 2017). As outlined below, I am guided in this endeavor by both the 

professional ethics of the field of psychology and the principals of Indigenous research 

ethics.  

 

5.1.1 Broadening Traditional Psychology Ethics 
 

The CPA’s (2017) Code of Ethics notes that a psychologist’s primary ethical 

responsibility is to the most vulnerable people in a given situation. Hence, in its most 

recent update, the CPA added the ideas of “social and natural justice” and the 

“maximization of benefit” to the criteria psychologists are expected to consider across all 

aspects of their work, including research. The CPA (2018a) also highlights the need for 

researchers to engage with Indigenous communities specifically before commencing 

research to understand the needs and goals of the community.   

While the Code of Ethics (CPA, 2017) provides a robust guide to conducting 

psychological research it does not go far enough in understanding Indigenous 

epistemologies and ethical systems. Indeed, the Code only mentions Indigenous peoples 

twice - once in relation to the cultural appropriateness of dual relationships, and once in 

relation to a psychologist’s obligation to uphold international covenants such as the 
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United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. The Code is completely 

silent on the particularities of research among Indigenous communities. While Indigenous 

ethics speak to the need for community consultation and for research providing tangible 

benefits to the community (Brant Castellano, 2004; Ermine et al., 2004), there is no 

similar required ethical obligation found within the psychologists’ Code of Ethics. This 

absence of this obligation in psychological ethics can be seen as evidence of colonizing 

practices at work by marginalizing Indigenous epistemologies and axiologies (Cullen et 

al., 2020; Durrheim, 2023; Neale & Kowal, 2020; Pillay, 2017) discussed earlier. The 

need for special consideration when working with Indigenous communities is, however, 

embedded in ethics practices governing universities in Canada (CIHR et al., 2022). More 

importantly, a careful ethical self-review is, in itself, an essential decolonizing research 

principle (Bhatia, 2020; Cullen et al., 2020; L. T. Smith, 2012) to address historic harms 

and avoid future harms. Maximizing benefits to Indigenous communities and respect for 

Indigenous knowledges has been highlighted by the CPA (2018a) as an area where the 

profession needs to change its practices when working with Indigenous peoples. This is 

why care has been given to including Indigenous ethical frames in this research.  

 

5.1.2 Incorporating Indigenous Research Ethics 
 

As a critical / decolonizing psychology researcher, I must ask myself how can I 

conduct my work so that it helps build “good relations” and maximize benefits for 

Indigenous peoples? Kovach says that the first step “involves finding (and using) a 

research approach that is not extractive and is accountable to Indigenous community 

standards on research so as to honour the tribal worldview” (2010, p. 29). Next, she says 
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a researcher must recognize that “there is a fundamental epistemological difference 

between Western and Indigenous thought” (p. 29). Working, even in part, from an 

Indigenous framework requires the researcher to recognize that knowledge is not an 

individual quality (or possession) but something that is shared by all sentient beings, 

including the land (Absolon, 2011; Michell, 2005, 2009a; S. Wilson, 2008). This 

approach to what constitutes knowledge requires departure from the dominant, positivist 

epistemology in psychology and represents at least an initial step along the path of 

epistemic decolonization (Neale & Kowal, 2020). As discussed in the previous chapter, 

when we recognize that knowledge is co-created within multiple relationships rather than 

discrete artifacts waiting to be discovered, the ethics and methods to recognize that 

knowledge must also engage the notion of multiple ways of doing and being.  

In order to work through these epistemological differences, and in keeping with 

Indigenous research ethics (CIHR et al., 2022; Ermine et al., 2004), I worked with an 

Elder to provide spiritual and cultural guidance to the project to ensure the research is 

conducted in a responsive, respectful, and good way. The Elder’s support helped me 

develop a deeper understanding of Indigenous worldviews, my own relations with 

Indigenous peoples, and my relationship with the knowledge that I seek (S. Wilson, 

2008). In Kovach’s words this work can allow a “non-Indigenous scholar to adjourn 

disbelief and, in the pause, consider alternative possibilities” (2010, p. 29). This will now 

be discussed in greater detail. 

Given the limitations of my ability as a White settler psychologist to consider 

such alternatives I have made the intentional choice to work with a Community Advisory 

Community (CAC) which includes both Métis and Status people who have worked in 
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various aspects of the education system to help represent the “diverse interests” (CIHR et 

al., 2022, p. 161) of Indigenous communities in Western Canada. The CAC helped me 

meet the Tri-Council requirement for engagement with “communities of interest” (CIHR 

et al., 2022, p. 149). Additionally, all members of the CAC have advanced degrees in 

school psychology, positioning Indigenous expertise at the forefront of the knowledge 

created, preventing cultural appropriation, and highlighting the collective nature of 

knowledge generation (Ermine et al., 2004). The CAC also helped maximize the potential 

for “two-eyed seeing” which is viewed as an approach to bridge the western and 

Indigenous worldviews (Bartlett et al., 2012; CPA, 2018a; Iwama et al., 2009). 

The decision to work only with settler school psychologists as participants is also 

directed towards avoiding the legacy of extracting knowledge from Indigenous peoples. 

The report of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC, 2015) highlighted that 

settlers need to evaluate how their own perceptions, combined with  the history they have 

been intentionally taught, has led to incorrect understandings about Indigenous peoples. 

Psychology’s Response to the TRC of Canada’s Report (CPA, 2018a) emphasised the 

historical injustices psychology has inflicted upon Indigenous peoples and urged 

psychologists to critically examine all aspects of their practice. The Response recognizes 

the importance of using Indigenous knowledges in evaluating psychology. Specifically, 

they have encouraged, “whether providing treatment or engaging in research or 

assessment, those in the discipline should be guided by humility and address Elders and 

traditional knowledge and approaches with respect and a spirit of genuine learning and 

collaboration” (2018a, p. 13). 
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Having established the foundation for why it is appropriate to use Indigenous 

perspectives, especially Indigenous research ethics, to examine the practice of settler 

school psychologists, it is time to look at the methods to be used in examining the 

readiness of settler school psychologists to engage in the process of decolonizing their 

practice. Consequently, the next section explores how grounded theory can be used to 

illuminate current practices of school psychology, with a particular focus on using 

Indigenous adaptations of grounded theory to generate a fuller understanding of the 

mindset of school psychologists. 

 

5.2 Grounded Theory 
 

Creswell (2012) suggests that “[y]ou use grounded theory when you need a broad 

theory or explanation of a process. Grounded theory generates a theory when existing 

theories do not address your problem or the participants that you plan to study” (p. 423 

emphasis in the original). While much has been written about decolonizing education 

(Battiste, 2002, 2013; R. Chartrand, 2012; St. Denis, 2010, 2011) and decolonizing 

aspects of clinical psychology (Fromene & Guerin, 2014; Linklater, 2014; Marsh et al., 

2016; Reeves & Stewart, 2015) and counselling psychology (Duran & Firehammer, 

2016; Gorski & Goodman, 2016; S. L. Stewart, 2009) little has been written about 

decolonizing school psychology. Indeed, Sugarman (2014) notes that educational 

psychology is possibly the most conservative branch of psychology. Given the limited 

research on the work of school psychologists and decolonization in Canada (Bernett et 

al., 2023; Day, 2023; Schroeder et al., 2023), grounded theory could help provide a 

framework for understanding interview data. Without an existing template, GT appears to 
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be an appropriate choice. However, keeping in mind Indigenous ethics, a modified 

approach grounded theory that is informed by Indigenous research methods is likely to 

shed even greater light on the question. 

 
5.2.1 Early History 
 
Grounded theory grew out of the work of sociologists Barney Glaser and Anselm 

Strauss and was initially formalized in their book The Discovery of Grounded Theory 

(Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Drawing on their investigation of the process of dying, Glaser 

and Strauss found that, through the careful analysis of field notes, observations, and 

interviews, researchers could come to understand processes at work in a given 

environment and generate a theory to make “relevant predictions, explanations, 

interpretations and applications” (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, p. 1). Proposed at a time when 

quantitative research approaches were dominant, Glaser and Strauss were among the first 

to provide a rigorous and systematic process that qualitative researchers could use to 

conduct social research (Bryant & Charmaz, 2007b).  

While Glaser & Strauss may have helped launch the rise of qualitative research in 

the social sciences, they did not see GT as necessarily breaking new ground from an 

epistemological or ontological perspective. Their position was that “there is no 

fundamental difference between the purposes and capacities of qualitative and 

quantitative methods” (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, p. 17), initially placing GT well inside the 

realm of positivist epistemologies. According to Bryant and Charmaz (2007b), Glaser and 

Strauss firmly believed in the ‘researcher as expert’ model of working with research 

participants. While Glaser and Strauss often eschewed the traditional literature review 

prior to conducting GT research, Charmaz (2014) notes that both academics had 
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considerable experience and prior knowledge that could fill the role of the literature 

review. She believes that there remains a significant place in the research process for a 

more traditional literature review to help contextualize the research within the broader 

field.  

5.2.2 Divisions Between Glaser and Strauss 
 

After quickly growing in the field of sociology and, later, nursing, by the 1990s 

grounded theory approaches had become a dominant methodology in the social sciences 

(Bryant & Charmaz, 2007b). During this time approaches to GT grew more diverse, in 

part as a consequence of Glaser and Strauss having focused more so on theoretical and 

analytical underpinnings rather than on procedural implementation (Bryant & Charmaz, 

2007b; Charmaz, 2014; Covan, 2007). Eventually Glaser and Strauss parted ways and 

developed GT in their own distinctive ways. Glaser’s work continued mostly in the vein 

of having theory emerge from data existing outside of a context through induction 

(Holton, 2007). Strauss, who began working with Corbin, advocated for the analysis of 

contextualized data through clearly defined coding processes such as axial coding 

(Bryant & Charmaz, 2007a; Charmaz, 2014; Kelle, 2007). 

Charmaz, Thornburg, & Keane (2018) note that the underlying cause of the split 

between Glaser and Strauss was likely due to epistemological differences. Glaser was 

firmly rooted in the quantitative approach to sociology, he learned at Columbia while 

Strauss remained attached to the pragmatic / symbolic interactionism philosophies of 

Meade and Dewey at the University of Chicago. The disagreements became public when 

Glaser published a harsh attack on Strauss and Corbin’s approach in which he posited that 
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the strict coding processes forced data into categories rather than having categories 

emerge from the data (Charmaz et al., 2018). 

 
 5.2.3 Constructivist Grounded Theory 

 
As researchers moved into the 21st century, changes in thinking about 

epistemology and the position of the researcher relative to research topics and 

participants lead to a new leading approach to GT, as defined by the work of Charmaz 

(Charmaz et al., 2018). Charmaz’s work diverged from both Glaser’s objectivist 

perspective, and Strauss and Corbin’s symbolic interactionism, and moved towards a 

model of GT founded on constructivist epistemology (Bryant & Charmaz, 2007; 

Charmaz, 2014; Charmaz et al., 2018). Charmaz says “the constructivist approach 

perspective shreds notions of a neutral observer and value-free expert” (2014, p. 13) and 

recognizes that knowledge is constructed between individuals (between researcher and 

participant) within a given context. In Constructing Grounded Theory, Charmaz (2014) 

observed that when she first presented her perspective there was a gender split between 

those who accepted her position (women) and those who rejected it (men). Her 

experiences reveal some of the challenges faced by researchers who challenge dominant 

discourses in research methodologies. As this research also looks to shift research 

methodologies in school psychology some resistance from dominant groups may be 

expected. 

A consequence of seeing the researcher as neither neutral or value-free is the issue 

of how to account for the researcher’s predispositions and values. Charmaz (2014) notes 

that the reflective process of becoming aware of preconceptions can enhance the 

analytical process of coding. Just as the researcher is never neutral, Gibson (2007) points 
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out that “data is not neutral” (p. 444). Gibson also highlights the idea that the knower 

cannot be separated from the known in that “it would be naïve to assume that the codes 

that eventually combined to generate a grounded theory emerge purely from reading 

data” (2007, p. 439). This can be tied back to Wilson’s (2008) precept that all knowledge 

is relational. Wilson observed that “rather than the truth being something that is “out 

there” or external, reality is in the relationship that one has with the truth” (2008, p. 73). 

As such, the data collected does not have meaning independent of the researcher, rather 

the meaning of the data can only be realized by understanding my relationship with what 

has been said and my own conceptualization of what is the “truth.” Consequently, as a 

White, settler, school psychologist, my own training and experience, as influenced by the 

colonizing aspects of psychology (Adams et al., 2015; Bhatia, 2020; Durrheim, 2023; 

Pillay, 2017; Teo, 2009), will likely lead to certain reflexive judgements as my existing 

knowledge is bound by the relationships I have formed with fellow psychologists, with 

my training, and with the profession as whole. I arrive at, and interact with, the data from 

a position that is not neutral, but which may cause me to believe it to be neutral. My 

subjective relationship with the “truth” will therefore be scrutinized by working with a 

Community Advisory Committee which will be discussed shortly. 

 

5.2.4 Social Justice and Grounded Theory 
 

Both Charmaz, Thornberg, & Keane (2018) and Denzin (2007, 2019) highlight 

grounded theory’s usefulness as a mode of social justice inquiry. Using much of the 

language of critical theory around power structures, control, injustice, and privilege, 

Charmaz et al. (2018) point out that the flexibility of GT can help marginalized groups 
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raise their voice and increase their agency by working collaboratively in developing 

research questions. They also point to the importance for the literature review, conducted 

before entering the field, to “include pertinent (traditionally excluded) gray literature. 

This material includes reports and papers produced and/or published by nongovernmental 

organizations (NGOs) and community groups, who actively grapple with issues at 

grassroots level in the substantive field” (Charmaz et al., 2018, p. 420 emphasis in the 

original). This approach to a social justice model of GT has been used, alongside 

Indigenous research frameworks to help communities (Bainbridge et al., 2020; 

Kandasamy et al., 2017; Redman-MacLaren & Mills, 2015; D. Wilson et al., 2022) 

further health equality, combat government-imposed addictions policies, and to highlight 

unintended consequences of various programs designed by outsiders for Indigenous 

communities. The nature of grounded theory research also allows a researcher to enter the 

field open to different epistemologies and ontologies. 

Denzin (2007, 2019) also uses the language of critical theory to highlight the 

political and activist nature of social justice GT, which he also links to critical pedagogy. 

According to Denzin, social justice grounded theory “encourages processual thinking, 

requires a comparative focus, [and] examines how, not why questions” (2019, p. 17 

emphasis in the original). The object of social justice GT is more than the construction of 

a theory. Rather, social justice GT is outcome oriented and requires some positive result 

for a community of people such as a change in policy or program, and action plans 

towards such a change, or an increase in community capacity to engage in such things on 

their own (Bainbridge et al., 2020; Charmaz et al., 2018; Denzin, 2019; Redman-
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MacLaren & Mills, 2015). In this research, the positive result would likely be broadening 

the understanding settler school psychologists have about decolonizing their practice. 

 

5.2.5 Indigenous Forms of Grounded Theory 
 

Indigenous approaches extend social justice orientations to GT with the specific 

goal of decolonization (Bainbridge et al., 2020). While various scholars have suggested 

that GT methods are useful for working with Indigenous peoples (Bainbridge et al., 2020; 

Denzin, 2019; Redman-MacLaren & Mills, 2015), they also note the advice of 

Indigenous scholars who caution that western research approaches cannot be applied to 

Indigenous communities without significant adaptations (Kovach, 2009; L. T. Smith, 

2012). Indigenous GT must be done within the ethical frames of Indigenous peoples to 

include plans for reciprocity, relationship, and respectful engagement. Additionally, 

Indigenous GT research must bring some meaningful benefit to the community. 

While Denzin (2019) notes that GT is epistemologically flexible enough to 

accommodate Indigenous worldviews it is important to recognize that Indigenous 

epistemologies do not require western validation to derive legitimacy. Working GT from 

an Indigenous framework does not seek to discredit western research and knowledge, but 

rather it seeks to bring Indigenous knowledges to a level playing field (Bainbridge et al., 

2020; Denzin, 2007, 2019; Kovach, 2009; L. T. Smith, 2012). Grounded theory and 

Indigenous methodologies do not necessarily invalidate each other, and when used 

appropriately, they can provide a rich example of “two-eyed seeing” that enables a 

researcher to see a broader picture. As a settler scholar, Denzin notes the importance of 

knowing one’s position relative to Indigenous research methods. Similar to my goal of 
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utilizing Indigenous approaches to study school psychology, Denzin (2019) positions 

himself as “an insider who wishes to deconstruct from within the Western academy and 

its positivist epistemologies” (p. 6). 

 

5.3 Implementing Grounded Theory with Indigenous Adaptations 
 

As a settler school psychologist, I recognize that I must step carefully and 

respectfully when seeking to incorporate Indigenous perspectives into my research. 

Duran and Firehamer (2016) insist that researchers who seek to help Indigenous 

communities “must understand not only methodology, but also the historical context of 

the community in which they are working” (p. 96). They went on to instruct researchers 

to “learn and immerse themselves in the lifeworld of the community on behalf they are 

making sometimes life-and death- funding decisions” (Duran & Firehammer, 2016, p. 

96). As discussed in Chapter 2, I have tried throughout my career as a psychologist to 

“learn and immerse” myself within the communities I have served. However, the true 

community in which I am working and conducting research in this project is the 

community of settler school psychologists who work with Indigenous students and 

families. This means examining how school psychologists practice in Indigenous 

communities and on reserves, and my examination to incorporate Indigenous research 

approaches. What follows are the specifics of how Indigenous ethics and research 

principles will be foregrounded within a grounded theory methodology. 

While I have already learned from both the Indigenous people I know and the 

writings of Indigenous academics, my knowledge will always be incomplete by virtue of 

my settler status. My immersion is just that, an immersion. Indigenous worldviews will 
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always be, in some way, like a second language to me; available to be learned but never 

fully natural. History and context can be learned from books and conversations, but the 

nuance and subtlety of Indigenous worldviews remain the exclusive domain of those who 

have grown up with the culture, language, and land. Kovach specifically mentions GT as 

a methodology that can be used in a “mixed-methods approach” to research (2009, p. 35). 

Such “mixed-methods,” where Indigenous ways of research have been used to enhance 

traditional grounded theory approaches, have been gaining wider acceptance among 

researchers and academics (Bainbridge et al., 2020; Denzin, 2019; Redman-MacLaren & 

Mills, 2015).  

As noted above, numerous ideologies have arisen out of grounded theory’s 

founding document The Discovery of Grounded Theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Given 

the theoretical framework for this research (as discussed in the previous chapter), I lean 

towards a critical / decolonizing approach to GT, as explicated primarily by Kathy 

Charmaz (Bryant & Charmaz, 2007a; Charmaz, 2014; Charmaz et al., 2018). Building on 

Charmaz’s approach to GT, Hood highlights that despite the different schools of GT, any 

research legitimately claiming to be true grounded theory mush share the three traits she 

calls the “troublesome trinity” (2007, p. 163). For Hood, the real power of GT lies in the 

processes of theoretical sampling, constant comparison, and generating theory. 

 

5.4 Steps of the Research Process 
 

By design, grounded theory is a recursive process. Many of its steps and 

processes are repeated as more information is gathered, considered, and possibly 

integrated into theory. Before any of these steps began, however, I wanted to seek the 
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counsel and support of an Elder to ensure that I had an adequate level of cultural 

understanding and that I was approaching the research for the right reasons. Kokum 

asked that I spend time reflecting on my own history and do some reading  so that I could 

become better aware of various traditional teachings. Was I motivated by living in “good 

relations” with Indigenous people or was I motivated by other, less pure, reasons?   

Kokum wanted me to write and pray about my intentions and to deeply consider what 

kind of spiritual help I needed. I read The Journey of the Spirit of the Red Man: A 

Message from the Elders (Bone et al., 2012) which provided some history and 

background information about aspects of Indigenous spirituality and worldviews. Kokum 

also suggested that I read The Hollow Tree: Fighting Addiction with Traditional Native 

Healing (Nabigon, 2006) which taught about Indigenous spiritual pathways to healing. 

In our first meeting Kokum and I spoke at some length about my own healing 

journey as she offered her belief that “forgiveness is giving up all hope for a better past.” 

This resonated with me as I had received feedback during my comprehensive exam that I 

needed to properly understand my own traumas and do my own healing as part of my 

learning.  Kokum asked that I take the tobacco and cloth I had brought with me and that I 

should prepare tobacco ties while reflecting on these questions. In the following months I 

read as Kokum suggested.  I journaled and prayed about the ideas of “What am I meant to 

know?” and “How do I approach my relationships with others?”  In those months more 

people became aware of the traumas of Residential Schools with media reports emerged 

about the mass graves on many school grounds.  While camping in the mountains I wrote 

more and considered what I wanted Kokum to help me with through her prayers.  As I 

prepared my tobacco ties set my intentions towards “clarity” that I better see what my 
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relationships should be like; “integrity” that I could better match my behaviour with my 

intentions; “humility” so that I could move myself from the centre as the expert with the 

answers; and “focus” in that I should focus on my own learning in the process and learn 

the things that I needed to learn.  Only after I had completed this work and returned after 

some months did she agree to participate and provide the support I needed. In this way 

Kokum helped me prepare spiritually for the research journey ahead. In keeping with the 

principles of reciprocity (CIHR et al., 2022) I presented the Elder with traditional gifts 

and a stipend. 

 

5.4.1 Setting Research Questions 
 

A fundamental requirement of Indigenous research ethics is first seeking the 

permission of the Indigenous community where the research is to take place and then to 

meet with community representatives to ensure that the proposed research meets the 

needs of the community (CIHR et al., 2022; Ermine et al., 2004). This is typically done in 

the form of a Community Advisory Committee (CAC) of some fashion. Since my 

research was among settler school psychologists there is no community authority (band 

council, Métis Local, etc.) to seek permission from. Still the requirement of meeting 

community needs remained. In consultation with my university committee, I worked with 

an Elder to help set up a committee of people who were Indigenous and who were also 

familiar with the work of school psychologists. This committee ultimately included the 

Elder, who had experience working in health and education institutions as well as 

community-based advocacy, and three women who have worked in the education field 

from elementary to post-secondary institutions. These three women all have graduate 
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degrees in school/counselling psychology and knew me (and my work) directly. All 

members of the committee were recognized in their communities as Status or Métis 

people. Again, in keeping with Indigenous ethics (CIHR et al., 2022), gifts and stipends 

were offered in recognition of the value of the contributions of community committee 

members. 

Engagement with the Elder and CAC began before setting out the research 

questions through a series of conversations about Indigenous perspectives and 

worldviews as they relate to psychology, family relationships, and schooling across the 

lifespan. Some conversations were one-on-one with myself with Kokum and committee 

members, and some were group conversations as we gathered in my home as we shared 

meals I had prepared. Meals began with smudge and prayer to guide our reflections. 

Kokum had shared of her experiences as an Indigenous woman working in the health care 

system where she saw psychologists pathologize traditional child rearing practices where 

older siblings help care for younger children in the family. Kokum talked about how 

traditional healing practices were neglected in health and education systems and said that 

she was waiting for the day when “a psychologist will prescribe a sweat for our people.” 

Everyone shared experiences where they found examples of racism and inappropriate 

treatment for Indigenous children and families in these systems. Through initial 

conversations with the Elder and the CAC, the interview / conversation prompts to be 

used in the research were elaborated. One specific question that Kokum and the CAC 

were interested in was whether or not the participants considered Indigenous perspectives 

in their work.  To this end we added “How do you incorporate Indigenous worldviews 

into your work as a psychologist?”   
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As noted earlier, for me as a settler school psychologist, the core question of this 

research is “How do settler school psychologists see themselves engaging in the process 

of decolonization?” This places the onus on us as practitioners to engage reflexively on 

what it is we do when we work with Indigenous children and their families. However, 

this thinking was based on my perception of what might be helpful for Indigenous 

communities and to meet the demands of Psychology’s Response to the TRC of Canada’s 

Report (CPA, 2018a). Framing a research question that relates to Indigenous 

communities from my settler perspective had (and has) the potential to perpetuate 

colonial systems. Yet, Indigenous ethicists (Ermine et al., 2004) and researchers (Kovach, 

2009; S. Wilson, 2008; S. Wilson & Hughes, 2019) have clearly shown that, to be valid, 

research must meet the concrete needs of Indigenous communities. This then become the 

rationale for meeting with my Community Advisory Committee (CAC) prior to seeking 

approval from the University’s Research Ethics Board. The CAC members agreed to 

serve as a consultative body to ensure that I was meeting a need that they recognized 

from their own work, namely the need for better services for Indigenous students and 

their families in the education system.  

The committee fulfilled this role by helping frame, and adjust if required, the 

overall research question. Additionally, they helped ensure the utility of the questions 

asked of participants in meeting the identified need prior to as well as during the data 

collection phase. Conversations with Kokum and the CAC continued as I shared the 

findings of the first round of interviews with them. I presented them with a written 

summary as well as a graphic representation of my initial codes and categories.  We 

discussed what was found and what was absent from the conversations I had with the first 
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four participants. We discussed the emerging categories related to workplace roles, the 

emphasis on assessment, and how the participants engaged with Indigenous families.  

Kokum and the CAC acted as a sounding board as we discussed how these findings 

matched with their understandings of how psychologists work with Indigenous families.  

As we discussed how the participants incorporated Indigenous worldviews in their work, 

we realized that the participant included few, if any, Indigenous perspectives in their 

work.  While the initial aspects of my “theory” suggested that settler school psychologists 

had limited understandings of Indigenous worldviews, what was absent and needed to be 

examined was the question of what prevented them from learning more about these 

different worldviews. We felt we needed to have a deeper understanding of that dynamic 

to fully understand the work of settler school psychologists with Indigenous students and 

their families. We talked about different possibilities that might explain why they didn’t 

know about Indigenous worldviews that went beyond the fact that these were not 

included in psychology training programs.  Did they simply not care? Did they think it 

was unimportant? Or, was something else interfering with this process of learning about 

Indigenous perspectives and incorporating that understanding in their work? I will return 

to this shortly in my discussion about theoretical sampling.  

5.4.2 Research Participants 
 

Participants were chosen from settler school psychologists working in Western 

Canada using purposeful sampling (Creswell, 2012). A request for participants was 

circulated by professional organizations representing school psychologists across Western 

and Northern Canada. The Letter of Recruitment invited potential participants who 

believed they had “meaningful experiences in working with Indigenous children and 
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families” to contact me directly to express their interest in participation. This approach 

enabled me to have conversations with school psychologists working in different contexts 

(urban, rural and northern) as well as different points in their careers. Small gifts of 

appreciation (keychains hand-beaded by Indigenous artists) were given to all participants. 

 
5.4.3 Gathering and “Verifying” Data 

 
Data collection is one of the areas where Indigenous research practice offers 

tremendous value to grounded theory methods. Charmaz (2014) talks about “intensive 

interviewing” which “focuses the topic while providing interactive space and time to 

enable the research participant’s views and insights to emerge” (p. 85). She goes on to 

describe how constructivist approaches to GT interviewing attends to both what is said 

and unsaid in an interview, especially during later phases of data analysis and coding. 

Charmaz also notes Glaser’s avoidance of recording and transcribing interviews in favour 

of handwritten notes as the raw material for coding.  

Rather than approaching participants with a predetermined set of interview 

questions, Indigenous scholars focus on more natural interactions with their participants 

(Absolon, 2011; S. Wilson, 2008). For Kovach (2009, 2010), the ideal is for the 

researcher to have a conversation with the participant, rather than an interview. Other 

scholars have used terms such as “story sciencing” (Duran & Firehammer, 2016), while 

in Australia the approach is known as “yarning” (Fromene & Guerin, 2014). If, as Wilson 

(2008) notes, all knowledge is relational then an approach focused on relationship 

building (conversation) is superior to an approach focused on knowledge extraction 

(interview). Kovach (2009) likewise explains that “the choice of methods is a solid 

indicator of the power dynamic at work” (p. 125). This approach also allowed me to 
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move away from the positivist-objectivist (and colonizing) epistemology that has been 

dominant in psychology in favour of relational epistemologies more common in the 

Indigenous communities where I work.  

To build relationships with participants, and address power relationship as much 

as possible, “data” was gathered through focused conversations with research participants 

around the ideas agreed to with the CAC. Prompting questions were generally open 

ended with wide latitude given to participants to interpret the questions as they wished. 

The idea was to create a situation where two colleagues (myself and the participant) got 

to know each other and their perceptions about how we practice psychology in our 

communities. Due to Covid-19 and travel restrictions, conversations were held over 

Zoom and recorded for transcription purposes. We talked about our training as 

psychologists, our workplaces, and experiences in the profession, as well as our direct 

work with Indigenous students and families. Conversations varied in length from 25 

minutes to just over an hour depending on the time each person had available and the 

depth of the discussions. 

The interview / conversation prompts submitted for university ethics approval 

were guided and supported by the CAC (see appendix E). The first round of 

conversations was held in the spring of 2022 with four participants. Data from the initial 

round of interviews were presented to the committee for validation and discussions were 

held to note what was missing from the information gathered. Interview questions were 

adjusted for the second round of interviews to delve deeper into some topics that were not 

yet saturated. A second round of conversations, with three participants, was conducted in 

the fall of 2022. After the second round of interviews information was again shared with 
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the CAC over a meal where it was concluded that what had been gathered reflected their 

experiences and knowledge of settler school psychologists. 

 

5.4.4 Coding and Memo Writing 
 

From the very beginning grounded theory has used coding systems to analyze 

data through the writing of memos to help organize what appears to be emerging in terms 

of categories. Glaser and Straus (1967) emphasize the “constant comparative” approach 

when examining what is emerging from the data. In this process the researcher compares 

what the participant is saying now to what they said earlier in a conversation and to 

compare what one participant has said with another. These comparisons continue through 

successive rounds of data collection. The purpose of constant comparison is “generating 

and plausibly suggesting (but not provisionally testing) many categories, properties, and 

hypotheses about general problems” (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, p. 104). 

 I followed the coding process as outlined by Charmaz (2014) which began with 

line-by-line coding with a goal of focusing on the processes at work by the use of 

gerunds, turning nouns like “assessment” into verbs like “assessing.” Charmaz advises 

using this particular approach as it places a greater emphasis on actions, processes, and 

behaviours rather than statements. By these means, a researcher is better able to 

differentiate between “how” and “why” things are done and “what” and “where” things 

are happening. While this coding process has merit, it must be used with caution when 

GT is being enhanced by Indigenous approaches. Kovach (2009) and Smith (2012) 

critique reductionist tendencies among western researchers where they break something 

apart into unrecognizable parts rather than seeing an integrated whole. To achieve this 
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goal of presenting information in as complete way as possible, longer quotations from the 

participants have been favoured over shorter quotes that do not reveal appropriate context 

for what has been said.  

Memo writing provided an opportunity to balance the reductionist nature of line-

by-line coding and the holistic Indigenous research practice of focusing on story and 

conversation. Looking at the parts and the whole at the same time added another layer to 

the constant comparative method to see if the parts fit the whole and, if they do or do not, 

what does that tell me? The coding and memo writing processes became the points where 

decolonizing (including Tribal Critical Race Theory) and other critical frameworks were 

introduced as analytical features. As Denzin notes, “inquiry is always political and moral” 

(2019, p. 18) and can be an effective tool for examining and exposing colonial 

oppression. My information and analysis were shared with the Community Advisory 

Committee for their perspective as to whether or not what I found formed a coherent and 

consistent perspective.  

 

5.4.5 Induction, Abduction, and Theory Generation 
 

Glaser and Strauss’ (1967) conceptualization of grounded theory involved the 

researcher using inductive reasoning to see the connections between the codes and 

categories emerge from the data (Reichertz, 2007). Charmaz notes that inductive 

processes are oftentimes inadequate and that abduction is required “when a researcher 

discovers a surprising finding that neither fits the pattern of other findings nor can be 

theoretically explained in the same way” (2014, p. 200). Reichertz cites the work of 

Peirce (1929) to advocate for the spontaneous moments of awareness when meanings and 
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connections between the data become clear to the researcher by the “breath of heaven” 

(2007, p. 221). Abductive processes fit well with Indigenous epistemologies that 

recognize several paths to knowledge beyond logic and observation (Absolon, 2011; 

Kovach, 2009; Michell, 2005, 2009a; S. Wilson, 2008). 

After the initial round of conversations memos were written, the initial codes 

were created and then analyzed through induction and abduction. Memos were initially 

written after each interview, and before transcripts were processed, to create a general 

sense of what participants said. The first round of coding began after transcripts were 

finalized and focused to the extent possible on the processes described by the participant. 

These initial codes were organized in ways that seemed to correspond to what each 

participant talked about but also how they linked to what other participants had said. As 

expected, the provisional theories were tentative in nature and gaps were present in the 

data. However, it also became clear that there were similar experiences and processes 

shared among the participants. I then took the time to sit with the data, both in terms of 

what was present and what was absent, which allowed time for reflection on my own 

practice and how it compared to that of the research participants. Some of this reflection 

was done in the form of journaling, silent contemplation, and a written summarization. 

This stage did not move into the realm of theory and meaning but focused more on what 

was gathered. This information was shared with CAC members in conversation to help 

me prepare for the second, and what proved to be final, round of interviews.  

The process of analyzing and organizing the information used in the first round 

was also used for the second round of interviews. Again, initial impressions of each 

interview were recorded before the transcripts were prepared. Coding again emphasized 
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processes, looking at how and why participants did their jobs, rather than the specific 

tasks of the jobs, although the tasks themselves were also important. Time for reflection 

and integration was taken to consider what was different from the first round of 

interviews and what became further emphasized. 

 

5.4.6 Theoretical Sampling and Saturation 
 

As noted earlier (Hood, 2007), theoretical sampling is a fundamental aspect of 

grounded theory and is the process by which the researcher begins to fill the gaps in the 

provisional theory (Charmaz, 2014; Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Morse, 2007). Theoretical 

sampling begins with the drafting of initial interview questions where the researcher sets 

out to cast a broad net to gather as much relevant information as possible. As Charmaz 

notes:  

significant theoretical categories may not occur to a researcher until after he or 

she has done considerable research. By remaining open to the data, researchers 

can sense when implicit meanings, rules, and actions are at play, even when they 

cannot yet define them” (2014, p. 193).  

The coding process at the end of each round of interviews reveals what has been 

obtained, what might be revealed as irrelevant to the research question, and what has 

been missed entirely. Theoretical sampling involves the use of inductive and abductive 

analysis of those relevant codes to determine what needs a more detailed exploration, 

through revised or updated questions.  

When the procedures of theoretical sampling are properly applied  “theoretical  

saturation is what grounded theorists aim for – or should aim for, according to the 
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canons” (Charmaz, 2014, p. 214 emphasis in the original). Charmaz declares that 

“categories are ‘saturated’ when gathering fresh data no longer sparks new theoretical 

insights, nor reveals new properties of these core theoretical categories” (2014, p. 213). 

Saturation then is reached when additional interviews or data collection no longer add 

clarity to the picture and have the potential to distort the image.  

Given the concerns noted earlier about my own biases and knowledge gaps as a 

settler school psychologist, it was essential that my interpretations of the data reflected 

the understandings of Indigenous peoples in the community. The Elder helped ensure that 

my motivations remain directed towards “good relations” and that my understanding of 

Indigenous worldviews is correct. Examination of my motivations was important because 

if my intentions became self-centered that would negatively impact how I saw the data, 

including possibly justifying the perspectives of participants rather than being able to 

examine them critically and seeing my own work through a critical lens. Together, the 

Elder, CAC, and I reviewed the results of the first round of interviews, and my analysis. 

In that process we were able to identify which areas were already saturated and which 

areas needed to be explored in greater depth. Together, we concluded that I did not need 

to have a deeper look at school psychology training programs or the motivations as to 

why they became school psychologists in the first place as both of these ideas appeared 

saturated after the first round.  

In this study, working through the process of theoretical sampling and saturation 

involved consultation with the Elder and members of the Community Advisory 

Committee. After the first round of interviews, which was conducted with four 

participants, we discussed together the initial category of “Indigenous Worldviews” 
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(discussed in the next chapter) and found it to be incomplete and more information was 

needed. We had some understanding of “what” the participants knew about Indigenous 

worldviews from the first round of conversations.  But, my discussions with Kokum and 

the CAC suggested that there was a gap in understanding “why” settler school 

psychologists were not incorporating these worldviews into their work. We wanted to 

know what was standing in their way. Charmaz (2014) notes that “the purpose of 

theoretical sampling is to obtain data to help explicate your categories. When you fill out 

the properties of your categories, you define pivotal qualities of the studied experience” 

(p. 198). Kokum and members of the CAC believed that it wasn’t enough to know that 

settler school psychologists knew little about Indigenous worldviews, it was important to 

the overall work to understand why they knew so little. As Charmaz (2014) “when you 

engage in theoretical sampling, you seek statements, events, or cases, that will illuminate 

your categories. You might add new participants or observe in new settings.” To achieve 

this methodological goal, a second round of conversations was conducted with three new 

participants. These new conversations included the question “What prevents you from 

incorporating Indigenous worldviews into your work?” in order to obtain the new 

“statements” to “illuminate” the category of “Indigenous Worldviews.” Ultimately, this 

process of theoretical sampling yielded a new category “What is Preventing the Work” 

that became core to understanding the work of settler school psychologists. 

All the steps from participant selection to memo writing, theory generation and 

presentation of my work to the Elder and CAC continued with the second round of 

interviews. I prepared memos and summaries of the data from both rounds, and we 

discussed the results over a meal that began with smudging and a prayer. Kokum 
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reminded us that we had gathered “to tell the truth not to comfort” each other in our 

conversations. During that conversation we discussed the different perspectives of the 

research participants with the Elder and CAC being satisfied that the data reflected their 

experiences and knowledge of school psychology and school psychologists and it 

explained many of the issues they believed lay at why school psychology is problematic 

for Indigenous children and their families.  

Part of our conversations that day included a discussion of the differences in 

worldviews between dominant psychology and Indigenous peoples. We discussed the 

emphasis psychology places on “evidence-based practice” (a colonizing psychological 

perspective) and a more holistic (and decolonizing) Indigenous perspective that embraces 

“practice-based evidence” to meet the needs of people. Kokum suggested that the trans-

theoretical model of change helped explain much of the dynamic of what is happening in 

the field of psychology as it relates to Indigenous peoples. It was her perspective that 

psychologists feel their “identity is threatened when their worldviews are challenged.” 

Psychology was interested in “keeping their veil on” to protect their innocence. Through 

our conversations that day, and remembering what was found during the first round of 

conversations, we reached the conclusion that, for this research, we had reached the point 

of “theoretical saturation” (Charmaz, 2014; Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Morse, 2007). It was 

felt that little, if any, useful new information could be obtained from additional interviews 

and that I had reached the point where my field work could stop and I could begin writing 

my dissertation.  
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5.4.7 Theory and Then What? 
 

Generating theory is the ultimate point of grounded theory research. GT 

practitioners (Charmaz, 2014; Glaser, 2007; Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Kearney, 2007)  

make a distinction about different types of theory, substantive and formal. Substantive 

theories are considerably narrow in scope, focusing on one or two categories in a field or 

process. Substantive theories are intended to have limited applicability outside the topic 

being examined. Glaser (2007) notes that formal theories are often an intellectual 

expansion of a substantive theory, either through a more in-depth examination of the 

field, or by finding applications of the substantive theory that are more general in scope. 

As various Indigenous scholars (Bainbridge et al., 2020; Redman-MacLaren & Mills, 

2015; S. Wilson, 2008) and critical psychology theorists (Fox et al., 2009; Teo, 2015) 

have pointed out, the ultimate objective of research is to prompt changes within 

oppressive systems. 

With the guidance of an Elder and support from the Community Advisory 

Committee, the hope was that this research could provide a substantive theory that sheds 

light on how settler school psychologists see decolonization in a way that helps 

Indigenous communities. In keeping with Indigenous research ethics (CIHR et al., 2022), 

the Elder and CAC will help decide how the results of the research are to be disseminated 

beyond the requirements of a PhD dissertation. Any theory related to the practice of 

settler school psychologists and subsequent calls for change within their practice will be 

guided by needs as seen and articulated by Indigenous people themselves.  

As a settler school psychologist, who has attempted to work from a critical and 

decolonizing perspective, this research design allowed me to consider primarily the 
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epistemic objectives of decolonization and critical psychology, at least as it relates to my 

own practice and that of the participants. Whether I have achieved a decolonizing goal, or 

if this research leads to change in the profession of school psychology will ultimately 

remain an unknown at the end of this project and will need to be judged by Indigenous 

communities. Working with an Elder and Community Advisory Committee to develop 

the final questions and assist in the analysis of data served the purposes of ensuring that 

the research meets the needs of Indigenous people while challenging the power structures 

that exist within psychology. Each step in the methodology was intended to meet the 

Indigenous ethical research frame of relationship, reciprocity, and respect. As with 

Denzin (2019), my goal was to “deconstruct from within” (p. 4) how and why current 

practice of school psychology disadvantages Indigenous students and their families. Yet, 

as Charmaz et al. (2018) noted “social justice inquiry is not simply about those who 

suffer. Perhaps the greater challenge is to study those who impose suffering” (p. 436). If 

psychology, and school psychology in particular, is to undo the harms it has done to 

Indigenous children it must critically examine its current practice. This research has the 

potential to contribute to that process. 
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6 FINDINGS 
 

In this chapter I will present what I heard and learned during my conversations 

with the school psychologists who participated in the research. As I worked through the 

coding process three broad categories emerged, each with their own sub-categories. The 

first broad category reflects the “Shared Experiences” of the participants which naturally 

fit together in the sub-categories of their perspectives about their “Training Programs;” 

“Workplace Roles,” and the “Challenge of Connecting with Indigenous Families.” The 

second broad category developed from the areas where the participants disagreed with 

each other, with different alignments of how they viewed their work and the idea of 

decolonization. Under this category of “Differing Perspectives” several sub-categories 

emerged that reflect the participants opinions about “Indigenous Worldviews,” 

“Psychological Worldviews,” “Questions About Assessment” (which developed its own 

sub-sub-categories), “Meanings of Decolonization,” and finally “What is Preventing the 

Work?” of decolonization (which also had sub-sub-categories). The final broad category 

reflects the “Unique Perspectives” which includes two sub-categories, “Protections for 

Indigenous Students vs. EAL Students” and “Who Teaches us How to Decolonize” that 

address important ideas that were raised by only one participant. 

As previously discussed in Chapters 2, 4, and 5, understandings of subjectivity 

and bias were a core aspect of this entire research effort. My own subjectivities and 

biases were at work as I conversed with the participants. The discussions I had with 

members of the Community Advisory Council in setting the conversation prompts and 

after each round of conversations was also subjective as it was grounded in their 

experiences of working with school psychologists over the years. These factors may have 
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affected how the information was framed and organized. I remain an active practitioner 

of school psychology myself and I am not a neutral observer of the practice. While I am 

not neutral, I reflect on Gibson’s (2007) comment that “data is not neutral” either (p. 

444). While neither I nor that data are neutral, I have endeavoured to present the data (the 

words, and in some cases the tone of the participants) as accurately as possible. It is 

helpful to note here that Grounded Theory data includes not only what was said but also 

what was left unsaid. Charmaz (2014) observed that “participants may have stories they 

want to tell and tales that they wish to sidestep or tread on softly. Thus, they may exert 

control over the content of the interview – and the situation – by avoiding areas that 

might elicit probing questions” (p. 93). For this reason, direct and “probing” questioning 

in response to participant statements was avoided so that participants could direct the 

flow of the conversation and any sidestepping would form part of the data as it arose 

naturally from the conversations. The data presented therefore, reflects a lens shared 

between myself and the Community Advisory Committee as to what important 

information was shared by the participant and what important information was left 

unsaid. 

Before moving into the categories and sub-categories, I will review the process 

used to recruit and engage participants in the work, as well as some information about 

who they were and the range of school psychology practices they have worked within. 

 
6.1 Process 
 

Research participants were recruited from across Western and Northern Canada 

through appeals to professional associations of school psychologists. These associations 

were contacted by e-mail and asked to distribute the research invitation and consent 
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forms to their membership. Some associations posted this information to their websites 

and others e-mailed materials directly to their membership. Information about employee 

assistance programs and mental health supports were also distributed in an effort to 

minimize potential harm to participants. School psychologists were required to contact 

me directly, by telephone or e-mail, to express their interest in participating. 

After initial contact was made, an opportunity was given to all participants to ask 

questions about the research or informed consent by phone or e-mail before setting up a 

Zoom meeting. At the beginning of the Zoom call, we reviewed informed consent 

verbally before commencing the recording and consent was documented during the 

recording. Conversations were based around various open-ended prompts prepared in 

advance, and in keeping with the conversational nature of the interviews, follow-up 

questions interrogating specific points were kept to a minimum. Rough transcription was 

completed within the Zoom platform before audio and video recordings and transcripts 

were removed and downloaded to a secure University server. I completed final editing of 

the transcripts myself using the downloaded recordings. In my attempt to reflect the 

conversational aspects of Indigenous research methodologies (Absolon, 2011; Fromene 

& Guerin, 2014; Kovach, 2009, 2010) my goal in editing the transcripts was to faithfully 

reflect what was actually said by participants rather than aiming to correct grammar. As 

such, some of the quotes used in this section may read as incomplete sentences as this 

reflects the dropped or wandering thoughts of the participants and I have used ellipses to 

show where this has happened. 
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6.2 Participant Characteristics 
 

A total of seven people participated in the research interviews over the course of 

two rounds, four in the first round and three in the second. All participants identified as 

White women who worked across Western and Northern Canada. Due to small cohorts of 

potential participants in some jurisdictions, specific locations (province or territory) of 

each participant are not shared to protect their identities. Participants had however 

worked in a variety of settings within the field of school psychology, including large 

urban centers (populations of 100,000+), smaller urban centers, rural communities, and 

northern/reserve communities with large Indigenous populations. Some participants 

began their careers in one setting before moving to another. At least two of the 

participants described working directly for First Nation schools and another talked about 

their experience working in majority Indigenous communities under the auspices of a 

public education system. One participant (Sylvia1) was early in her career as a school 

psychologist, three were mid-career (Tasha, Kassidy, and Kira), and three were later in 

their career and approaching retirement (Beverly, Philippa, and Deanna). All participants 

had spent much of their careers providing direct services in schools and three had prior or 

current experience in coordination/consultative roles within public school systems. 

 For the most part, school psychology was not the intended career path for 

participants. Several began their careers as classroom teachers before taking psychology 

classes in university that would eventually lead them to school psychology. Some took 

undergraduate degrees in psychology to pursue a more clinical path but could not gain 

access to training programs and school psychology was seen as an alternative route. One 

 
1 All names are pseudonyms. 
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participant trained in a counselling program but moved into school psychology because 

that “is where the money is.” None of the participants expressed regret or dissatisfaction 

about their career paths. 

 Across the interviews several patterns emerged in what the participants shared 

about their training, work experiences, and perspectives. Some experiences were nearly 

universal while some were unique to a few participants. In some instances, there were 

stark differences in the perspectives of the participants. In other cases, participants 

offered contradictory statements which tended to undermine the points they were trying 

to communicate, including when they shared their perspectives on what decolonization 

meant for them. Following my grounded theory approach, the findings are presented in 

the form of three broad umbrella categories of “shared experiences,” “differing 

perspectives” the reflect categories presented only by some of the participants, and 

“unique perspectives” where there were issues raised by just one participant. These 

narrower categories also include subcategories that provided specific points of analysis. 

While the broader categories reflect important information, in many cases the more 

unique categories proved to be the most salient.  

 In the category of “Shared Experiences” I will present the participants 

perspectives in subcategories about their training programs, their workplace roles, and 

their experiences in working with Indigenous families. Under the category of “Differing 

Perspectives” I will share what was gathered from participants in areas / categories of 

Indigenous worldviews, psychology worldviews, concerns about assessment processes, 

understandings of decolonization, and what prevents them from engaging in 
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decolonization. Finally, there will be a brief look at the “Unique Perspectives” category 

which includes two subcategories that did not fit in any other category. 

 

6.3 Shared Experiences 
 

Several points of discussion in my conversations with the participants became 

clearly saturated after the first round of interviews. Some of these points emerged again 

in the second round of interviews even though they were not raised directly. These 

saturated categories have been organized as sub-categories under the broader “Shared 

Experiences” category. These shared sub-categories include the participant’s perspectives 

about their training programs, and the gaps in those programs, as well as their 

understandings about the roles filled by school psychologists in their different 

workplaces. The final shared sub-category are how the participants perceived making 

connections with Indigenous families.  

 

6.3.1 Training programs 
 

All participants were initially trained at the master’s level before becoming school 

psychologists and all shared their belief that their graduate programs were lacking in one 

way or another. They spoke about the difference between their expectations on graduation 

and the realities they faced as working school psychologists. As Deanna noted, “when I 

was 24 years old, I thought I was” prepared for the role of being a school psychologist, 

while Sylvia quickly learned that she needed to “develop a toolbox that you may not have 

had in university.” Deanna said that her toolbox out of university only contained a 

“hammer.” According to Deanna her program,  
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felt like it was a very specific - here’s what the job looks like and here's what you 

need to do it … without understanding that the job is… Depending on who the 

teacher is, the child is, the family is, a school location, you know, there are so 

many pieces that you need in your toolbox that were not really given to me, I 

guess, or even discussed. 

While there were some comments about program elements that were seen as not being 

needed, such as functional behavioural assessments or group counselling, participants 

spoke more intently about what they perceived as being missing from their programs.  

 Deanna’s critique of her training program was focused less on the course content 

and more on the instructional approaches, “courses which were again very structured 

around statistics and assessment administration and … therapy histories and … learning. 

Those sorts of memorizing right” activities. She noted that she “did not learn more 

analytical skills” that might help her apply what she learned in real-life situations. 

 One of the biggest gaps in training programs identified by participants was the 

lack of Indigenous content or understandings. Deanna said quite simply, “I did not learn 

about diversity.” Sylvia said “I didn’t see much at all mention” of Indigenous peoples in 

her program but there was a “big emphasis on EAL [English as an Additional Language] 

learning and culturally diverse” learning. Tasha reported that “It’s not a thing, right? It’s 

not part of any training program. It’s not part of [it] unless a particular professor includes 

[it].” When talking about learning about Indigenous peoples in her program, Beverly 

noted that for “sensitivity to different cultures, I really don’t think … I don’t remember 

learning much of anything about that other than maybe how to address kids with hearing 

impairments.” Kira noted that “there was a bit of it infused in the curriculum” of her 
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graduate program. When asked about her learning about Indigenous worldviews, Kassidy 

noted that she “took a couple of courses growing up in my high school” but there wasn’t 

any such content in her master’s program. While participants acknowledged that this lack 

of training about Indigenous perspectives had a negative impact on their work, they did 

not connect lack of training to broader questions about the practice of school psychology.  

Beverly and Sylvia made observations about what they felt was a lack of training 

in some areas limited them in their roles as school psychologists. Beverly commented on 

the lack of training in her program in the areas of reading and writing, behaviourism, 

trauma, and language development, while Sylvia was concerned about the lack of 

counselling training in her program. One absence from her program that Tasha 

particularly lamented was the lack of training on neuropsychology, especially as it relates 

to the mental health of the students she works with. She said,  

To mental health promotion for all having an understanding, what it is anxiety. 

What’s stress? How much stress is good? What do you do? … You know, just 

what's going on in the brain the whole amygdala thing … just stress response rate 

all that stuff … is a thing and it's going to be it's like global. 

She additionally commented that broader internship opportunities would have been 

helpful in her program. She noted, 

mine was just one practicum and I maxed out the hours. As much as I did, as long 

as one is able to, but as compared to some other programs there could have been 

more time in that. But at the same time, I feel like this is the type of work where 

you can never really be fully prepared you kind of have to experience means so 

much right. 
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She went on to note, “At this point, one thing I’m learning is how much I don't know. 

How much I have to learn?” Beverly and Tasha’s perspectives can be seen as favouring 

the positivist epistemology that is dominant in psychology (Huygens, 2009; Teo, 2015) 

and especially in school psychology (Sugarman, 2014) that is at odds with decolonizing 

epistemologies (Bulhan, 2015; Fanon, 1961/2021; Michell, 2005; Neale & Kowal, 2020; 

S. Wilson, 2008). 

 This sub-category highlights participant’s thoughts about their training programs. 

Participants identified a variety of gaps and deficiencies in their respective programs, 

although they disagreed about what should have been included or what could have been 

left out. Regardless of their opinions on whether there was adequate content around the 

“science” of psychology or diversity in education, overall, participants shared that their 

programs did not fully prepare them as working school psychologists. What they actually 

did once they entered the system is picked up in the next sub-category. 

 

6.3.2 Workplace Roles 
 

Under the category of “Shared Experiences” is the sub-category of “Workplace 

Roles.” Participants identified a number of different roles they filled in their various 

school settings. They spoke about various consultative roles they held in supporting 

students, teachers, and families and in some ways they also spoke about some role 

confusion as to whether or not some tasks were part of what was expected of them. What 

they were clear on was the lack of time available to do their jobs and the dominant role of 

assessment in their job descriptions. 
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Deanna, Beverly, and Sylvia, spoke, in their own ways, about their roles as 

gatekeepers in that they are required to assess students so that the students could receive 

programming and supports within their school systems. Deanna was most blunt when 

talking about the need for assessment to ensure that a child meets criteria for diagnosis or 

support. She said, “I mean, that’s what people hire you to do.” Beverly and Sylvia laid the 

responsibility for this requirement at the feet of ministries of education who establish 

program and graduation requirements.  

Despite official government and/or school policies in favour of “needs-based” 

models of programming, where students are meant to receive the supports and services 

they require without the need for a formal psychological or medical assessment and 

diagnosis (Alberta Education, 2022; Ministry of Education, 2015), the school 

psychologists all agreed that needs-based models still emphasized formal psychological 

assessment over other forms of identifying student needs .Philippa noted that in her 

system “we can provide educational assistants, or supports, without some kind of 

diagnosis,” but more direct programming decisions for students required an assessment to 

ensure that the proper decisions were being made. She provided examples of situations 

where the lack of an assessment (as envisioned by a needs-based model) led to students 

being placed into programs that did not actually meet their needs. Philippa said:  

There has been a couple of times where I've done some assessment, and a student 

has been streamed into a non-graded, non-curricular kind of programming when 

they have average intelligence. They've just been at home a little bit looking after 

their brothers and sisters. 
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Likewise, Deanna noted that for students to access alternative curricula in high school, 

“we still require standardized assessments, because we want to as best as we can to make 

sure that anyone that's going into that program is looking at more of a life skills focus.” 

The schools were making programming based on a perceived “need” that a child was 

quite behind in reading without looking at the full context of the student. A formal 

assessment was needed to move students out of limiting programs to receive instruction 

that was more appropriate to their needs. Schools, due to government mandates, often 

looked at the surface of the need without looking at the why the need might exist in the 

first place.  

Kassidy talked about how conversations about alternative programs can be 

difficult for Indigenous families. She notes that:  

There is some resistance from parents wanting to work with me, worried that their 

students will be put in a separate classroom segregated, and things like that. But 

that also happens with non-Indigenous families also have the same concern. 

Tasha also noted that parents tend to be concerned about specialized placements for their 

children. Even though she works within a system using a “needs-based” approach to 

student supports, Kassidy is still required to complete formal assessments with her 

students.  

I know with my assessment, what that will lead to is targeted intervention, 

targeted accommodations for what my assessment shows they require, and that 

will be in their classroom. So, I feel comfortable assessing Indigenous students … 

in that way because I know they won't be segregated and that … Are we over 
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identifying Indigenous populations within the intellectual disability category? … 

Maybe afterwards you can e-mail me and let me know if there’s research on that. 

Both Tasha and Kassidy highlighted the issue of how the philosophy of “needs-based” 

which shifts conversations away from deficit and diagnosis in education can fall apart 

when it comes to meeting the actual needs of students. While governments purport to 

follow “needs-based” approaches, they also require the psychological assessments for the 

placement of students in both enriched programming and educational programs that limit 

access to the standard curriculum and post-secondary education (Alberta Education, 

2022; Department of Education, 2015; Manitoba Education and Early Childhood 

Learning, 2022; Ministry of Education, 2015, 2017, 2022). School psychologists are left 

as the ones helping families navigate the mixed messages from schools and governments.  

 While assessment work was front and center in the day-to-day activities of school 

psychologists, Sylvia and Deanna also talked about the other roles they fill within their 

school systems. Sylvia noted that she “would do one on one work that is sort of a mental 

health focus” and part of Deanna’s responsibilities has included “work as a counselor in 

the elementary sector.” Sylvia shared her concerns about this expectation because “my 

qualifications aren't in the counseling realm like that.” Situations like this led Sylvia to 

ask herself “is it really my role or is it the social workers role.” 

 Beverly and Philippa spoke about a key part of their work involved working with 

others as part of multi-disciplinary teams. Beverly talked about working with “school-

based, multi-disciplinary teams, so we worked with OTs, PTs, Speechies [sic], and 

itinerant social workers.” Beverly and Philippa saw meetings with other professionals as 
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way to do some “problem solving” for students without necessarily providing direct 

assessment services.  

None of the participants expressed an understanding that their testing mandates 

might be part of the colonizing power of governments to control Indigenous education 

(Battiste, 2013; Brayboy, 2005, 2013). While Deanna and Philippa expressed deeper 

concerns about how assessments might pathologize Indigenous students, they did not link 

this pathologization to the process of colonization (Adams et al., 2015; Bulhan, 1985, 

2015; Fanon, 1961/2021; Phillips et al., 2015). While there was some approval of “needs-

based” practices, there was no questioning about whose standards were used to define 

what was a need and what was not. There seemed to be an acceptance that certain 

psychological constructs were universal (Duran & Duran, 1995; Sugarman, 2014; Teo, 

2015) rather than being dependent on context. Other than Sylvia, there was not much 

discussion about how certain student “needs” might be a result of colonization.  

The assessment and diagnosis functions of school psychology was the dominant 

element in this sub-category. Even when the participants were provided with policy 

directives for a “needs-based” approach to practice, they noted that formal assessment 

was inevitable at some point for many students. The participants often found themselves 

performing tasks that they did not necessarily feel appropriate or properly equipped. In 

many cases, the drive to assess and diagnosis was linked to the next sub-category where 

the participants talked about the obstacles they faced in working with Indigenous 

families. 
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6.3.3 Challenge of Connecting with Indigenous families 
 

When conversations with the participants turned more directly to their work with 

Indigenous students and their families, all participants spoke about “challenges” they 

experienced in connecting with Indigenous families. We talked about what they perceived 

as the causes of these difficulties and the approaches they used to try to build 

relationships with Indigenous families. 

In our conversations, Sylvia, Beverly, and Tasha spoke about Indigenous families 

simply not trusting schools. Sylvia put it most clearly:  

I have noticed over my years that there is often some distrust of the school 

system, and understandably so, with residential schools and colonialism… And, 

and also the fact that majority of the leaders in our schools, whether the teachers 

are, and especially admin, or especially … even the higher up superintendents and 

my directors are generally tend to all be non-Indigenous. They may be an 

immigrant but it's pretty rare to find an Indigenous leader in a school. 

Difficulties connecting with families was usually experienced as missed appointments 

and phone calls home that were not returned. Beverly’s perceptions of working with 

Indigenous families was that the issue went well beyond mistrust of schools, commenting 

“some of the families on reserve - I almost said the name there - um some of them were 

kind of quite hostile”. While Sylvia was able to contextualize the mistrust felt by 

families, Beverly seemed to accept mistrust and hostility as a natural, but undeserved, 

mode of interaction. 
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Tasha, Sylvia and Deanna also shared how the lack of trust and difficulty in 

communication most directly affected their ability to obtain informed consent for 

assessments. Tasha noted that: 

The families that a), were feeling very distrustful of particularly if I was doing 

any assessment work… Um, just distrust of the education system… um, what the 

information of the assessment was for…, our layer of interpretation, right? What 

we're going to do with that information? What I found I when there was interest 

but still hesitation, what I would often offer to do for the families, and it was 

always up to them, I would just offer to meet with them off the hop and say, “do 

you want to just sit down with me and I can answer your questions as best as I 

can. I can provide you with information, we can talk it through,” or whatever. 

And, so, there were a, you know, I can think of a couple of families in particular 

that’s the way it went.  

Sylvia spoke about the need for school psychologists and parents “being on the same 

page” which, for Deanna, involved being frank with parents about “the risks and the 

benefits” of assessments including informing parents about how standardized tests might 

not align with their worldviews. She would tell parents, “The way the test is formulated 

and the questions that I’m going to be asking, it's not necessarily aligning with how we've 

been individually raised or taught.” The participants found they spent a considerable 

amount of time with parents and families attempting to build bridges between home and 

school, explaining psychological assessments, and educating them about the limits of 

their work.  
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 When asked what they did “differently” when working with Indigenous students 

and their families in light of the challenges identified, most participants spoke about the 

need to be flexible when working with Indigenous families. Sylvia spoke about parents 

preferring to communicate via text message or messaging apps instead of by telephone, 

sometimes due to families not having an active cell phone. Deanna tried to remove the 

barrier of the school as physical entity, noting,  

I also don't always meet in the school. So, I’ve met at McDonald’s, or I’ve met at 

a common area that seems to make sense for us or I’ve met in in homes or 

whatever kind of work. So, it's a different mindset, a different approach.  

As with others, Sylvia was also willing to meet with parents at home but recognized that 

it could be intrusive for families. She said, 

I find … yeah that's another thing I’m really careful about again because it's like 

in a way it's bringing part of the school to their home and if they're already 

distrusting the school, it's a very, it can be really tricky situation. But I always go 

with the usually a social worker or like a resource teacher and, um … yeah I kind 

of tried to make it as friendly of a visit as possible […].  

Deanna and Tasha both spoke of having “conversations” with Indigenous families that 

can occur over time, rather than a one-time meeting, as a means of building trusting 

relationships. For Deanna, part of the challenge in working with Indigenous families 

came from the expectations of school staff who would ask questions like, “why can't 

mom and why can't someone from the family come meet with us?” She would find 

herself working with families to rebalance relationships with the school and reduce 
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harmful expectations. One of her approaches was to reduce the number of people 

Indigenous families met with. She noted that,  

I also have decreased the number of people at meetings with families and, in 

general, so sometimes it's just me and the family. Or, sometimes it's one staff 

member and me. But I try not to bombard families like we did years ago, it would 

be, they would walk in, and it would be like a whole roomful of professionals so 

we, I do not allow that anymore, I have two separate meetings or four separate 

meetings, if I have to. [Deanna] 

Tasha talked about how she did not have a standard way of working with Indigenous 

students and their families. She would work on a case-by-case basis as,  

it depends, but the ones where I felt like I needed to navigate things in a different 

way or in a way of you know, having to really be thoughtful above and beyond, 

you know how you would normally be or in a different way.  

Tasha also noted that she tries “not to make assumptions right just because of the person 

is Indigenous, therefore…, right? So, trying to be open to whatever needs to happen.” It 

was Tasha’s perspective that it was better to let families take the lead when it came to any 

discussions about their Indigenous identity and how that might be an important factor for 

their child at school. 

Tasha also spoke about the importance of “being human” and that she tries “to be 

so thoughtful […]. I hope that that authenticity comes across to people.” While Tasha  

talked about being “respectful” as part of what she does differently when working with 

Indigenous families, Philippa was clear that respect was a basic part of working with 

Indigenous families and students. She said: 
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What else about anything special?... I don't think treating people with respect is 

special. I think it's something we should do, being respectful. … I know being 

here, being maybe more curious about their belief systems like not… not 

assuming that something's a problem … or looking through a clinical kind of lens, 

as something could be a problem when it could be a part of a belief system or 

something kind of normal in the in the culture. So I think that's something that I 

try to do is not to be … black and white clinically judgmental. 

Tasha’s and Philippa’s comments reflect a philosophical difference in how to work with 

Indigenous families and students. One, says I show respect by treating you the same as 

everyone else, while the other seeks to show respect by recognizing the differences that 

exist. Despite the differences implied in these two approaches each believed that theirs 

was the better approach.  

 Several of the participants, including Sylvia, Beverly, Tasha, and Philippa talked 

about the difficulty in making connections with families, earning their trust, and the 

assumptions underlying interactions all intersect when it comes to establishing informed 

consent before beginning any kind of direct assessment work. Conversations about 

informed consent moved beyond making sure that the school psychologist and family 

were on the “same page” as Sylvia noted. Discussions about informed consent also 

related navigating questions of who could provide consent for students. Philippa talked 

about the professional expectations in psychology that informed consent for children is 

provided by biological parents and/or legal guardians which is not always practical or 

possible in some of her schools. She noted that, “Sometimes it just can't get done, 

because the caregiver isn't the legal guardian.” Philippa went on to ask:  
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And does legal guardianship actually mean anything in an Indigenous 

community? without being, you know like is that is that, um …  just culturally not 

… I mean, not culturally inappropriate, but culturally, um … I want almost to say 

non-existent … like, it’s not a, it’s you don’t know about it. If you don’t live in it, 

right?   

Informed consent is a fundamental element to psychologist ethics (CPA, 2017) requiring 

trust and the psychologist being open to any and all hesitancy families may have. Yet, as 

Philippa pointed out, our ethical principles are ground in a worldview about family 

relationships and responsibility that do not necessarily apply in Indigenous communities. 

 The idea that Indigenous families are more challenging to work with described in 

this sub-category was the final element of the broader category of “Shared Experiences” 

among the participants. From here I will move on to those areas where there was less 

commonality in their opinions. These “Differing Perspectives” highlight the fact that 

school psychology is not quite the monolithic structure it might seem at first glance.  

 

6.4 Differing Perspectives 
 

Where the many aspects of where the school psychologists were in agreement was 

presented under the broad category of “Shared Experiences,” the broad category of 

“Differing Perspectives” illustrates the important differences in the participants 

perspectives on their work with Indigenous students and their families. The “Differing 

Perspectives” category includes the sub-categories of, “Indigenous Worldviews,” 

“Psychology Worldviews,” Questions about Assessment,” and “Meanings of 

Decolonization.” Each of these sub-categories will be explored, some in more detail than 



DECOLONIZING SCHOOL PSYCHOLOGY 
 

 

131 

others, to demonstrate the lack of a common ground and perspective among the 

participants. This lack of a shared perspective will be highlighted in the final sub-

category of this category which looks at “What is Preventing the Work?” of decolonizing 

school psychology.  

 

6.4.1 Indigenous Worldviews 
 

Participants held varying conceptions of Indigenous worldviews, which impacted 

how they sought to incorporate these worldviews into their work. For example, Sylvia, 

Deanna, and Philippa were able to express their understanding that Indigenous 

worldviews reflected fundamentally different epistemologies that they attempted to 

include in their work. While Beverly expressed opinions that reflected stereotyped 

perspectives about Indigenous children and their families and were generally dismissive 

of Indigenous perspectives in the context of their work.  

 In her interview, Deanna spoke about how traditional parenting practices reflect 

different approaches to teaching and learning than what is found in typical western 

homes, and recognized that those western practices are what psychologists usually assess. 

For example, she said:  

nursery rhymes is a very Eurocentric belief that all children understand and have 

been told nursery rhymes. Our Indigenous families don't necessarily … teach their 

children nursery rhymes when they're little, they have different teachings very 

culturally based teaching. So, I start asking questions about their nursery rhyme 

knowledge and I determine from that that they are not able to learn or haven’t 

learned what they need to learn in a particular area there is just such a disconnect. 
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But I’m just, if I have to proceed because it's more of a benefit, I just make sure 

that those understandings are there for those involved.  

In other words, the goal for Deanna is to help people in the schools to understand that 

these are differences and not necessarily deficits. 

 Tasha spoke about the importance of including Indigenous worldviews and 

practices as a means of healing and promoting mental health for students. She described 

Indigenous culture as “so healing” in a way that is not understood by western psychology. 

Tasha spoke about looking for ways to understand “what does mental health literacy look 

like from an Indigenous perspective?” However, Tasha also noted that some of the 

Indigenous families she works with “adopt Western culture and ways of thinking and 

don't identify necessarily with their indigenous ancestry.” 

 Sylvia and Deanna placed their understandings of Indigenous worldviews within 

the frames of their Western perspectives. For example, Sylvia spoke of Indigenous 

conceptions of “the land” in a way that did not acknowledge the idea of the land as being 

living and sentient. She said,  

The view of … Creation being sacred and … um… Yeah, I mean some people 

would call that environmentalism some would call it. I think that's kind of there's 

two sides to that coin and I, in my view, I see it, kind of as, um …  Creation care, 

I guess, so in my practice that comes out. 

Deanna placed Indigenous perspectives on the role and place of children within the 

context of inclusive school systems. Deanna offered that, 

I think those views, those worldviews, and beliefs I infuse into lots of what I do 

around … I think, and it also aligns kind of with just general inclusion. I think it's 
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kind of like to kind of go together for me. Where if there's, um … interventions, 

whether it's for families or students or I try always to be as, um … inclusive, as I 

can. Because I always feel … that if it's if it's something good for one student, it 

would be good for many students. It is much more healthy to have it as a best 

practice than a targeted ‘you’re different, you need this, this is for you, so you go 

sit over here. 

 Beverly seemed to have difficulties identifying and articulating her 

understandings of Indigenous worldviews, and how she sought to include them in her 

work. When asked that question directly, Beverly said, “I don't know if I even … right 

now I can't really put my finger on what would be a specific Indigenous worldview.” 

When she talked about her experience of learning about Indigenous worldviews from a 

person she identified as an Indigenous psychologist, Beverly used “air quotes” about how 

this psychologist was “sharing some cultural, I don’t know ‘attitude’ or whatever about 

kids.” Beverly did not express any concern about her lack of knowledge about Indigenous 

worldviews or how what she did share and know could be seen as dismissive. 

  Beverly’s conceptions of Indigenous worldviews and perspectives was also 

reflected in how she described the behaviours of children and their parents. She spoke 

about how Indigenous children “tend to be a little bit more soft spoken and quiet” and 

that, the parents  

have very minimal memories of nurturing loving, caring parenting, and the 

language development that goes along with that. So, the speech path friend of 

mine said, you know he was working a lot with preschool kids and he was 

observing the mothers were absolutely loving their kids, but they were, they spent 
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more time observing them, then they didn't necessarily interact with them 

verbally. And so, he felt that that was significant in how the child developed about 

language. So that that sort of shifted my perspective, in terms of how to help. You 

know … individual kids, but also how to help teachers to, … you know, develop 

their programs, to be more focused on language development. [Beverly] 

Beverly talked at some length about what she saw as the disadvantages of including 

Indigenous worldviews in her work with children and their classrooms. She noted that,  

I understand you know the focus of First Nations … leaders on wanting to keep 

wanting kids wanting to bring back the languages, the traditional Aboriginal 

languages. But these kids don't they don’t even know English very well. You 

know they're not learning to read English. they're not you know there's no there's 

not as much … You know, interesting material for them to read and what is, you 

know I mean it's all like how downtrodden we are no … you know we're so …  

it's not about you know wow this kid was really good at hockey, and he just went 

he can be became a star. […] [Beverly] 

 Beverly was also quite critical of using Indigenous-centric learning materials in 

classrooms. Commenting on primary grade story books written by Indigenous authors, 

she noted  

I don't see those books being … um … based on principles of how do you learn to 

read. They're nice stories and they often tell a little bit about the language and that 

kind of thing but they're not… I guess, what I think we need are some … kind of 

like phonics-based readers phonics-based reading material that kids can actually 

use to learn to read that has a First Nations cultural component to it.  
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Later in the interview she went on to note that “the kids are so depressed from the state of 

the world that a lot of them can’t even get a job” and that Indigenous learning resources 

“beat these kids up with all the crap that, that's gone on.” Beverly’s preferred approach to 

teaching Indigenous children would be to focus on English language instruction using a 

traditional Eurocentric approach in all aspects of education. She would focus on the more 

benign aspects of Indigenous history and any instruction of traditional languages should 

only be after the children have learned English. 

 This sub-category reflects the diversity of understandings that the participant 

school psychologists had about Indigenous worldviews and how they could be applied to 

their practice. Unlike the category of “Shared Experiences” this sub-category of 

“Indigenous Worldviews” begins highlighting how settler school psychologists enter this 

work from many different positions. 

 
6.4.2 Psychology Worldview 

 
Connected to the sub-category of “Indigenous Worldviews” which reflected on 

the participants differing understandings of epistemologies of Indigenous peoples, is the 

differing perspectives of the participants on the epistemology embedded in psychology. 

In this way, the sub-categories of “Psychology Worldviews” and “Indigenous 

Worldviews” can be seen as opposite sides of the same coin. Some of the school 

psychologists raised questions about the worldviews that have been embedded within the 

profession, although they rarely framed psychology beliefs and practices as belonging to 

any specific worldview. Deanna, for instance, noted that she spends “more time thinking 

about, ‘Where are my beliefs coming from?’” and questioning how her approach has 

been grounded in a worldview that might not align with the families that she is working 
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with. Kira noted that the ways in which school psychology “has been practiced is not 

holistic at all” and went on to say that school psychology often “ends up being quite 

reductionist. And I think that from what I've learned of Indigenous models of wellness, it 

is fundamentally in opposition to the Indigenous world views as I understand them.” This 

deeper contemplation of the worldviews embedded in psychology was not something that 

was shared by all participants; for example, Beverly stated “the goal of school 

psychology as a practice is to help kids to learn, help kids to gain the skills through 

education that will allow them to function in life.” She went on to say, “we have to 

provide them with the best education possible and the way to do that is if they have 

special needs is to find out what those special needs are and right now there's few ways to 

do that.” At no point did Beverly express a perspective questioning the dominant 

education system, her role working with Indigenous students within it, and that there 

might be a valid or viable alternative. Her perspective seemed to suggest a belief in a 

universal application of school psychology. 

 Beverly described that her model of school psychology is to work with children 

who are “kind of struggling because they're not reading at the same pace that other kids 

[are]. So, we want to help them catch up and be more like the other kids.” Deanna noted 

that the “The biggest problem [with school psychology] is still identifying difference 

through testing and … diagnosing.” Both Tasha and Philippa spoke about school 

psychology following a “medical model” that prioritizes identifying disabilities and 

views difference as a deficiency to be corrected. 

 Deanna expressed her belief that, as a profession, school psychology needs to 

critically examine its underlying assumptions. She feels as though there is a “disconnect” 
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between the aspirations of psychology being about change and finding improvement and 

the reality of what she has experienced in practice. This is especially true in light of 

growing awareness of Indigenous worldviews and biases within profession. She said, 

“Where in the conversation? Where are we? How are we doing things different? And how 

is it changing our beliefs?” Deanna also noted that if school psychology does not change 

“we have to put people back in those boxes that we're trying to get away from, that's 

when there's going to be problem.” Kira suggested that “a framework of the two-eyed 

seeing as kind of bringing together the more holistic and Indigenous centric framework 

for health and the westernized approach.” These perspectives suggest that school 

psychology practice is limited in some way. 

Overall, many of the school psychologists I spoke with suggested, even if 

somewhat indirectly, that the mismatch between school psychology worldviews and 

Indigenous worldviews indicated a need for caution and reflection. This, however, was 

not a universally shared perspective. Beverly, for instance, was clear that, for her,  

the goal of school psychology as a practice is to help kids to learn, help kids to 

gain the skills through education that will allow them to function in life. Not just 

to be isolated and live on a reserve if they choose not to. If they choose not to, 

right, when they grow up, they choose whatever, to move to [LARGE URBAN 

CENTRE REDACTED] that they have the skills that allow them to be successful 

there, in any aspect of society that they choose. To try to fit in. If we assess them 

using different measures than we assess everybody else [with], than the rest of the 

group then, are we doing them a disservice? 

Later in our conversation Beverly said: 



DECOLONIZING SCHOOL PSYCHOLOGY 
 

 

138 

what I would love to see… you know kids that, and this is not new, …  this would 

even be when I was in university and professors were going into First Nations 

communities and doing a blitz on testing. They would come back, and they say 

most kids in that population have high visual spatial skills and low verbal skills 

and I am still finding that. I’m still finding that 30 years later. That the majority of 

my kids I would say, eight out of 10, seven out of 10, have low language skills.  

For Beverly, the challenge was not so much the need for caution and new approaches in 

school psychology. For her, the issue seemed to be a matter of an insufficient amount of 

testing with strict adherence to long-established practice. 

During my conversations with the participants, it was apparent that they did not 

all share the same understandings of how certain worldviews are embedded in the 

practice of psychology. There was some recognition that psychology may not always be a 

helpful profession and that other perspectives did exist. However, there was not full 

elaboration of this in how the participants spoke about the worldviews of psychology in 

relation to their understandings of Indigenous worldviews. This will be discussed in 

greater detail in the next chapter.  

 

6.4.3 Questions About Assessment 
 

As was found in the “Shared Experiences” sub-category of “Workplace Roles” 

assessment and testing is a core part of the day-to-day work of school psychologists. It 

did not seem surprising to me that we spent a lot of time talking about many different 

aspects of assessment practices. While the actual task of assessment was a shared 

experience of the participants, how they described this work, and the questions they 
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asked themselves, varied greatly. So, “Questions About Assessment” emerged as a sub-

category under the category of “Differing Perspectives.” This sub-category proved to be 

so rich in information that it developed into a number of sub-sub-categories to fully 

express the diversity of opinions and how these questions affected their work. These sub-

sub-categories include, “Standardized vs Non-Standardized Assessments,” “Norming and 

Standardization,” “Culture and Language in Test Development, and “Assessment 

Interpretation and Reporting.” We talked about the relative advantages and disadvantages 

of assessment models, factors that influenced tests and rating scales before a psychologist 

even sits down to work with a child, how they worked with the results, and ultimately 

how they presented their findings. 

 

6.4.3.1 Standardized vs Non-standard Assessments 
 

One of the dilemmas faced by some participants, such as Deanna and Beverly, 

was the reliance on using standardized assessment instruments and processes. 

Discussions arose as to whether psychologists should follow established “best practice” 

guidelines in assessment or would Indigenous students and their families be better served 

by a different approach. Deanna particularly struggled with this dilemma. She shared “I 

have a lot of sleepless nights, to be honest, when it comes to assessments.” For Beverly, 

however, the insistence on standardized testing administration and assessment batteries 

was not viewed as being problematic. Rather, she commented, “I would hope that most 

people are aware of, are of uh, … cultural needs. And aware of, uh, … I would just hope 

that everybody is using best practice. I don't think I’m particularly unique in that way.” 
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So, while some participants felt uneasy with the received “best practice” others fully 

embraced it as the only way forward. 

 Kassidy took a different perspective on standardization as required by traditional 

approaches to assessment. Following a professional development session on working 

with Indigenous students, Kassidy commented on how the presenter helped “open my 

eyes to how doing everything the same is not equality.” She spoke about how some 

American jurisdictions have placed limitations on the use of standardized cognitive 

assessments due to the perception that these tests are unfair to Black students. She also 

talked about how she is examining her practice and looking for possibilities to change. 

She said,  

[…] two years ago, we would have also said that my way to ensure that everyone 

gets the same thing is by doing the same thing for everyone. And, um, so, … I’m 

starting to understand, I now understand, that's not how it works. When you're 

disadvantaged you need more in different areas, or you need something different. 

However, Kassidy did not elaborate her answer to talk about what “something different” 

might look like or to discuss whether it should be a move away from standardized 

assessments towards more informal assessments or to include informal assessment tools 

alongside more traditional approaches. 

  One of the challenges reported by Kassidy, Deanna, and Philippa was that 

traditional approaches to assessment do not give a full, or even accurate, picture of the 

knowledges of Indigenous students. Both Philippa and Kassidy highlighted their belief 

that assessments for adaptive functioning often miss functional skills that students 
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possess, while at the same time rating them as deficient because they do not meet the 

expectations of the instruments. Kassidy observed that, 

[W]e know the Vineland / ABAS [Adaptive Behavior Assessment System] isn't 

taking in to count all those different cultural activities and their involvement in 

those things and the spiritual aspect and their abilities in that area. So, we already 

know a lot being missed from their adaptive skills in those areas. 

Kassidy also cautioned that assessments could become a “self-fulfilling prophesy” when 

struggling Indigenous students are assessed because “we may not [have] measures that 

are culturally appropriate.” Deanna spoke about the impact formal testing assessments 

can have on an Indigenous student and noted,  

If it's not done with caution and care, and only done … when it's absolutely 

necessary, and that is only one little piece of information in compilation of all the 

other things we know to be true. Because the IQ may not the results of the 

assessments are not necessarily always true. 

Similarly, Philippa spoke about a time when a student was inappropriately placed into a 

program due to incomplete information. She recalled, 

A student was admitted into one of those programs and wasn't a fit. We looked at 

the assessment results, and you know it was kind of little average like, but not like 

moderately impaired IQ, but a low average, kind of had some anxiety but it was 

like not a fit with these lower functioning kids. [Philippa] 

These participants recognized the limitations of common test instruments and valued the 

additional information that could be obtained through informal assessment approaches. 

Their main concern was to be as helpful as possible for an individual student. 
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Kassidy shared her dilemma with regards to assessment and its potential to have a 

very negative impact on students. She spoke about the potential for assessments to 

answer important questions that Indigenous students may have for themselves. She noted 

“the student, whether they're labeled with an intellectual developmental disorder, or 

they're not given a label because they weren't assessed. They probably will label 

themselves as dumb. That will then impact their self-esteem.” Kira spoke about 

standardized assessment as a “whole gauntlet that they do it like that.” Despite this 

“gauntlet” Kira went on to say that “We're ignoring many of the way bigger issues that 

are going on that are leading to the difficulties that they're having […].” 

Philippa shared her concerns about what she believed to be the tendency of school 

psychologists to enter an assessment with preconceived opinions or diagnoses that might 

explain what is happening for a student. Philippa said, 

And so, seeing children differently because of Indigeneity is a huge problem even 

in the North. Or assuming problems, or assuming certain problems exist without 

having without being … open to other things, right. To assume different things, to 

assume an Indigenous child has a behavior problem instead of maybe a genetic 

problem or autism. To assume that an Indigenous student might be significantly 

intellectually delayed because they don't know how to read when they've missed a 

lot of school, they have a lot of skills looking after their siblings, and know how 

to live on the land, or things like that right. [Philippa] 

Philippa said that it is “racist to have to prejudge people of what their problems could 

be.” She feared there was a tendency among psychologists to make assumptions about 
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Indigenous students having certain disorders and language delays simply because they 

were Indigenous. For her, making assumptions was a serious failing in the profession. 

The psychologists had differing perspectives on the practice and implications of 

diagnosing Indigenous students. Beverly shared her belief that a diagnosis was an 

important part of the assessment process “because that helps us to think about the child's 

needs and what works best for them.” She also noted that “It's not only they fit into this 

little box, so do what you might, or whatever. It's always been important to empower 

rather than limit, based on a label.” Beverly was committed to following as closely as 

possible, dominant assessment practices. She said,  

we have to just do [assessments] the same way we do for everybody, I guess, 

because until they until we find out more culturally fair practices. But then we 

have to apply those to all the kids, right?  That culturally fair practice would have 

to be something that's applied to the whole group not just specific parts of the 

group.  

However, Deanna was more cautious about the process of diagnosing Indigenous 

children because of what she believed to be deficiencies in assessment tools. She said, “I 

am seeing children First Nation, Indigenous children identified as having a learning 

disability, because they have difficulties in the verbal, culturally loaded, sections of IQ 

tests. And that is such a disconnect for me.” For Philippa, the concerns about diagnosis 

went beyond concerns about the instruments to concerns about the psychologists who are 

making the diagnoses. She spoke about psychologists who provide occasional service to 

more remote communities not understanding the local context and culture of the students. 

Philippa observed, 
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I think that can do more harm than good, and they might not see that piece, 

because they just want … They're just there to make the money. They're just doing 

a service for money, and it's … yeah. And knowing the people knowing the 

culture, getting a connection with an elder in the community or someone, you can 

ask about something is so important. [Philippa] 

For Philippa, understanding the context of a child, including culture, community, and 

family life, was more important than formal test results when it came to providing 

diagnostic clarity for a child. Cultural factors could explain some test scores in ways that 

a learning disability could not. 

When making assessment decisions, Sylvia referred back to one of her textbooks 

that recommended “dynamic assessment - so not just looking at intelligence as the Full 

Scale IQ but intelligence as like [the] ability to survive.” Despite this recommendation, 

Sylvia went on to say that “Obviously I can't use that as a way to say, well, they should 

be [placed in] modified [programming] if they have an 80 Full Scale IQ but can't survive 

or something like that, or vice versa right different ways.” In general, then, even when 

trying to make their assessment practices more responsive to the needs and realities of 

Indigenous students, participants ran up against program or diagnostic criteria set by 

others.  

Deanna and Philippa were the participants who shared their attempts to reduce 

their reliance on traditional, testing-based, assessment practices. Philippa noted that she is 

“heavy on the file reviews [and] interviewing the teachers [and] support workers.” She 

went on to say, “I feel in school psychology that by doing a good file review and talking 

to people and doing interviews and the non-assessment pieces, 75% of the time you can 
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figure out what's going on.” Similarly, Deanna commented that she is “always trying to 

weigh a risk-benefit approach” when making assessment decisions. In conversations with 

parents, she would evaluate the potential additional information obtained from a test 

against the risk of that test not being fully valid or “more reliable.” If she felt she could 

obtain needed information in a way that did not involve formal assessments she would 

defer to that approach to make conclusions on how to support a student. 

 Sylvia and Beverly spoke about attempting to use strength-based assessment 

approaches in their work. Beverly noted that she tries to “focus on what they [students] 

can do and try to build on that and try to make it more of the focal point.” Sylvia felt that 

it was important to identify “what are their [students] interests and strengths.” While 

“needs-based” assessment processes could identify where students might need help and 

support, by themselves they do not identify what the child is good at and what they can 

do. Strength-based assessments were seen as the starting point from which student needs 

could be addressed. 

 Various participants, including Philippa, Deanna, and Kassidy, were willing to 

take a critical look at their assessment processes. Some, in particular Deanna and 

Philippa, were willing to challenge dominant discourses of “best practice” (CPA, 2007; 

NASP, 2016) and make attempts at breaking the “conversational silencing” (Durrheim, 

2023) that stifles alternative perspectives in psychology. While Beverly remained 

dedicated to an assessment-diagnosis (i.e. pathologizing) paradigm, Deanna and Philippa 

were looking for a more local and contextualized (CPA, 2018a) approach, and Kassidy 

was looking to approaches (NASP, 2020) that recognize the epistemic limitations of 

established practice. 
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6.4.3.2 Norming & Standardization 
 

Norming and standardization processes in the creation of assessments was one of 

the biggest challenges perceived by the school psychologists in relation to their work 

with Indigenous students. Standardization refers to the prescribed procedures by which a 

psychologist administers a test (Sattler, 2001, 2014), usually alone in a separate room 

with just the child and psychologist sitting at a table. Standardization includes the amount 

of support and corrective feedback, if any, a psychologist can give a child during an 

assessment. Norming refers to the process by which a supposedly representative sample 

of the general population (or relevant age group of the population) are assessed with a 

test instrument in development and the obtained results are then matched against a 

normal distribution (bell) curve to make statistically reliable predictions (Sattler, 2001, 

2014). The WISC-VCDN (Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children – Fifth Edition - 

Canadian) (Wechsler, 2014) is the most commonly used test of cognitive abilities used by 

school psychologists. The most recent version was based on a norm sample of 880 

English speaking children (Wechsler, 2014) mostly from larger urban centers. The sample 

included about 40 Indigenous children aged 6-16 to represent 600+ separate First Nations 

communities, as well as Métis and Inuit. There were no children from Yukon, Northwest 

Territories, or Nunavut included in the norm process. 

Despite her support for testing, Beverly noted that “there are …  challenges with 

cultural fairness. That there, um …  are problems with standardization practice and the 

norms and all those kinds of problems that do exist with assessment.” Some of the 

psychologists tried to accommodate for this issue by using tests with Canadian norms. As 

Sylvia said, “at least there's a subset of Indigenous people who have been included in 



DECOLONIZING SCHOOL PSYCHOLOGY 
 

 

147 

those norms and that is at least one way to say like it's reflective of the Canadian 

population.” Sylvia, Kira, and Philippa suggested expanding the norming process to 

include more Indigenous students as a possible solution to improving representation in 

tests. Deanna, however, perceives a much deeper problem with norming, especially in the 

creation of behavioural and adaptive instruments. She challenged the basic process of 

normative comparison where difference is undesirable, commenting, “all of the 

assessments that require, um … a certain way of doing things and then a certain … 

scoring mechanism that doesn't consider any difference to be the best, most problematic.” 

Traditional parenting strategies, such as children sleeping with parents for several years, 

is often flagged as being developmentally inappropriate by Eurocentric parenting 

patterns. As well, developmental concepts such as knowing one’s home address are not 

applicable in small Indigenous communities where streets do not have names and houses 

might not have numbers. 

 Closely related to the norming process is the process of standardization, especially 

for cognitive and achievement tests used in schools. Deanna believes there is a 

fundamental “mismatch between diversity and standardization.” She specifically 

identified standardization as “rigid standardization piece I think that's going to be the 

biggest challenge for psychologists moving forward” in their work with Indigenous 

students. For Deanna, the “rigid” administration of standardized tests places an artificial 

barrier between a psychologist and child that harms the relationship and may negatively 

affects the child’s performance on the test. She would like more leeway in test 

administration to address student needs, noting: 
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If there's trauma, if there's change, if there's um … any potential risk to impact 

[to] that hour or two I spent with a child doing an assessment. If there's too much 

risk of that assessment being reliable and valid, I would rather not do it at that 

time or that place and use the other data that we have. [Deanna] 

 While Beverly also recognized that “there are problems with standardization practice” as 

it applies to Indigenous students, she believed that they were necessary because if there 

were more “culturally fair” approaches “then we have to apply those to all the kids, right? 

That culturally fair practice would have to be something that's applied to the whole group 

not just specific parts of the group.” While Deanna was wanting to find ways to make 

assessment processes more flexible to address the actual needs of Indigenous children, 

Beverly was more concerned about the ability of Indigenous students to fit in with the 

dominant society’s expectations and preferences regardless of possible negative 

consequences to the child. 

  

6.4.3.3 Culture and Language in Test Development 
 

The cultural and linguistic aspects of psychological assessment were a frequent 

point of discussion in my conversations with the research participants. Deanna and Sylvia 

pointed out how they saw these as playing a factor not only in cognitive and achievement 

tests but in behavioural and adaptive measures as well. One of the most obvious cultural 

elements was seen by Sylvia when she pointed out that almost all the instruments were 

“American because so many big test companies originate there.” While a few tests, 

mainly the Wechsler scales, have developed Canadian norms, the content has always been 

developed and field tested in the United States before the Canadian norming process 
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begins. Deanna wonders if the cultural factors in the tools have become so embedded that 

they undermine some of the most fundamental principles of psychological assessment as 

applied to Indigenous students. She said “We don't need information that's not going to be 

valid or more reliable anyway. So, why would we continue down that same historic 

check, check, check, check, of what we've always done when it isn't doesn't make sense 

anymore.” Deanna would prefer to move away from the historical, rote administration of 

psychological tests where the numbers were the only thing that mattered. 

 Sylvia spoke about the challenges in finding assessment instruments that are more 

culturally appropriate for the Indigenous students she works with. She said that “A lot of 

my cohort members and myself are still kind of often asking or consulting with 

colleagues about like how to actually go about this in a way that is fair to the student.” 

Deanna’s approach has been to “put as little weight on the cultural subtests as I can, or I 

put cautions around those cultural assessment pieces.” Deanna also tries to move away 

from standardized approaches to more informal assessment processes to diminish cultural 

bias. She tries to avoid rating scales, which have their own cultural expectations of 

appropriate behaviour built in, and when formal testing is absolutely required, she tries to 

use instruments she believes are less biased against Indigenous students. Deanna said that 

she  

will pull out a nonverbal assessment if I feel that that's the best alignment with 

what I know about that child. Because all the school needs is a sense of do all 

these pieces that are sort of demonstrating a certain level of functioning, is that 

consistent with what we think about when we think about intelligence testing. So 

they don’t need a whole span of assessments.  
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Deanna’s assessment preferences would move more towards focusing on a student’s areas 

of strength and away from tests, and subtests, widely perceived to be greatly impacted by 

factors such as access to dominant culture (such as European art) and standard forms of 

English language expression. 

 

6.4.3.4 Assessment Interpretation and Reporting 
 

With many of the psychologists expressing serious reservations about traditional 

assessment practices and the tools used within those practices, it was not surprising that 

many also noted that they approach the results of those assessments with caution. As Kira 

observed, “you know it's just not applicable to the students, so we have to interpret it with 

caution.” She noted that  

Even the interpretation of the results that I get, it is I would always consider for 

differences in language and culture, kind of approaching it the same way that I 

would a student who's from a minority culture, like outside of Canada, because of 

the norms of the testing that we do being so very mainstream, White-dominant, 

Anglo kind of focused […] [Kira] 

She went on to discuss her use of the Culture-Language Interpretive Matrix (C-LIM) 

(Flanagan et al., 2013; Flanagan & Ortiz, 2001; Ortiz & Dynda, 2019) to assist in that 

interpretive process. Kira said that she would use “something like that, trying to be aware 

that there are very likely to be language differences and cultural differences that would 

artificially … um… diminish the scores of students with that background.” Overall, she 

was aware of how cultural factors, including dominant language use, could have a 

negative impact on student test performance. 
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 Philippa highlighted the need for culturally specific knowledge when evaluating 

the results of an assessment. She noted that she relied on  

having an elder in the community I can talk to, and my different communities has 

been important. Even for things like chatting about, … you know ghosts, or you 

know, kids seeing their dead mother, you know things like that, and talking to 

elders about “Is this normal in your culture?” Right? 

In Philippa’s experience, knowing the culture and dialect of the students and community 

helps ensure the accuracy of the results when doing formal assessments. She said, 

“there’s a lot to know, to be able to interpret psychological assessments appropriately 

[…].” For her, having intimate knowledge of local community and cultural norms was 

key to a proper assessment. Whether it was something as simple as knowing the how the 

local dialect affected speech patterns, or more impactful knowledge such as community 

spiritual practices, Philippa placed a priority on being able to situate the results of 

specific questions in their proper context to ensure her assessments fit the child in their 

world. 

 Thoughtful and respectful approaches to interpretation of results was mentioned 

by Deanna, Philippa, and Sylvia as they attempted to show this in their assessment 

reports. Deanna noted that she put “cautions” in her reports to alert people about the 

limitations of the assessment process for Indigenous students. Philippa reported that she 

tries to present the results of her assessments by giving “a perspective of the whole 

learner and go through the four quadrants of the medicine wheel.” She would “give 

positives” in the “physical, spiritual, mental, and emotional” aspects of the child’s life 

“before I talk anything that’s like an area of need.” Kassidy also noted she was attempting 
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to revise her report template to incorporate principles of the medicine wheel that 

highlight student’s strengths. Sylvia was exploring a similar idea but using the Circle of 

Courage (Brendtro et al., 2002; Brendtro & du Toit, 2005) program as a framework. Kira 

spoke about connecting students with local cultural resources as part of their support 

plan. Deanna’s cautions went beyond informing report readers about the limitations of the 

results. For her a key component of report writing is making “a decision about what's 

reported and what's not” and limiting who in her school system has access to student 

reports. She said she does this so that “it cannot be misinterpreted or misunderstood by 

someone who might just look to the file and look quick for something quick and close the 

file and then make a bunch of assumptions about things.” Deanna feared that people 

would make prejudicial decisions based on their own interpretation of assessment results 

rather than considering the whole context in which she compiled her report, as well has 

her interpretations and the reasons for her recommendations. 

 

6.4.4 Meanings of Decolonization 
 

Since the primary question of this research project was settler school 

psychologists’ perceptions of decolonizing practice, every participant was asked one very 

direct question “what does decolonization mean to you as a psychologist?” This question 

evoked a wide range of responses from the participants ranging from asking deep 

questions about the direction of the practice, as voiced by Deanna and Philippa, to 

expressing a degree of unease, as shared by Beverly, on how they perceive decolonization 

is happening in Canada.  
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Some participants, such as Deanna, attempted to define the term “decolonization” 

or, in some cases, in relation to what they understood “colonization” to mean: 

I think it's continually checking that what I’m doing is not because of a 

Eurocentric teaching or belief of putting that on to another culture or person that's 

diverse beyond the European culture. And how, if I am doing that, how, can I do 

that in the least harmful way? [Deanna] 

Kira reflected on formal discussions happening in her school system about the practice of 

professional consultants who support Indigenous students and their families. Reflecting 

on her own work as a psychologist, Kira said that “decolonization to me, means that 

students wouldn't need this kind of formalized assessment in order to access the supports 

that they require.” Philippa provided a more philosophical definition of decolonization. 

She said, 

I think, as a psychologist, decolonization first means to recognize that psychology, 

where psychology grew out of, right, so that's going back to our history of 

psychology courses right, and kind of thinking about: … What's even, like, what's 

average? … Is it coming from a kind of White, medical model of there being 

people that are normally functioning, and people with problems? And people with 

problems just don't fit in our way of thinking, right? [Philippa] 

Kassidy, on the other hand started with a definition of colonization which, for her, was,   

to take away that culture to put White culture or European throughout Canada in 

the US. And so, decolonization would be supporting those Indigenous people who 

are, you know, um like in our district there’s now new language courses and 

things like that. 
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Sylvia also began her response with identifying colonization as “really just one entity 

coming to kind of take over the life, and land especially, of another entity.” Sylvia’s 

response reflects an understanding of the difference between immigration and 

colonization – colonization is about taking over.  

 Beverly and Tasha had difficulty expressing an understanding of either 

colonization or decolonization. Tasha’s response reflected this when she said “I don't … 

decolonization. At this point, one thing I’m learning is how much I don't know. Um, how 

much I have to learn. But I will say that I think it's about being open to change.” Beverly 

also had difficulty articulating a definition of decolonization. In response to the question 

she offered, 

I don't know if I can answer that. … um … Well, … I guess, personally, I don't 

think … either, any society benefits from breaking off different factions, you 

know, where that these people have, … how to put that, … so that nobody can 

communicate anymore. 

Beverly’s reflection suggests a belief that current national conversations about 

decolonization are destructive and she desires a dialogue where she can continue to 

benefit. 

 Sylvia spoke of the systemic nature of the harms she associated with colonization. 

While discussing a variety of challenges in her schools related to addictions, poverty, 

mental health, food insecurity, she described them as the 

results of systemic racism, I think, that, that come out of those in those 

communities and thinking of you know in the lower SES [socio-economic status] 

area … yeah, life is harder, it’s harder to get food on the table, and that creates a 
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whole perpetual, perpetuation of mental health challenges […] All those things, 

and that often trickles down to my work as a school psychologist.  

Sylvia was the only participant who raised the possibilities of “land back” and 

“reparations” as means of addressing the harms of colonization. 

 These understandings of decolonization from the school psychologists were the 

starting point from which they all expanded their beliefs about what decolonization, as a 

process, might actually look like in their practice with Indigenous students and their 

families. Several of the psychologists, such as Beverly and Tasha, spoke about the harms 

currently experienced among Indigenous families and communities as a result of the 

residential school system. Beverly talked about “When families grow up without a parent, 

or you know, because they the parents spent most of their childhood in a residential 

setting school. That parent who came home had no expert experience of parenting.” She 

went on to talk about the impact of the residential school experience in terms of language 

loss for Indigenous communities. Meanwhile, Tasha said “I feel like I actually get angry 

the more I think about the history and what we've done to that culture because that 

culture is so healing.” 

 Sylvia and Tasha were among the psychologists who had different ideas about 

what decolonization might mean for them in terms of behavioural change on their part. 

Some expressed that increasing their own awareness was a means of decolonization. 

Sylvia expressed this as Indigenous peoples and school psychologists “trying to 

understand each other's point of view” and “listening to each other.” While Tasha 

described it as “being open to change.” Kira spoke about “navigating how appropriate it 

is to be applying this framework [i.e. decolonization] in the context that I was working.” 
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For Philippa, the awareness of a decolonization perspective was expressed as “Who do 

we learn from? We learn from the community, but we can also learn from the kids in the 

class about where they live and about how to do things properly.” Beverly noted that “we 

need to build awareness of the trauma that that whole society and culture has been 

through.” Beverly went on to note that “decolonization means building awareness, 

without blame because I don't feel that I, personally, am to blame for whatever my 

ancestors did.” 

  Another perspective of behavioural change was raised by Tasha and related on 

how decolonization was for psychologists to be allies for Indigenous peoples. Tasha 

spoke about “walking alongside someone” and “really paying attention [while] learning 

and listening and asking questions or just being really open.” Still, Tasha wondered “as a 

Caucasian individual, where's my place in that? and I’ll do it, I’ll take it?” 

 Other psychologists, including Kassidy, Sylvia and Philippa spoke of 

decolonization more as something that schools do that they can support and encourage. 

Sylvia observed that decolonization included “making schools, inviting places for 

Indigenous people [because] schools are part of the colonial process.” Kassidy 

highlighted the teaching of Indigenous languages as part of what she could support. She 

said, 

There's now new language courses and things like that for the [REDACTED local 

Indigenous] language and things like that. So, encouraging, supporting that, 

valuing that… is very important. So that would be more from a … policy side of 

me just supporting that, and then, as well as like in my recommendations. I’ve 
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updated some to say, like, continue to be involved in cultural things, if that’s 

important to them. 

Philippa also believed that schools were important sites for decolonization. She spoke 

about her role in “supporting school practices that includes getting out on the land and 

doing things differently without being textbook oriented all the time.” 

 

6.4.5 What is Preventing the Work? 
 

One issue that did not come up much in the first round of interviews was the 

question of what was preventing school psychologists from incorporating Indigenous 

worldviews into their work. On the advice of the Community Advisory Committee, that 

specific question was asked of the participants in the second round of conversations. 

There were some specific fears they mentioned along with a variety of vague anxieties. 

What was clear was that most of the psychologists were unsure about how to move 

forward with incorporating Indigenous worldviews into their work and / or decolonizing 

their practice. Ultimately, the sub-category of “What is Preventing the Work” yielded four 

sub-sub-categories; “Not Knowing,” “Fears and Anxieties,” “Government and Regulatory 

Issues,” and “Disinterest and Hostility.” Each of these sub-sub-categories are discussed in 

the following pages. 

 

6.4.5.1 Not Knowing  
 

The related ideas of “I don’t know” and “I don’t know how to ask” were 

particularly common threads in the conversations I had with Kassidy, Philippa, and 

others. Most of the school psychologists readily acknowledged that they did not know 
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much about Indigenous worldviews. Kira spoke about how she “wouldn’t always know 

what the most culturally appropriate thing is” when attempting to learn about Indigenous 

communities. For Kassidy it was her “lack of knowledge and confidence” because she 

did not grow up in the area where she was working. Philippa was self-reflective about her 

lack of knowledge and its implications. She said,  

I think that … I can't say that I’m an expert on Indigenous world views at all. And 

so, I think that's sort of the first step for me is knowing that … I can't incorporate 

things into my practice that I don't know. And so, I just have to be open to 

learning things, and being aware. … Being aware of being quiet, being receptive 

of information when given and not to be too rushed to get done. 

Where Philippa was comfortable with her not knowing and letting her learning take a 

natural path, it was less clear that others were comfortable with the idea of not knowing. 

As will be seen in the next sub-sub-category, for some participants not knowing seemed 

to be the foundation of a sense of fear or anxiety about engaging in the work of 

decolonization. 

 

6.4.5.2 Fears and Anxieties  
 

Several of the psychologists, such as Tasha, Kira, and Kassidy, spoke about their 

fears when it comes to working with Indigenous students and families and incorporating 

Indigenous perspectives into their work. For Tasha this was being afraid of making 

mistakes. She said, “What I don't want to do […] a mistake I don't ever want to make is 

to do something thinking, ‘I know it's an Indigenous way’ and it's not, right? Because 

again everybody is so different.” Kira had a similar fear in that,  
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I think the main thing is a fear of … misconstruing something of being kind of 

outed as not knowing what I’m talking about. I suppose so. There would be times 

where I would withhold or like not go into something so much, because I’m not 

sure that I’m like if it's going to seem as if I’m stereotyping or something. 

Kira went on to talk about worrying about family reactions about incorporating cultural 

recommendations in her reports. Citing a hypothetical family, she said, 

‘Oh, so you think that just because we're Cree we should be doing dancing,’ you 

know. I think that kind of thing would sometimes hold me back. I don't want to 

seem, like the White lady coming in and putting on the facade of understanding of 

what's important to Indigenous people. So yeah, mostly anxiety would hold me 

back. 

Kassidy’s also mentioned anxieties related to how she might be perceived by families. 

She noted,  

I’m not confident enough to relate, even getting terms mixed up, worrying about 

being offensive in what I say. So, and things like that, hold me back. It's not a 

good excuse. The only way to cure that is by immersing myself and learning 

more, instead of just being scared of my back. 

Across multiple participants, a fear of offending seemed to paralyze them into inaction. 

How they responded to that fear of offending remained unsaid. 

 

6.4.5.3 Government and Regulatory Issues 
 

One of the participants, Deanna, highlighted established professional standards 

and regulation as a barrier to her changing her practice as a school psychologist. When 



DECOLONIZING SCHOOL PSYCHOLOGY 
 

 

160 

she talked about wanting to favour alternatives to standardized testing for some of her 

assessments, Deanna was concerned about repercussions from those that set program 

criteria and professional standards of practice. She said,  

[W]e feel like we're changing, we're evolving, we’re doing what we think is best, 

and then we kind of get slammed back down, right? And then you're scared. 

Literally, you're scared to think outside the box. You're pushed, you're literally 

financially, legally, professionally, pushed back into that box by the regulatory 

overseers. And then that just affects everything we do for our students and our 

families […] 

Deanna noted that “we talk about reconciliation and what are we doing in psychology. In 

[PROVINCE REDACTED] there's not a lot.” She sees this lack of action as being 

reinforced by strict adherence to traditional “best practice” models that do not adequately 

address the unique situations of Indigenous students. She spoke about wanting to use 

non-verbal ability assessments but,  

whomever determines that to be not as thorough as a comprehensive IQ 

test, but yet when you think about a comprehensive IQ test having so 

many cultural loads and you're trying to pull those out. How do you 

reconcile what a psychologist does culturally with what I say a college is 

expected to do professionally as well as what a regulatory body 

understands? [Deanna] 

Deanna seemed to be caught in a dilemma of trying to reconcile for herself conflicting 

messages from regulatory organizations. She recognized and has discovered a possible 

path forward to change her practice but she suggested that path has been blocked by 
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established authorities. For her, the dilemma was to follow her conscience and work 

according to a self-determined set of ‘best-practice’ and risk being disciplined by a 

regulator or follow the dominant strand of ‘best-practice’ and fail her students and 

families.  

 

6.4.5.4 Disinterest and Hostility 
 

Two of the school psychologists, Kassidy and Beverly, were relatively frank in 

expressing personal views that interfered with their engagement with changing their 

professional practice. When asked directly about what prevented her from learning more 

about Indigenous worldviews, Kassidy responded, “if I’m going to be totally honest, a 

lack of interest. So, in my free time I’d rather do things that I understand that relate to my 

way of being.” Kassidy talked about how she participated in a professional development 

session where the presenter challenged participants about the excuses people often 

default to when avoiding work around reconciliation. In reflecting on that seminar, 

Kassidy offered that her main reason was “time.” She noted that “I have over one 

hundred referrals on my list, and I can only, I only work part time. I can only do twenty-

four this year and that breaks my heart […].” Kassidy talked about her work to update her 

reports and templates to be more inclusive of Indigenous perspectives and that,  

The only reason that I put together my action plan is because I did that in the 

summertime. I was paid for a little bit extra work by an extra day. I sat down like 

you didn't do it all last year. If you don’t do it today, it’s not getting done. So, 

time's my biggest factor. 
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Although she is faced with a heavy workload, Kassidy seems willing to move forward on 

changing how she practices if she can do so on her own terms and if she is compensated 

for her efforts. 

 Beverly expressed a different perspective about the ideas of reconciliation and 

decolonization. When commenting on what decolonization meant to her, she commented 

that, “I think it's important to not create separation because then I don't think over the 

long term we want to promote like an us and them kind of a …because that doesn't work 

in any society, right?” She went on to state, “decolonization means building awareness, 

without blame, because I don't feel that I personally am to blame for whatever my 

ancestors did. I feel that's not a very effective approach it just alienates people.”  

Beverly also exhibited some uncertainty with the term “settler” in our conversation. She 

said, “I think decolonization also means you know, like…were you [speaking to me] 

calling us the settler settlers or, I guess, I don't know what to call “us” because I don't 

know what language to use […].”  

 Part of Beverly’s thinking about decolonization seemed to be grounded in her 

belief that current moves in that direction were not helpful for Indigenous students. It was 

her perspective that teaching Indigenous languages was detrimental to the students 

because it took away instructional time from teaching them English. She noted that, 

[T]he majority of my kids I would say, eight out of 10, seven out of 10, have low 

language skills, and so I appreciate it, and I understand you know the focus of 

First Nations of leaders on wanting to keep wanting kids wanting to bring back 

the languages, the traditional Aboriginal languages, but these kids don't even 

know English very well. 
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Beverly’s critique of Indigenous approaches to education was also that they contributed 

to poor mental health for Indigenous students. It was her belief that Indigenous-focused 

learning materials fostered negative stereotypes. She commented that,   

They need to have hope and positive role models, right, not feeling beaten and 

downtrodden. You know let's rehash, let's say that again, and say it over again, 

and say it over and over and over again. No, let's focus on what's positive, and 

hopeful, and the things that are growing, and you know effective, and beautiful. 

Ultimately, Beverly’s perspective on Indigenous leadership and approaches to education 

was that they were divisive, and she believed that school psychology offered a better 

alternative. She said, “We want to help them learn to read. We want to help them become 

a more kind of homogeneous right and we want them to fit in with the group.”   

 

6.4.5.5 What is Preventing the Work? - Summary 
 

As noted in Chapter 3, there are multiple reasons why school psychologists might 

feel they are prevented from engaging in the work of decolonization in their practice. 

Some of the difficulties noted here reflect the dichotomy described by Harlen Pruden 

where “reconciliation” is an individual and interpersonal act and “decolonization” is a 

collective and political act (Lamoureux, 2020). Deanna highlighted how “conversational 

silencing” (Durrheim, 2023) was being enforced at the regulatory level in some 

jurisdictions but was unsure how she could affect systemic change. “White ignorance” 

(Durrheim, 2023; Glazer & Liebow, 2021) and “white entitlement” (Halvorsen et al., 

2022) were also at work in terms of “I don’t know” being a sufficient reason to not 

engage in decolonization or in terms of just being “not interested” in doing the work. 
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These ideas, as well as who is “responsible” for decolonization,  and other “moves to 

innocence” (Mawhinney, 1998) will be picked up in the next chapter. 

 

6.4.6 “Differing Perspectives” – Review 
 

As noted earlier, the participants in this research had a wide range of opinions 

about the details of their work as seen in the sub-sub-categories of “Questions About 

Assessment.” In many ways the divergence in the questions they had about assessment 

practices can be tied to their different understandings about “Indigenous Worldviews” 

and “Psychology Worldviews” in that the greater distance they saw between these 

worldviews the more likely they were to reflect on their practice. The more they reflected 

on their work it seemed that they were more likely to accept a degree of personal 

responsibility for changing their practice as school psychologists. From here, I will now 

move on to the third broad category. 

 

6.5 Unique Perspectives 
 

The final broad category to come from the conversations is the “Unique 

Perspectives” category which contains two topics that came in interviews that were 

shared by only one participant each, resulting in two sub-categories of “Protections for 

Indigenous Students vs EAL Students” and “Who Teaches us How to Decolonize?” Each 

of these represents a sub-category because, even though they were shared by only one 

participant, I felt they were important enough to include, even when they didn’t fit with 

any of the earlier categories, or sub-categories. 
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6.5.1 Protections for Indigenous Students vs. EAL Students 
 

As St. Denis (2011) has pointed out, there has been a tendency in education to 

group Indigenous students under the umbrella of “multicultural education.” In our 

conversation, Deanna spoke about the different approaches to assessments for English as 

an Additional Language (EAL) students versus those for Indigenous students. She 

observed that,  

[I]f a child, with an Indigenous ancestry is up for a student services discussion, 

potential assessment, there’s one step. Talk about it at the SS [Student Services] 

team and make a decision. When it's an EAL [English as an Additional Language] 

student, there are multiple steps. There is a student, EAL student experiencing 

difficulty form by that teacher that has to go to the consultant. That consultant 

reviews that information, meets with the school team [and] goes through her files. 

She administers another layer of assessments to determine ‘does it make sense to 

go ahead with any more testing or is what we're seeing because of a cultural 

language application here?’ and they reduce the risk with lots of layers. There are 

no layers for our Indigenous children. 

When she discussed this difference in approaches with others in her school division, 

Deanna was met with silence. From her experience, Deanna saw that while Indigenous 

students were not grouped in with multicultural students, this lack of grouping was used 

to disadvantage the Indigenous students who might benefit from a more restrictive 

approach to assessment. 
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6.5.2 Who Teaches us How to Decolonize? 
 

While several participants, such as Kassidy, Kira, and Beverly, spoke about 

professional development and continuing education to learn more about Indigenous 

worldviews and approaches to education, Philippa was the only participant to ask the 

question: “Who gets to teach about decolonization?” She offered a critique of continuing 

education opportunities for school psychologists with regards to learning about 

Indigenous cultures and perspectives. She said, 

I don't want to be like … a little nasty about this, but sometimes there's workshops 

or courses to take. You know it don't know who they get to. I don't know where 

they select people to do these workshops, but … instead of someone sharing what 

they know. It's like someone talking about someone else's, like another person 

talking about another culture’s worldviews. And then they feel guilty, and then 

they're crying, and then it's just not well represented. It's not learning. It's like I’m 

learning that someone's feeling guilty or bad about how they're feeling about what 

could have happened, or historical events about Indigenous people. Instead of 

hearing from Indigenous people of what they would like to share or open up about 

their culture. So, I find that really frustrating, and I would say in bad form. …   

there's been a number of those sort of like mandatory training pieces, or 

workshops that kind of look good on paper that are about learning about 

Indigenous perspectives and stuff or Indigenous history. And it's done by non-

Indigenous people. People […] interpreting it through their lens of whatever their 

emotions are. I think that's just disrespectful, and … a waste of time almost. I’m 

not there to give them therapy. So, I think what's getting in the way, I guess, is just 
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opportunities to hear normal people talk. Normal Indigenous people talk about 

their worldviews.  

Philippa clearly expressed her frustration that most of her professional development in 

the realm of decolonization and Indigenous worldviews centered White people’s 

emotions rather than providing an authentic Indigenous understanding of children and 

their learning. 

 

6.6 Summary 
 
 The settler school psychologists who participated in this study had a blend of 

unique and shared perspectives of their work and how it impacts Indigenous students and 

families. The participants talked about their “Shared Experiences” in the first broad 

category. This included their perspectives about their “Training Programs,” where they 

found great fault in how they were prepared for the profession; their “Workplace Roles” 

which placed an outsized, and uncomfortable, emphasis on assessment; and what they felt 

were “Challenges of Connecting with Indigenous Families” and how they sought to 

address those challenges. In the second broad category of “Differing Perspectives” the 

participants revealed their understandings about “Indigenous Worldviews” and 

“Psychology Worldviews” which emerged as sub-categories. These two sub-categories 

were linked to another sub-category of “Questions About Assessment” where the 

questions raised by the participants were greatly connected to how they understood 

Indigenous and psychology worldviews. Together, these three sub-categories connected 

to how the participants expressed their personal “Meanings of Decolonization.” 

Ultimately, these four sub-categories came together in the final sub-category of “What is 
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Preventing the Work?” The final category of “Unique Perspectives” included the sub-

categories of “Protections for Indigenous Students vs EAL Students” and “Who Teaches 

us How to Decolonize?” With the findings categorized in this way, I will now move on to 

discuss the implications of what was shared in my conversations with the participants. 
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7 DISCUSSION 
 

As highlighted in the previous chapter, conversations with participating school 

psychologists covered a wide variety of topics related to their work with Indigenous 

students and their families. We discussed their training programs as well as their day-to-

day work and there were in-depth discussions about Indigenous worldviews and their 

understandings of colonization and decolonization. While data from the interviews paints 

a broad picture of what some school psychologists in western and northern Canada are 

doing in their work with Indigenous students and families, on the surface, the data does 

not necessarily speak to how and why participants practiced in the ways they did.  

Applying the modified Grounded Theory approach within the frame of critical 

theory it becomes possible, however, to begin to gain some understandings of the 

subjectivities and epistemologies at play among the participants. We can begin to explore 

how these psychologists place themselves in the work of decolonizing the profession. We 

can also see what may be hindering them from advancing this goal in their own practice. 

 

7.1 Reflexivity and Subjectivity 
 

One of the core tenets of critical frameworks is recognizing and acknowledging 

the subjectivities that exist within our experiences and thoughts (Charmaz, 2014; 

Creswell, 2012; Lincoln et al., 2018). Of particular relevance to this research, the 

embracing of subjectivity has found its way into the fields of critical psychology analyses 

(Fox et al., 2009; Teo, 2015), Critical Race Theory (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017; Ladson-

Billings, 2013). and TribalCrit (Brayboy, 2005, 2013). As Fox et al. point out, 
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One of critical psychology’s key distinguishing assumptions is that our 

subjectivity, our psychological world, is deeply embedded in our culture and 

social practices. Our wants, needs and desires reflect the norms and expectations 

we absorb as members of a particular tribe, group or community (2009, p. 13).  

Consequently, engaging in “critical reflection” (Teo, 2009) is a core process by which 

school psychologists can begin to understand their subjectivities and their role in the 

oppressive history of the profession. This understanding of subjectivity is also key to 

understanding where each individual stands within the colonizing processes of 

psychology (Adams et al., 2015; Bulhan, 2015; Fanon, 1961/2021). 

 All the participants in this study were able to point out, to some extent, elements 

of imperfection in the practice of school psychology with Indigenous students. That said, 

most participants located these imperfections as being outside of the psychologists 

themselves, rather than within their own personal practice or approach to decision 

making. In the sub-category “Workplace Roles,” Sylvia, Kassidy, and Kira, for instance, 

lamented the requirements for assessments as mandated to meet government or school 

system requirements for planning but they were not able connect these requirements to 

the colonizing pattern of pathologizing the other (Bulhan, 2015; Duran & Duran, 1995; 

Fanon, 1961/2021) or denial of Indigenous sovereignty over education (Battiste, 2013; 

Brayboy, 2005, 2013). Meanwhile, in the “Questions About Assessment” sub-category, 

and its included sub-sub-categories, Deanna, Sylvia, Philippa, and Kassidy, also spoke 

more directly about flaws inherent to the assessment tools such as norming and 

standardization but, again, they did not connect this with the pathologizing processes of 

psychology (Bulhan, 1985, 2015; Fanon, 1961/2021).  
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In the “Psychology Worldviews” sub-category, Deanna and Philippa were the 

only participants, however, who questioned the “expectations and norms” that exist 

within the community of school psychology. In particular, Deanna, in the “Norming and 

Standardization” sub-sub-category, was explicit in her belief that standardized assessment 

scripts harmed the performance of Indigenous students by creating an artificial barrier 

between her and the students. Both Deanna and Philippa sought to move beyond so called 

“evidence-based” or “best-practice” models of psychological assessment (CPA, 2007, 

2012). Citing the various flaws in standardized assessments, they agreed that a 

collaborative / consultative approach with families and schools might better support 

Indigenous students. Moving beyond standardized assessments using norm-based 

instruments, could be one step on the epistemic path to decolonization (Neale & Kowal, 

2020). These two were the only participants who were able to identify that the choices 

they made could have a positive or negative impact on the Indigenous students and 

families they worked with. As seen in the “Psychology Worldviews” and “Meanings of 

Decolonization” sub-categories, they were able to use their reflexivity to begin to 

challenge established systems in school psychology which would also be a step towards 

epistemic decolonization. The other five participants, while aware of flaws within the 

profession, did not seem to reflect on the deeper implications of those flaws on the 

profession as a whole and their own practice within it. Identifying flaws, without 

recognizing their implications or taking steps to correct them, can be seen as either 

“conversational silencing” (Durrheim, 2023) or “white ignorance” (Glazer & Liebow, 

2021). 
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 What was missing from all the interviews was participant’s awareness of their 

own subjectivities. While Deanna and Philippa both wondered about the sources of their 

knowledge and the history of that knowledge in the “Psychology Worldviews” sub-

category, they did not take the next step of moving from wondering to fully situating 

themselves within a particular worldview of universalizing, neutral, positivist psychology 

(Fox et al., 2009; Teo, 2009). Relatedly, a second aspect missing from the interviews, and 

the “Psychology Worldviews” sub-category, was any discussion or acknowledgement of 

Whiteness. When asked at the beginning of the interview, all participants self-identified 

as White women. Throughout the remainder of the interviews, even when asked about 

challenges they encountered, none of the participants discussed the topic of their 

Whiteness or problematized how it might impact their work with racialized students. If 

one is to have a conversation about the role of possible racial bias in school psychological 

assessment (Kumar & DeCuir-Gunby, 2023; NASP, 2016, 2020) it is critical that 

psychologists are able to examine their own positionality (McKenney, 2021; McLean, 

2022). The apparent lack of self-reflection about their subjective positions as White 

women working with Indigenous students, and their families, may be a limiting factor 

then in the ability of the research participants to critically evaluate their own practice. As 

has been noted elsewhere (McLean, 2022), whiteness has a particular way of enacting 

itself in educational settings. White settler womanhood has also been identified (Allen, 

2022) as a factor in sustaining the settler colonial state especially given their visible roles 

in a variety of helping professions. As such, this lack of critical self-reflection about the 

participants whiteness is also notable in its absence from the “Not Knowing” and “Fears 

and Anxieties” sub-sub-categories. As Allen (2022) points out, White settler women have 
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benefited greatly from the establishment of social work and other professions intended to 

“help” and aid Indigenous children. The transition from residential schools to the Sixties 

Scoop allowed more White women to enter professional roles as agents of the 

government (St. Denis, 2022) and enhanced their social status and economic 

independence. This includes White women working in schools as school psychologists, 

where the goal is improving school achievement for Indigenous students (Barnes et al., 

2006; Barnes & Josefowitz, 2019; Julien, 2016). In this manner, the expansion of school 

psychology to help address Indigenous achievement can be viewed as a manifestation of 

“interest convergence” (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017), which may also help explain the 

difficulties participants had in challenging established practices in school psychology. 

White, settler women have emerged as the dominant demographic in school psychology 

(McKenney, 2021) and their economic success is tied to the lack of academic success 

among Indigenous students. A fear of economic consequences was not noted in the “Fears 

and Anxieties” sub-sub-category. Additionally, failure to challenge can be seen as 

“conversational silencing” (Durrheim, 2023) or “White ignorance” (Glazer & Liebow, 

2021). More specifically, there is a discourse around women within helping professions 

as empathetic and compassionate supporters of children (Allen, 2022; McKenney, 2021). 

Delgado and Stefancic, however, note 

[E]mpathy is in shorter supply than we think. Most people in their daily lives do 

not come into contact with many persons radically different race or social station. 

We converse with, and read materials written by, persons in our own cultures 

(2017, p. 34). 
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When we, as school psychologists, spend most of our time listening to, and learning 

from, people who look like us - and we gain substantial economic benefit from doing so - 

it becomes easier to believe that we are doing what is right and helpful. Indeed, as noted 

in the “Disinterest and Hostility” sub-sub-category, Kassidy frankly pointed out, she was 

only working on some of her report templates in her free time to make them more 

relevant for Indigenous students because she was getting paid for the work and noted that 

she would rather spend her time on things related to her own interests. It can also become 

easier to ignore the harms we witness and lay them at the feet of someone else like test 

developers, government mandates, or school administration. Getting paid to do the work 

reflects an aspect of “interest convergence” found in Critical Race Theory but Kassidy’s 

focus on what relates to her “way of being,” found in the “Disinterest and Hostility” sub-

sub-category, reflects the comfort that comes from a position of privilege where she is 

able to focus on herself which enables “white ignorance” (Glazer & Liebow, 2021). Her 

“lack of interest” might also be seen as an unwillingness to sit in any type of discomfort 

that might be brought about by considering Indigenous worldviews and what that might 

say about herself and her practice. Either way, it demonstrates a frank lack of engagement 

in critical self-reflection which helps perpetuate the colonizing processes of school 

psychology. 

 

7.2 Understandings of Colonization / Decolonization in Education 
 

The lack of reflexivity and understanding of subjectivity was not unique to the 

school psychologists positioning of their own practice; it extended to how they positioned 

schools in their discussions of colonization and decolonization. As has been well 
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established elsewhere (Brayboy, 2005, 2013; Bulhan, 2015; Fanon, 1961/2021; TRC, 

2015), education is not a neutral or benign institution in colonial states, but rather, it has 

been a dominant method of colonization. There were no overt statements from any of the 

participants that would suggest they understood colonization to be an active and ongoing 

process. Rather, in the interviews, they tended to express ideas that situated colonization 

as a dormant artifact of history. This gap in their understanding can be seen in how the 

school psychologists talked about their work, especially the assessment instruments / 

processes they used, the implications of their assessment work, and how they separated 

themselves from the processes of colonization and decolonization.  

 

7.2.1 Colonization, Decolonization, and Psychological Assessment 
 

In the “Workplace Roles” sub-category, most participants expressed some concern 

about their dominant role as assessors of Indigenous students. Deanna was clearest in her 

concerns when she talked about losing sleep over assessments and whether she was 

making the right choices in her practice. In the “Challenge of Connecting with 

Indigenous Families” sub-category, Tasha spoke about being careful in her conversations 

with Indigenous families to ensure that they understood all the different ways an 

assessment might be used while Kassidy, in the “Standardized vs Non-standard 

Assessments” sub-sub-category, spoke more directly about the inappropriate use of 

testing with Indigenous students, citing American examples where test use has become 

more restricted with Black students. The participants recognized several apparent flaws 

within the assessment instruments they used but believed that they had to use the 

instruments either because they were the only options available, or they were mandated to 
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use them because of government or regulatory requirements. If they had to document a 

need for Indigenous students, these flawed tools were the only option to help “support” 

them. Other than some thoughts from Deanna and Philippa, the option of not testing was 

not raised as a possibility. In the “Meanings of Decolonization” sub-category, some 

participants spoke about how their school systems provided support in classrooms for 

Indigenous students as a means of decolonization without necessarily addressing whether 

or not their admittedly flawed assessments identified the true needs of Indigenous 

students. In this manner, most participants seemed to be blindly acting as gatekeepers to 

knowledge through their assessments practices, without much consideration as to the 

validity of the assessments or the potential risks such assessments carry for Indigenous 

students. It is unclear as to whether or not this failure to consider the implications of their 

practice was due to “conversational silencing” (Durrheim, 2023), “white ignorance” 

(Glazer & Liebow, 2021), a general lack of critical self-reflection, “interest convergence" 

(Delgado & Stefancic, 2017) or some other cause. 

In the “Norming and Standardization” sub-sub-category, Beverly, Deanna, Sylvia, 

Kira, and Philippa were willing to question the norming process for psychological tests 

used with Indigenous students. This can be seen as a transgression of “conversational 

silencing” (Durrheim, 2023) in that they were willing to share with me their belief that 

the emperor may, in fact, be naked when it comes to the cloak we wrap ourselves in as 

school psychologists (Sugarman, 2014). Their proposed solution was to support the 

existing universalist, positivist approach of psychology (Harris, 2009; Huygens, 2009; 

Sugarman, 2014; Teo, 2015) to develop new norms that included more Indigenous 
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students. In this manner, participants often sought to reinforce the epistemology that was 

the source of the problem they had identified. 

 In the “Culture and Language in Test Development” and “Assessment 

Interpretation and Reporting” sub-sub-categories, the uncertainty of some participants, 

particularly Deanna and Sylvia, regarding the cultural and linguistic aspects of test 

development connect directly with the idea of “cognitive imperialism” (Battiste, 2013). 

While their comments did not extend to a discussion of “epistemic violence” (Duran & 

Duran, 1995; Teo, 2015), there was a recognition that the tests might not be reflective of 

Indigenous cultures and languages which resulted in an unfair application of the “best 

practice” model of school psychology in Canada (CPA, 2007). There was a recognition 

that the universal application (Sattler, 2014, 2014; Sugarman, 2014; Teo, 2015) of 

psychological epistemologies and practices might need some rethinking. 

 Overall, the suggestions provided by participants to many of the issues they raised 

themselves usually defaulted to the traditional, Eurocentric, and positivist responses of 

psychology. They stated they wanted to provide quality, “best practice,” “evidence-

based” assessments and some participants, particularly Deanna and Philippa, rejected the 

use of standardized, norm-referenced instruments as they recognized how they 

disadvantaged Indigenous students. They opted for other practices, such as file reviews, 

response-to-intervention (RTI) which flows from many “needs-based” policies, informal 

assessments, etc. However, even some of the supporters of these approaches recognized 

that the evidence to identify and resolve learning difficulties among White, middle-class 

students in North America is lacking and not fully supported (Feifer, 2007; Flanagan & 

Alfonso, 2011; Sattler, 2014). Kira specifically mentioned the use of the Culture-
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Language Interpretive Matrix (CLIM) (Flanagan et al., 2013; Ortiz & Dynda, 2019) to 

reduce interpretive bias in her assessments. Yet, the use of the CLIM has also not been 

validated as an evidence-based approach to assessment interpretation (Calderón-Tena et 

al., 2022; Kranzler et al., 2010). The reality is that there really is no generally accepted 

“evidence-based” approach to the cognitive and learning assessment of Indigenous 

students just as there is no unified or normative group of Indigenous students to make 

comparisons from one child to another (Janzen et al., 2013; Mushquash & Bova, 2007). 

While the efforts of some participants to make their assessments more appropriate for 

Indigenous students is laudable, they may be grasping at solutions that are not 

supportable. 

 

7.2.2 School Psychology and the Pathologization of Indigenous Students 
 
 In his elaborations on TribalCrit, Brayboy (2005, 2013) has explicitly linked the 

confluence of government and education in the lives of Indigenous peoples. He says, 

“Governmental policies and educational policies towards Indigenous peoples closely 

follow each other toward a problematic goal of assimilation” (2013, p. 92). As the federal 

government began closing residential schools in favour of sending Indigenous students to 

provincially run day schools, and later to First Nations controlled schools, they 

maintained an insistence on following various provincial curricula (Battiste, 2002, 2013). 

Provincial and federal governments set standards for achievement as well as 

programming criteria for special education services which disproportionately affected 

Indigenous students (Barnes et al., 2006; Barnes & Josefowitz, 2019; Feir, 2016; Julien, 

2016). Within this context, the practice of school psychology has been situated to be a 
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prime mediator of the assimilationist relationship between education and government as 

school psychologists became the determiners of whether or not Indigenous students met 

these programming criteria. Challenging the dual processes of denying Indigenous 

sovereignty over education and defining curricula and standards would allow school 

psychologists to move forward on both the reparative and epistemic paths of 

decolonization (Neale & Kowal, 2020). However, the responses from the participants in 

this study illustrate how neither is being effectively challenged by settler school 

psychologists in their day-to-day work around student programming.  

Whether school psychologists realize it or not, as seen in the “Workplace Roles,” 

“Psychology Worldviews,” and “Questions About Assessment” sub-categories, their work 

of facilitating the profiling of Indigenous students into segregated programs, pull-out 

supports, or in-class assistance is a perpetuation of psychology’s history of pathologizing 

the other (Bulhan, 1985, 2015; Fanon, 1961/2021). This can be seen through the over-

representation of Indigenous students in special education programs (Feir, 2016; Julien, 

2016; Preston & Claypool, 2013; Riley & Ungerleider, 2012) where school psychologists 

often act as gatekeepers and agents for government control (Alberta Education, 2022; 

CPA, 2007, 2022; Department of Education, 2015; Ministry of Education, 2017, 2022). 

This sorting of students (“Workplace Roles”) can be seen from a more basic critical 

perspective as a method whereby “the cultural capital stored in schools acts as an 

effective filtering in the reproduction of hierarchical society” (Apple, 1990, p. 32) as seen 

in the “Psychology Worldviews” sub-category. However, this work is continuing 

psychology’s long history of facilitating colonization by pathologizing the other (Bulhan, 

1985, 2015; Fanon, 1961/2021; Galton, 1904; Gillham, 2001) and perpetuating the 
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colonial state which might have shown up in the “Assessment Interpretation and 

Reporting” sub-sub-category but did not.  

What was also missing from the conversations with the school psychologists in 

this study, as demonstrated in the “Questions About Assessment” and “Psychology 

Worldview” sub-categories, was an acknowledgement of the facilitating role of 

psychology in the school-to-prison pipeline. Fanon (1961/2021) and Bulhan (1985) have 

noted that the pathologization of the other in colonial states often moves beyond “mental” 

pathologies to “criminal” pathologies. As noted throughout, participant’s primary focus 

was on their role in assessment within the context of academic achievement. Very little 

time was spent in the “Workplace Roles” and “Questions About Assessment” sub-

categories discussing their role with respect to supporting the behavioural and social-

emotional functioning of the Indigenous students they worked with. Deanna and Philippa, 

in the “Standardized vs Non-standard Assessments” and “Norming and Standardization” 

sub-sub-categories, did share their concerns about the applicability of behavioural and 

adaptive ratings for Indigenous students given the cultural bias and expectations they 

contain. The over disciplining of Indigenous students has been well documented (Barnes 

& Josefowitz, 2019; Feir, 2016; Julien, 2016) and the existence of a school-to-prison 

pipeline for Indigenous students (in Canada, and elsewhere) has also been well 

established (Gebhard, 2022; Henry et al., 2021; Laura, 2018). Demographic profiles of 

imprisoned Indigenous youth and adults have clearly shown a history of special education 

and lower educational achievement (Corrado et al., 2014; L. A. Stewart et al., 2016), and 

higher rates of behavioural conditions such as ADHD which are frequently diagnosed by 

school psychologists (Beaudette & Stewart, 2016; L. A. Stewart et al., 2016). None of the 
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participant’s acknowledged their complicit participation in this process of marginalizing 

and incarcerating Indigenous students and how this connects with the colonizing 

practices of psychology.  

 

7.2.3 The Self, Colonization, and Decolonization 
 

Many participants relatedly seemed to be unaware of their own location within the 

process of decolonizing their practice. In the “Meanings of Decolonization” sub-category, 

they did not identify themselves as part of the ongoing colonial processes in education, 

and they placed themselves outside the process of finding solutions. Whether this is due 

to a process of “conversational silencing” (Durrheim, 2023), “white ignorance” (Glazer 

& Liebow, 2021), or “settler ignorance” (Rice et al., 2022) is unclear. Deanna and 

Philippa did frame that their understanding of decolonizing practice involved their 

personal approach when working with Indigenous students, much of the conversation 

about decolonization marked it as something for schools to do more broadly; something 

that could be seen as Pruden’s distinction between “reconciliation” and “decolonization” 

(Lamoureux, 2020). For Pruden “reconciliation” was a process of personal reflection 

directed towards improving relationships with Indigenous peoples while “decolonization” 

was systemic and political in nature and directed towards national conversations. Philippa 

and Sylvia spoke about decolonization as incorporating more Indigenous cultural 

elements visibly within school buildings. Kassidy spoke of decolonization as supporting 

the inclusion of Indigenous languages in schools and Kira spoke about decolonization as 

encouraging collaboration and learning about Indigenous worldviews among school staff 

(including herself). Participants seemed to prefer to talk about their personal actions 
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(reconciliation) rather than addressing systemic changes (decolonization) in their work 

and workplaces. 

Rather than critically examining their own position in the center of the 

government-education partnership of colonization, for the most part, the settler school 

psychologists in this study seemed more inclined to overlook the subjective experiences 

of the Indigenous students and families they work with. In the “Questions about 

Assessment” sub-category, there seemed to be a trend of attempting to place themselves 

apart from the consequences of their work - limiting access to knowledge and enabling 

the marginalization and incarceration of Indigenous youth - while at the same time 

placing much of the responsibility for correcting the harms of colonization in education at 

the institutional or systems level. Again, a preference for “reconciliation” over 

“decolonization” (Lamoureux, 2020). For Beverly, part of this process involves rejecting 

identification of the term “settler” at all. In this way she could be seen to exclude herself 

from the historic harms of colonization. Some participants, Kira and Kassidy, located 

themselves in a place of “ignorance,” (Glazer & Liebow, 2021; Rice et al., 2022) perhaps 

because they do not know enough to make assumptions, while Tasha seemed too afraid to 

ask. By placing themselves in this way, however, the participants perpetuate the 

“conversational silencing” (Durrheim, 2023) that perpetuates “white” and “settler” 

ignorance (Glazer & Liebow, 2021; Rice et al., 2022) which reinforces the colonizing 

attitudes in psychology that allow only certain types of knowledge (Adams et al., 2015; 

Harris, 2009; Huygens, 2009; Pillay, 2017). Ultimately, we see in the “Workplace Roles,” 

“Questions About Assessment,” “Meanings of Decolonization,” and “What is Preventing 

the Work” sub-categories the variety of efforts made by the participants to place 
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responsibility elsewhere rather than within themselves and showed that some participants 

were actively, if unconscious in some cases, engaged in “moves to innocence” 

(Mawhinney, 1998). 

 

7.3 Pedagogy and Epistemology 
 

In a practical sense, much of the assessment work of school psychologists centers 

around how people learn and how best to teach students. How we come to know 

(epistemology) and how we ought to be taught (pedagogy) form key components of our 

worldviews and our cultures was seen, at least in part, in the “Training Programs,” 

“Indigenous Worldviews,” and “Psychology Worldviews” sub-categories. These ideas 

combine with what we understand to be true (ontology) and what we value (axiology) to 

manifest both the content and structure of what happens in our schools. If, as Brayboy 

suggests, “the concepts of culture, knowledge, and power take on new meaning when 

examined through an Indigenous lens” (2013, p. 92) then this role of school psychologists 

in understanding how students, particularly Indigenous students, can also be examined 

according to the principles of TribalCrit and the process of epistemic decolonization 

(Neale & Kowal, 2020). 

 In the “Training Programs” sub-category, we saw how the school psychologists 

lamented the inadequacy of their training programs, at least when it came to learning 

about Indigenous worldviews. For Beverly, the only learning about “diversity” came in 

the form of learning about assessments for deaf students. Sylvia noted that there was brief 

coverage of diversity within the rubric of ethnic minority or EAL students. This practice 

of joining Indigenous people under the umbrella of multiculturalism has been criticized 
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both in education (St. Denis, 2011) and in CRT circles (Lawrence & Dua, 2005). 

However, the experiences reported by the school psychologists in the sub-category seems 

to be reflective of many training programs as the lack of Indigenous-specific courses in 

school psychologist training programs has been identified as an area of concern in both 

Canada and the United States (Bernett et al., 2023; Day, 2023; Robinson-Zañartu et al., 

2023). This more recent research highlights both the need for, and possible pathways to, 

epistemic decolonization. 

 One of the challenges associated with the lack of Indigenous content in 

preparation programs for school psychologists is that it denies future psychologists the 

opportunity to situate their own knowledges and understandings. The absence of 

Indigenous content and epistemologies can be seen as an intentional enforcement of 

“conversational silencing” (Durrheim, 2023). This silencing can be seen in the 

“Indigenous Worldviews” sub-category where the participants struggled to express what 

they understood about Indigenous cultures and communities. Preventing this type of 

conversation and exchange of ideas makes it more difficult for reflective practitioners, 

like Deanna and Philippa, to find answers to the questions they have about how to most 

effectively integrate alternative forms of assessment to meet the needs of Indigenous 

students as we saw in the “Standardized vs Non-Standard Assessments” sub-sub-

category. Mainstream psychology is vested in, and is dominated by, the belief that 

positivist research approaches are the only legitimate pathway to knowledge (Huygens, 

2009; Rogers, 2009; Sugarman, 2014; Teo, 2009, 2015) and alternative approaches are 

often dismissed. Further to this, in its bid to be seen as a legitimate “objective science,” 

school psychology has become “perhaps the most conservative of psychology’s 
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disciplinary domains” (Sugarman, 2014, p. 529), and the lack of decolonizing 

perspectives in school psychology has also been noted (Grant et al., 2022). What is often 

not discussed, however, is that the “objective science” of measurement - the source 

materials and methods Philippa wondered about - have also been the source materials for 

eugenics (Galton, 1904; Gillham, 2001), which has been effectively used to perpetuate 

the pathologization of the other (Bulhan, 1985, 2015; Fanon, 1961/2021) which has 

resulted in significant consequences for Indigenous students (V. Chartrand, 2019; Feir, 

2016; Julien, 2016). As such, school psychologists conduct ‘behavioural’ assessments on 

Indigenous students using instruments that have been standardized and normed according 

to the “objective science.” But, since that norming and standardization does not apply to 

the culture or context of those Indigenous students, they are categorized as having a 

“behavioural problem” defined by someone outside their culture in the DSM and 

measured by flawed instruments. These Indigenous students then get transferred into 

segregated programs with other “behavioural problem” Indigenous students as they move 

through the school system, justice involvement, and, eventually, corrections. So, rather 

than leave eugenics behind, psychology and school psychology have used the same 

psychometric methods of classification, diagnosis, and categorization to restrict and 

remove Indigenous students in education and redirect them to the margins of society and 

incarceration. Instead of identifying and placing the marginal in the mental institutions of 

Galton’s age, we identify and place the marginal Indigenous students in the ‘correctional’ 

institutions of our own age. 

 The consequences of school psychologists not having a fuller understanding of 

not only their own epistemology, let alone an understanding of Indigenous 
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epistemologies, can be seen through the dynamics of “cognitive imperialism. As Battiste 

(2013) wrote,  

cognitive imperialism, or the white-washing of Indigenous people’s minds both 

subtly and overtly, has created irreparable language and cultural erosion and loss, 

[…] almost all Indigenous youth have been subjected to the compelling and 

negative forces of Eurocentric knowledge and science […] (2013, pp. 122–123). 

As we have seen, “cognitive imperialism” is one of the most fundamental tools of the 

colonial state (Adams et al., 2015; Bulhan, 2015; Duran & Duran, 1995; Durrheim, 2023; 

Fanon, 1961/2021; L. T. Smith, 2012). This process of giving preference to positivist 

forms of knowledge has also been called “epistemic violence” (Duran & Duran, 1995; 

Teo, 2009; Tuck & Yang, 2012). In the “Norming and Standardization” sub-sub-category, 

two of the participants – Sylvia and Philippa – suggested that expansion of the positivist 

approach to knowledge (though developing test norms that better reflect Indigenous 

populations) was at least a partial response to help reduce the harms of assessment. While 

Deanna and Philippa questioned the implication of their limited perspectives about 

knowledge, neither they, nor any of the other psychologists articulated a coherent 

understanding of their own worldviews, let alone the worldviews of Indigenous students 

and their families. This lack of understanding of different epistemologies prevents school 

psychologists from engaging in the work of epistemic decolonization (Neale & Kowal, 

2020). The underlying sense from the interviews was that the school psychologists saw 

that their ways of learning and knowing (epistemology) was perfectly natural and an 

accurate and true reflection of the world (ontology). While there was some question about 

what they were taught (curriculum) there was little questioning about how they were 
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taught (pedagogy) or the value of what they learned (axiology). In this way, “settler” or 

“White” ignorance (Glazer & Liebow, 2021; Rice et al., 2022) can be seen as working at 

a level much deeper than being unaware of the history of colonization as, in this case, it 

also involves how one perceives reality, knowledge, and truth. If they are unable to 

critically reflect on their own learning, and the biases built into that learning, how can 

they be expected to reflect on the impact those worldviews have on their interactions 

with, and assessments of, Indigenous students whose worldviews are fundamentally 

different? The participants seemed to lack the fundamental tools required to question the 

foundations of their profession and their place in it, and without those tools they are ill 

equipped to engage in the work of epistemic decolonization.  

 Although all participants were able to articulate, to one extent or another, that 

Indigenous students had different worldviews, there was only a minimal discussion of 

what it meant for those different worldviews to exist. In the “Indigenous Worldviews” 

sub-category, Sylvia, Tasha, and Kira, were able to speak to the fact that Indigenous 

worldviews lead to different approaches to understanding and supporting mental well-

being that ought to be respected. Beverly and Kassidy both spoke about Indigenous 

languages as being part of Indigenous worldviews but neither made the fundamental 

connection that language is both the source, and articulation, of those worldviews 

(Battiste, 2013; Brayboy, 2005, 2013; Kovach, 2009, 2010; Michell, 2005; S. Wilson, 

2008). Among the participants the needs of Indigenous students were often discussed as if 

they were independent of an embedded worldview. Aside from Deanna and Phillipa, in 

the “Psychology Worldviews” sub-category, the participants never discussed the 

possibility that the positivist epistemology, ontology, and axiologies embedded in 
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psychology had a direct impact on Indigenous students and their families. The failure to 

recognize the reality of Indigenous students and families as being embedded in a specific 

culture and worldview flows directly from the lack of understanding that psychologists 

are embedded in their own culture and worldview. As in the case of a fish not knowing it 

is wet because it constantly lives in the water, psychologists are unaware of their 

environment (worldview) until they are in the uncomfortable reality of being removed 

from it. In this way, the intentional hiding of psychology worldviews from psychologists 

prevents them from seeing the real impact of those worldviews on Indigenous students 

and families. 

As was revealed in the “Questions about Assessments” sub-category, despite 

seeing multiple challenges with the processes of assessment they felt obligated to use in 

their practice, the participants gave little consideration to how they might make changes 

to their intervention recommendations for Indigenous students at school. While there was 

some discussion about recommendations in the “Assessment Interpretation and 

Reporting” sub-sub-category, that discussion was focused primarily on interpretation and 

not intervention. There now exists a widening gap between school psychology and other 

branches of the profession as to how to make the link between assessment and 

interventions for Indigenous peoples. A well-established, and growing, body of research 

about the implications of positivist psychological approaches with Indigenous peoples 

exists within counselling (Donovan et al., 2015; Nelson & Wilson, 2017; Reeves & 

Stewart, 2015; S. L. Stewart, 2008, 2009) and clinical psychology (Ansloos et al., 2019, 

2022; Cullen et al., 2020; Linklater, 2014; McVittie & Ansloos, 2023) and how these 

might be remediated to better meet the needs of Indigenous peoples. There is also a 
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substantial body of work on Indigenous pedagogies (Battiste, 2002, 2013; R. Chartrand, 

2012; Marule, 2012; Morcom & Freeman, 2018; Ragoonaden & Mueller, 2017) leading 

to better student outcomes. The evidence of the benefits of epistemic decolonization are 

becoming ever more apparent. Participants however made few similar links between their 

work such interventions as seen in the “Assessment Interpretation and Reporting” sub-

sub-category. Phillipa was the only participant who addressed the importance of land-

based education and cultural pedagogies. Other than this one example, none of the 

participants made mention of the body of research that exists about Indigenous 

approaches to teaching and learning. While causal relationships are beyond the scope of 

this study, it is possible that participant’s limited understandings of the impact of their 

positivist worldviews on Indigenous students, occurs through the process of 

“conversational silencing” (Durrheim, 2023). This can be linked to their limited 

understandings of Indigenous worldviews in the first instance. Both are a result of 

“cognitive imperialism” that can only be effectively addressed through a process of 

epistemic decolonization. 

 
7.4 Positioning of Self 
 

While there was little self-reflection and consideration of their subjective 

positions within the profession of school psychology, participants did position themselves 

in a variety of ways. By way of their self-descriptions of their work and perspectives on 

Indigenous worldviews and decolonization each participant attempted to position 

themselves in a favourable light, to one degree or another. All believed that they were 

giving their best honest efforts to decolonize their practice and work with Indigenous 

students and families in a respectful way. In the “Challenge of Connecting with 
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Indigenous Families” sub-category, we saw the participants trying to put their best foot 

forward in working with families. Kira put it most clearly when she said “I like to think 

that we’re all doing our best to try to do better.” Tasha noted that “how I would go about 

it is trying to be as thoughtful as I could” while Beverly said that “no matter what the 

child’s challenges are, I always focus on the strengths.”  

As we saw in the “Meanings of Decolonization” sub-category, some would 

position themselves allies2 in some way, such as Sylvia joining her school system’s anti-

racism committee to examine “what we are doing in our schools to promote anti-racism 

and a good chunk of this does revolve around the work with Indigenous students.” In the 

“Challenge of Connecting with Indigenous Families” we saw others, such as how Kira 

and Sylvia might consider themselves as advocates for Indigenous students by connecting 

them to services. Beverly also saw herself as being a helpful presence in the lives of 

Indigenous students by conducting assessments with the goal of putting “together a 

program that will help that child be more successful.” This perception that the work of 

school psychologists could be in alignment with the needs of Indigenous students 

assumes that the goals of school systems, school psychologists, and Indigenous families 

are aligned. As Tuck and Yang (2012) point out settler efforts towards decolonization, 

even critical ones, “cannot be aligned or allied” (p. 28) and that joint efforts “can only 

ever be strategic and contingent collaborations, and […] that lasting solidarities may be 

elusive, even undesirable” (p. 28). So, while efforts to support Indigenous students and 

 
2 I recognize here that “ally” is a term that is only appropriately given by a group/community to those they 
believe are supporting their causes and goals. While many people do so, a person should never claim the 
term “ally” in their own right, nor should it be given by someone else outside the group. 
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their families may be desirable in the eyes of school psychologists, only Indigenous 

families can decide which supports they find desirable or undesirable.  

There is a body of evidence that examines the self-framing of helping professions, 

including school psychology, as benevolent presence in the lives of Indigenous and other 

racialized students (Gebhard, 2022; McKenney, 2021; St. Denis, 2022). The assumption 

that school psychology is a benevolent and helpful presence in the life of Indigenous 

students and their families is one that deserves a deeper examination. It assumes a 

common set of goals that might not be possible given the differences between 

epistemology of dominant psychology and the Indigenous epistemologies. The 

assumption of benevolence, or allyship, may reflect an effort to create a solidarity with 

Indigenous families that is not desired. While the intentions of school psychologists to be 

a positive presence in educational systems is laudable, the help being offered may be 

counterproductive for a number of reasons such as inappropriate assessment practices, 

unnecessary interventions, or incompatible goals between school systems and Indigenous 

families.  

Both Phillipa and Deanna articulated clear concerns about the dominant processes 

in assessing Indigenous students. Deanna spoke about wanting to do a “better job” with 

assessments and that “we are not doing a good job” when assessing Indigenous students. 

She advocated for a more holistic approach to assessments that de-emphasized 

standardized tests in favour of qualitative data. Phillipa also advocated for an approach to 

helping students that made the most of available qualitative information. They were also 

the participants that voiced the most concern about standardized tests and pathologizing 

differences seen among Indigenous students and families. Moreover, not only did Deanna 
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and Phillipa question their own practice, they questioned the practices of school systems 

and government agencies and asked those questions within their school systems. Both 

also believed that regulatory schemes for psychology had the potential to cause harms. 

By reflexively examining their own practice and openly questioning established 

psychology norms, as they relate to Indigenous students and families, Deanna and 

Phillipa were attempting to advocate for a new way of practicing. Although arguably still 

in the early stages, they seemed to be interested in becoming more active participants in 

the process of decolonizing practice from an epistemic perspective. 

Other participants recognized that there was some degree of misfit between their 

practice of school psychology and the lives of Indigenous students. In the “Challenge of 

Connecting with Indigenous Families” sub-category, Sylvia and Tasha each shared how 

they tried to overcome the mistrust some Indigenous families have when working with 

schools. Neither attempted to place blame on families for communication challenges, 

rather they could articulate the reasons for the mistrust (primarily in the context of 

residential schools) and that it was their obligation to make the efforts needed to build a 

trusting relationship. However, neither made any explicit links between this mistrust and  

psychology’s tendency to pathologize the other (Bulhan, 2015, 2015; Fanon, 1961/2021) 

when they might have been able to utilize the reparative approach to decolonization 

(Neale & Kowal, 2020). Similarly, in the “Assessment Interpretation and Reporting” sub-

sub-category, Kira, Kassidy, and Sylvia also spoke to including various “culturally 

appropriate” recommendations in their reports and trying to contextualize the information 

they share with parents and schools without linking this to the process of epistemic 

decolonization (Neale & Kowal, 2020). In the “Indigenous Worldviews” sub-category, 
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Sylvia and Tasha, along with Kira and Kassidy, also recognized that they needed to learn 

more about Indigenous worldviews to do better work with Indigenous students and their 

families which might actually lead to their own epistemic decolonization. While these 

participants were able to see some of the shortcomings of their practice and the 

limitations of their understandings of Indigenous worldviews, none of them spoke about 

challenging the basic systems in school psychology. They were open to learning (to 

varying extents) about and recognizing the legitimacy of Indigenous perspectives, which 

would constitute an openness to epistemic decolonization. However, their participation in 

the work of decolonizing school psychology could be described as being more passive in 

nature. They seemed willing to follow a possible decolonization path but they were not 

looking to advocate for the need to move in that direction. 

Within the seven interviews there were certain elements that seemed to show a 

lack of understanding of Indigenous worldviews, the goals of reconciliation, and the 

process of decolonizing school psychology. At times, some participants shared 

contradictory perspectives. Kira, for example, spoke about making “more culturally 

appropriate” recommendations to support the mental health of Indigenous students in 

their own communities. She then went on, however, to extoll the ease of accessing mental 

health services in a large city, possibly not realizing that it would be more difficult for 

students to obtain “culturally appropriate” supports far from their home communities and 

the actual foundations of their cultures. Kira’s inconsistency here exemplifies some of the 

existing, but not inherently fundamental, conflict seen between the “Indigenous 

Worldviews” and “Psychology Worldviews” sub-categories. In a fashion, while she was 

advocating for an approach to epistemic decolonization, she also reinforced psychology’s 
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dominant epistemology with regard to mental health. This reflects a situation where 

critical self-reflection and understanding of decolonization might help a school 

psychologist make a different recommendation. Similarly, Kassidy spoke about how a 

conference presenter challenged attendees about their excuses for not making changes in 

their work and that this was a “kick in the butt” for her. But then she pointed out that she 

was only working on changing her report template to incorporate Indigenous perspectives 

from the Medicine Wheel because she was getting paid an extra day for the work. She 

was willing to look at her own work but only if it aligned with her own goals, an example 

of interest convergence (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017) taking priority over epistemic 

decolonization. In this manner, even when school psychologists are engaging in passive 

participation in some of the work of epistemic decolonization, there is evidence to 

suggest that those efforts may be at cross-purposes to the actual goal of decolonization 

which would be to increase the influence of Indigenous approaches to learning and 

teaching. Rather than recognizing the legitimacy of Indigenous worldviews and 

knowledges in their own right, many of the participants seemed to want to place a thin 

veneer of Indigenous terms on top of Western psychological approaches. Through the 

“Psychology Worldviews” sub-category we saw that rather than engage in authentic 

epistemic decolonization, many participants gave the appearance of doing so, reinforcing 

many of the critiques of many Indigenous scholars (Ahenakew, 2016; Lawrence & Dua, 

2005; Tuck & Yang, 2012, 2018). 

Bell’s (2022) “frightening fragility” was also noticeable as one participant 

presented in a variety of ways a perspective that was rather hostile to some of the basic 

premises of reconciliation and decolonization. When she was asked to define 
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“decolonization” as a psychologist, Beverly said that “I don’t think any society benefits 

from breaking off in different factions.” She later said that decolonization should not 

come “at the expense of harmony and communication,” explicitly arguing for “interest 

convergence” (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017) and a “settler future” (Tuck & Yang, 2012). 

Beverly’s use of “air-quotes” when talking about Indigenous cultures, her statements 

about Indigenous learning resources being detrimental to the mental health of Indigenous 

students, and her complaint that the teaching of Indigenous languages came at the 

expense of the more important teaching of English are all working against the goals of 

reconciliation and decolonization. Indeed, her complaints about Indigenous languages 

and learning materials can be seen as perpetuating the colonizing goal of assimilation. 

Rather seeing a need for a path towards epistemic decolonization, Beverly shared 

comments that seemed to invalidate Indigenous approaches to education, minimize 

Indigenous cultures, and favoured English over Indigenous languages, suggesting that 

there was only one path forward for Indigenous students and that path was that of western 

epistemic dominance. Despite these perspectives, as noted earlier, Beverly still saw 

herself and her work as being helpful for Indigenous students.  

What arises then is a conflict between how these settler school psychologists 

perceive themselves as benevolent helpers and the reality of their statements and work. In 

the “Questions About Assessment” sub-category, we had some participants (Kassidy and 

Sylvia) question the use of traditional assessments tools with Indigenous students but 

nevertheless, continued to use them. Kassidy said that she feels “comfortable assessing 

Indigenous students that way.” Others (Phillipa and Deanna) have found opportunities to 

challenge dominant psychology epistemology and worldviews by shifting their 
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assessment practices. For Deanna this involved “assessing more in less standardized ways 

as much as I can within the structures that I have to deal with.” However, some presented 

perspectives and beliefs that would position them, at least in part, in favour of 

assimilation as we saw from Beverly’s strict adherence to standardized assessment 

practices so Indigenous students could fit in with colonized frames of education and 

success in the “Standardized vs Non-Standard Assessments” sub-sub-category.  

So, while their self-positioning would suggest that settler school psychologists want 

to participate in decolonization, their professional practices and attitudes suggest that 

there is a very wide variation in their actual readiness to do so. A deeper exploration of all 

the barriers to decolonization in school psychology, such as a lack of continuing 

education opportunities, training programs, government imposed assessment mandates, 

excessive workloads, as well as the fears already mentioned, was beyond the scope of this 

project which was to determine the readiness of school psychologists for this work. Their 

self-positioning reflects an attitude of benevolence (McKenney, 2021; McLean, 2022) 

while their actions can be seen as harmful (Barnes et al., 2006; Barnes & Josefowitz, 

2019; Corrado et al., 2014; Gebhard, 2022). The difference between the self-perception 

of settler school psychologists and the real life consequences of their work behaviour is 

emblematic of moves to innocence (Mawhinney, 1998).  

 

7.5 Theory 
 

Even before they enter psychology training programs, school psychologists are 

already embedded within and reflective of particular worldviews and communities by 

processes of social reproduction (Apple, 1990; Pinar, 2012) that have denied the 



DECOLONIZING SCHOOL PSYCHOLOGY 

 

197 

legitimacy of Indigenous epistemologies and pedagogies (Battiste, 2013; Michell, 2005; 

S. Wilson, 2008) and privileged a narrow positivistic view of all sciences (Cosgrove et 

al., 2015; Lincoln et al., 2018; Michell, 2009b, 2012). Once they enter graduate 

psychology programs, either by means of undergrad programs in psychology or 

education, their access to alternative perspectives are often limited by historical gate-

keeper functions within psychology organizations that further reinforce the privileging of 

positivist understandings of knowing (epistemology), truth (ontology), what is worth 

knowing (axiology) (Mikail & Nicholson, 2019; Nicholson, 2022), and how one is taught 

(pedagogy) (CPA, 2007, 2012, 2022). In this manner, given that school psychologists 

have been socialized in a particular way of knowing and being since a very young age, as 

such certain perspectives can be seen as both natural and inevitable. This belief in the 

natural and inevitable nature of psychology lies at the heart of psychology’s colonizing 

habit of pathologizing the other (Bulhan, 1985; Fanon, 1961/2021; Huygens, 2009). The 

socialization of school psychologists (which includes “conversational silencing” 

(Durrheim, 2023)), requires that they believe in psychology as a “neutral” science (Fox et 

al., 2009; Sugarman, 2014) and see themselves as “objective” observers and assessors of 

fact (Sattler, 2001, 2014; Sugarman, 2014). However, this socialization actively requires 

school psychologists to ignore the reality that they do possess biases and that objectivity 

is more myth than reality. As Harris observed,  

In the history of psychology, however, psychologists rarely have a monopoly on 

ignorance and prejudice. Rather, the social prejudice and blindness of scientists 

and clinicians is usually no greater than that of politicians, popular writers, or 

business executives (2009, p. 28) 
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The more natural the perspective seems, what Huygens (2009) calls the “colonial 

common sense,” the more difficult it becomes to shift because, when challenged, “[…] 

the colonizer, who in response seeks reassurance by conceiving of him or herself as 

custodian of the values of civilization and history, one who brings light to the colonized 

darkness” (Huygens, 2009, p. 277). This self-conception then lies at the heart of “white” 

and “settler” ignorance (Glazer & Liebow, 2021; Rice et al., 2022), and settler shame 

(Kizuk, 2020) which are ultimately variations on Mawhinney’s (1998) moves to 

innocence.  

One of the hallmarks of mainstream psychology is the tendency to focus on 

individuals rather than on systems or society (Fox et al., 2009). This can be seen in 

definitions of concepts like intelligence (Harris, 2009; Kaufman et al., 2016; Sattler, 

2001, 2014; Wechsler, 2008, 2014), objectivity (Sloan, 2009; Sugarman, 2014), 

oppression (Brayboy, 2013; Bulhan, 1985; Delgado & Stefancic, 2017; Durrheim et al., 

2009; Fanon, 1961/2021), pathology and disability (APA, 2022; Flanagan & Alfonso, 

2011; Hale & Fiorello, 2004; Keightley et al., 2011), and overcoming oppression (Grabbe 

& Miller-Karas, 2018; Phillips et al., 2015; Zolkoski & Bullock, 2012). In this way much 

of what is viewed as ‘good’ in psychology, such as resilience and intelligence, are seen as 

individual qualities to be used for personal advantage. In the same way much of what is 

seen as undesirable, such as racism, colonization, and mental illness, are seen as 

individual deficiencies or defects. This individualistic perspective ignores Indigenous 

perspectives that the desirable qualities of intelligence / knowledge and resilience are not 

individual attributes but are shared by communities (Absolon, 2011; Linklater, 2014; 
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Sasakamoose et al., 2017; S. L. Stewart, 2008; S. Wilson, 2008) for the benefit of all. 

Wilson (2008) says,  

One major difference between the dominant paradigms and an Indigenous 

paradigm is that the dominant paradigms build on the fundamental belief that 

knowledge is an individual entity: the researcher is an individual in search of 

knowledge, knowledge is something that is gained, and therefore knowledge may 

be owned by an individual. An Indigenous paradigm comes from the fundamental 

belief that knowledge is relational. Knowledge is shared with all creation. (2008, 

p. 176). 

At the same time, much of psychology ignores Indigenous understandings which 

recognize that what is damaging in society, like oppression and illness, are similarly 

caused by communities and the systems they build (Duran & Duran, 1995; Duran & 

Firehammer, 2016; Fromene & Guerin, 2014; Laura, 2018; Lawrence & Dua, 2005; 

Nelson & Wilson, 2017). Success is a personal attribute and lack of success is an 

individual failing for much of western psychology. Indigenous frames recognize broad 

systems of interconnectedness while dominant psychological frames eschew 

interconnectedness for individuality. This represents a fundamental disconnection 

between the theory and practice of school psychology and the Indigenous students and 

families we work with. The difference in these perspectives highlights the place where 

epistemic decolonization could have a quick and profound impact on the lives of 

Indigenous students. 

This duality in perspectives between mainstream psychology and Indigenous 

scholars represents a core dilemma within the field of school psychology. When 
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psychologists fail to critically examine their perspectives and positions they are 

simultaneously assuming mainstream psychology’s belief in an objective and rational 

science, free from their own biases and they prevent the possibility of epistemic 

decolonization. As such, when settler school psychologists cling to the dominant 

psychology discourse of “objectivity” they excuse themselves from their subjective 

positions as active participants in an oppressive and colonizing school system. As they 

spoke about decolonizing school psychology, participants most often suggested that 

decolonization was something for schools to engage (promote culture and language) 

rather than acknowledging it as something they could apply to their own practice. When 

they talked about their lack of knowledge, they again pointed outside themselves to their 

training programs or time pressures. All of these can be seen as settler “moves to 

innocence” (Mawhinney, 1998). Their failure to see themselves as participating in 

colonization allows them to not only maintain their innocence (and ignorance) by 

deflecting blame, but to also avoid responsibility for correcting the system by denying 

ownership for making changes. They simultaneously place themselves as outside both the 

problem and the solution to the problem. 

As has been noted elsewhere, psychology has a long history of being slow to 

change and adopt new perspectives (Fox et al., 2009; Harris, 2009; Teo, 2009, 2015), and 

educational/school psychology is possibly even more reluctant to change to incorporate 

diverse worldviews (Kousholt, 2014; Sugarman, 2014). The challenge in shifting diverse 

worldviews in psychology can be seen, for example, in the history of how the profession 

has treated queer identities and relationships (Drescher, 2015, 2020). The pathologization 

of queer identities follows the path outlined by Fanon (Bulhan, 1985; Fanon, 1961/2021) 
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in how psychology pathologized the colonized other. Although Freud initially accepted 

homosexuality as a natural variation of human sexualities, this went against established 

belief. By the time of the first Diagnostic and Statistical Manual in 1952, homosexuality 

was equated with pedophilia and classified as a mental disorder  (Drescher, 2015). It 

would take another 60 years for same-sex attraction to be fully de-pathologized in the 

DSM-5, and transgender identities currently remain pathologized under the category of 

“Gender Dysphoria” (APA, 2022). The move to remove homosexuality as a direct 

diagnosis in 1973 was not without controversy (Drescher, 2015, 2020) and even 20 years 

later it was not fully accepted among mental health professionals (Rubinstein, 1995). 

Now, 50 years later, psychology’s ability to embrace a fully affirming approach to 

therapy remains somewhat elusive (Peñaloza & Ubach, 2015; L. C. Smith, 2016). 

Psychology has indeed shifted from its previously long-held belief that homosexuality 

was unnatural and dangerous to the public. However, its historic resistance to this change 

despite much available evidence to the contrary led to significant pain in the lives of 

queer people.  

It is arguable that school psychology’s resistance to accepting Indigenous 

worldviews is at a similar inflection point now in 2024. Just as psychology sought to 

pathologize queer identities and understandings, there remains an element that continues 

to delegitimize, and even pathologize, Indigenous understandings and worldviews. While 

no one speaks of “curing” Indigenous students, we are not far removed from government 

policies that very directly sought the assimilation (or “curing”) of Indigenous children 

through schooling (TRC, 2015).  
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The tendency to pathologize the other has been a well-documented strategy in 

colonization and psychology (Bulhan, 1985, 2015; Fanon, 1961/2021). As with the 

resistance to depathologizing queer people in the 60s and 70s, it seems likely that the 

resistance of school psychology to more whole-heartedly depathologize Indigenous 

worldviews is based in fear. Beverly, for instance, was afraid of being made to feel guilty 

by the process of decolonization which is an example of “settler shame” (Kizuk, 2020) 

that acts as a block and defense mechanism in settler moves to innocence. Tasha and Kira 

spoke about their fear of offending Indigenous students and families because of their lack 

of knowledge which amounts to a form of “conversational silencing” (Durrheim, 2023). 

Deanna spoke about her fear of consequences from regulators if she moved too far 

outside the accepted “best practice” models of school psychology. As suggested earlier 

(Allen, 2022; McKenney, 2021), some of the settler school psychologists may also fear a 

loss of social and economic status if they challenge systems directly. This loss of status 

connects with the sense of “white entitlement” (Halvorsen et al., 2022) white 

professionals feel that allows them to position themselves as an exception to criticism of 

their systems. They provide themselves a “get out of jail free” card that allows them to 

protect their innocence as being “one of the good ones.” 

Self-awareness and perceptions about fear lie at the heart of many psychological 

models of change. Carleton (2012) framed fear within the context of the uncertainty that 

accompanies changing behaviour. Within the context of decolonizing school psychology 

there is a great deal of uncertainty. Sylvia and Tasha both recognized that test norms were 

not acceptable, but they could not see a clear path away from that aspect of practice. 

Deanna was willing to push boundaries, but she was uncertain about the possible 
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consequences she could face. Kassidy and Kira wanted to change their reports and 

recommendations, but they are unsure of their ability to do it. The conscious and 

unconscious balancing school psychologists may be doing about these approaches to 

decolonization practice complicate the process of change. 

Prochaska, et al. (2008) placed “decisional balance” as a central aspect to the 

Transtheoretical Model of Change. Evaluation of the benefits of change and the costs of 

change becomes more difficult if a person is unsure what those outcomes might be. Some 

of the school psychologists in this study worried about how they might balance the 

published directives to change their practice (CPA, 2018) with the demands from their 

employers (Alberta Education, 2022; Department of Education, 2015; Ministry of 

Education, 2015, 2022), and established practice guidelines (CPA, 2007; Saskatchewan 

College of Psychologists, 2019). Beverly seems to be, at best, at a “precontemplation” 

stage of change while Phillipa and Deanna seem to be at an “action” stage of change. The 

other four participants are likely at a contemplation stage. What seems to be absent in 

large part among the research group is the process of “self-re-evaluation” which 

“combines both cognitive and affective assessments of one’s self-image with and without 

an unhealthy behavior […]” (Prochaska et al., 2008, p. 101). The “unhealthy behaviour” 

in this case being continuing to practice school psychology in a way they recognize as 

less than ideal.  

 

7.6 Who is Responsible for Change?  
 

One question that arises from the issues raised in this chapter, and remains 

unaddressed by the proposed theory, is the question of who is responsible for overcoming 
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this fear school psychologist have about decolonizing their practice? Who is responsible 

for making the necessary change happen? Who needs to be accountable for the process of 

decolonizing the practice of school psychology? Are individual psychologists responsible 

for making the change? Are professional associations? Regulators? Governments? 

Broader society? The Truth and Reconciliation Commission (2015) was clear in its belief 

that reconciliation is the obligation of all Canadians, not just governments and Indigenous 

groups. In its response to the TRC’s report, the Canadian Psychological Association 

(2018a) outlined a dual-response to the Calls to Action where the profession as a whole 

and individual psychologists are jointly responsible for making change. They said, “True 

accountability for the profession of psychology means that 1) both collectively as a 

discipline and 2) individually as practitioners, scholars, teachers, and researchers, we 

must answer for our unethical conduct” (CPA, 2018a, p. 9). The response went on to note 

that “psychologists must engage in critical self-reflection and evaluation of their skills 

and performance” (CPA, 2018a, p. 9). In some ways, this personal and professional 

approach mirrors the notion of Harlen Pruden that distinguishes “reconciliation” as a 

personal act and “decolonization” as a systemic process (Lamoureux, 2020). But how 

does this approach lead to meaningful change in the practice of school psychology. 

Last year, the CPA (2023) updated its accreditation standards for doctoral 

programs in psychology. Unlike the previous set of standards (CPA, 2011), which made 

no mention at all about Indigenous peoples, the revised standards declared “Indigenous 

interculturalism” as a foundational competency and working with Indigenous 

communities as essential requirements for “accredited” programs. While this can be 

recognized as an attempt to enhance both the professional and individual accountability 
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to improve practice, it is limited in its application. The CPA has “accredited” only six 

doctoral training programs in applied or school psychology and only two doctoral 

internship locations in Canada (CPA, 2018b). In the meantime, the majority of school 

psychologists working in western Canada are trained at the master’s level in non-

accredited programs which are not covered by the CPA’s standards (Agar, 2016; Johnson 

& Zwiers, 2016; Mallin et al., 2016). Indeed, the CPA’s preference for doctoral training in 

school psychology (CPA, 2022) may have the inadvertent effect of reducing services to 

Indigenous students and their families by restricting access to training. 

While the Canadian Psychological Association has a degree of influence in terms 

of identifying standards for accreditation (CPA, 2011, 2023) and professional ethics 

(CPA, 2017), they do not have the legal authority to enforce either. That responsibility 

falls to the different provincial regulatory boards. While Saskatchewan gives legal effect 

to the Code of Ethics it does not require prospective psychologists to have graduated from 

“accredited” programs (Psychologists Act (1997), 2023). Regulators have varied widely 

in how they have moved forward on the CPA’s Response to the TRC’s Calls to Action. 

So, while the CPA has made recommendations in a number of areas to improve how 

psychology and psychologists work with Indigenous peoples, it does not have any tools 

other than moral persuasion to move decolonization forward.  

In the “Workplace Roles” sub-category we heard from school psychologists about 

the dominant role of assessment in their day-to-day work. They highlighted various 

mandates that came from governments dictating that approach to the job (Alberta 

Education, 2022; Department of Education, 2015; Manitoba Education and Early 

Childhood Learning, 2022; Ministry of Education, 2017). Yet, they have been told by the 
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authors of their Code of Ethics that they have to shift away from that approach to fulfill 

their ethical obligations to Indigenous students and families. In this way, school 

psychologists are caught between their ethical responsibilities and the mandates of their 

employers. This dilemma is further complicated when we look at the concerns raised by 

one participant, Deanna, who wanted to move beyond traditional practice (CPA, 2007, 

2012) to an approach she believed better met the needs of students, but she feared 

possible discipline if she deviated from those traditional practices.   

While some participants, Deanna, Philippa, and Sylvia, indicated openness to 

changing their practice in light of new knowledge and understanding about their practice, 

they felt hampered in their ability to do so. They accepted the personal responsibility to 

change as they highlighted systemic barriers and the lack of quality continuing education 

opportunities that was preventing them from moving forward with change. On the other 

hand, one participant, Beverly, who was either reluctant to, or avoided, making changes 

in her practice and remained committed to limited worldviews and practices of 

psychology. We can see that some school psychologists are not ready to accept the 

individual responsibility for change and do not seem to understand that the profession is 

looking to change how it serves the needs of Indigenous students and families.  

How can school psychologists with similar perspectives be held accountable for 

their resistance to change? Ultimately, responsibility and accountability for making 

school psychologists change their practices lies with all the players in their system. 

Professional associations, like the CPA and its provincial counterparts, remain important 

sources of continuing education and defining professional standards and they need to be 

accountable for how they deliver on both. Regulatory boards need to be accountable for 
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how they enforce evolving standards of practice and what training is required to become 

a licenced practitioner. Governments need to be held to account for how they define the 

requirements for educational supports and mandating assessments that are not in keeping 

with the needs of Indigenous students and enforcing discipline processes that facilitate 

the school-to-prison pipeline. Finally, individual school psychologists need to be held 

accountable for their own ethical decision-making process and the quality of service they 

provide to Indigenous students. A failure to accept responsibility to decolonize school 

psychology by any one of these four parties will prevent decolonization from happening. 

We are all, individually and collectively, responsible for overcoming our fears to ensure 

that change does happen. 

 

7.7 Summary 
 

The core issue of this research was around the question of whether settler school 

psychologists were ready to engage in the process of decolonizing their practice. While 

other areas of psychology, in particular clinical and counselling psychology, have an 

established body of research in this area when I began this work, the written material on 

decolonizing the practice of school psychology was quite sparse. This required 

conversations with settler school psychologists to examine their training, their own 

professional practice, their understandings of Indigenous worldviews, as well as their 

understandings of what decolonization means in a professional context. 

The relative lack of research on the broad topic meant I had to start from scratch 

and making a grounded theory approach to learning made the most sense to me. As my 

coursework progressed it became clear to me that grounded theory approaches were quite 



DECOLONIZING SCHOOL PSYCHOLOGY 

 

208 

fitting with Indigenous research perspectives, as well as decolonizing and critical 

theories, including TribalCrit. Professional associations of psychologists across Western 

Canada agreed to share my research invitation and I was grateful to have several school 

psychologists volunteer to participate in my knowledge seeking. 

Seven settler school psychologists participated in the research over the course of 

two rounds of interviews. All self-identified as White women and they ranged in 

experience from early career to late career and they worked in a wide range of school 

settings including larger and smaller urban centers, rural work experience, as well as 

experience working in northern and remote Indigenous communities. Some had 

experience in leadership positions in different school systems, some had prior experience 

working as classroom and/or learning resource teachers, and they all self-declared as 

having experience working with Indigenous student and their families. Overall, the 

participants seemed to fit well with the known demographics of school psychologists.  

During our semi-structured interviews, all participants commented on the lack of 

information about Indigenous worldviews in their training programs. The participants 

varied in how much they have learned about Indigenous perspectives since they began 

their careers. Some have sought meaningful learning from community members and by 

immersing themselves as much as possible in the communities they serve. Others 

expressed feeling limited in their knowledge and shared a sense of fear about using their 

limited knowledge lest they offend Indigenous families by making assumptions about 

how traditional the families might be. One of the participants expressed several opinions 

that could generously be described as an extractive view of Indigenous cultures as being 

something to benefit settlers.  



DECOLONIZING SCHOOL PSYCHOLOGY 

 

209 

 Much of our conversations during the interviews focused on the role of 

assessment in the day-to-day work of the participants. In their own ways, the participants 

spoke about their gate-keeper function in terms of conducting psychological assessments 

to determine student eligibility for supports and specialized programming. Some 

recognized the discontinuity between working in systems that purport to be “needs-

based” but still require formal assessments to access services. Family reluctance about 

their children being placed into segregated special education programs was a frequent 

concern raised by the participants. Several also raised questions about the appropriateness 

of programming decisions due to information being taken out of context. 

 All participants recognized there were issues with regards to the norming and 

standardization of most of the assessment instruments they used in their practice. Several 

also raised concerns about the level of cultural bias that exists in the various tools. While 

there was a general preference to using tests with Canadian norms, these were still seen 

by many as not being particularly appropriate for use with Indigenous students. Some 

noted that the best response to this would be to develop some expanded norms to better 

reflect Indigenous populations while others preferred to manage the issue by relying on 

less culturally loaded instruments or deferring to more informal modes of assessment. 

Some of the participants thought it appropriate to take contextual factors into 

consideration when interpreting assessment results while others preferred a very strict 

adherence to historic methods of interpretation. 

 The participants were quite varied in terms of how they responded to the question 

of “what does decolonization mean to you as a school psychologist?” Responses ranged 

from being “open minded” and “walking alongside” Indigenous people to questioning 
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some of the fundamental underpinnings of psychology and the disadvantages assessments 

can bring to an Indigenous student and the entire community. One participant was clear 

that she did not want decolonization to lay blame on her for the actions of her ancestors. 

Generally, the views expressed by the participants seem to be quite reflective of the 

Canadian population as a whole with varying perspectives on what reconciliation and 

decolonization should look like, a phenomena observed by Harris (2009). 

 While most participants expressed recognition, to one degree or another, of the 

need for the profession of school psychology to change and become more respectful of 

Indigenous worldviews to meet the needs of Indigenous students and their families, there 

seemed to be no real consensus about what that would, or could, look like. One of the 

participants did not see the need for change and, in fact, advocated for a broader 

application of existing approaches so that Indigenous children could better meet colonial 

expectations. Two participants seemed to identify their practices as being part of the 

problem that they hoped to change. However, most of the participants did not express any 

ideas to suggest that they saw their professional practice as being problematic and 

potentially harmful. 

 Not one of the participants made an explicit (or even implicit) link between their 

specialized psychology training in understanding how children learn and how best to 

teach children who struggle with learning to Indigenous understandings of teaching and 

learning. There was some discussion by one participant, Philippa, about the value and 

importance of land-based learning, but what she witnessed was land-based learning 

implemented through a settler lens. Fundamentally, all conceptualizations of knowledge 

acquisition discussed during our conversations remained firmly rooted in Western 
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epistemologies, ontologies, and pedagogies. Even though some participants, Philippa and 

Deanna, described practices that could be seen as tentative steps towards epistemic 

decolonization, there appeared to be no theoretical or critical understanding of what 

decolonization might mean or why it might be necessary. 
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8 CONCLUSION 
 

This research and my PhD journey were spurred by two separate but related 

events. The first event was when a respected colleague, the late Dr. Bruce Gordon, called 

on members of the Saskatchewan College of Psychologists to develop a response to the 

Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada. The second event was deciding to read 

the report itself (TRC, 2015) and finding within it my personal obligation towards 

reconciliation both as an individual and as a school psychologist. Over the course of the 

last seven years engaging in this study, I learned that there was and is much work to be 

done. 

 

8.1 Working with an Elder and CAC 
 

Early in my course work I was exposed to the ideals of critical psychology. In 

particular, I learned that it could help examine the broader field of psychology and that 

one of its core values was the ability to take a broader perspective on psychological 

research. This led naturally to taking a graduate class on Indigenous Research 

Methodologies where knowledge was shared about the multitude of Indigenous 

epistemologies-ontologies across this land. In discussing Indigenous research ethics, I 

learned about principles of community engagement and addressing the needs of 

Indigenous communities. Even though it was not a formal requirement of my program, I 

decided that part of my reconciliation journey would be to incorporate this community 

engagement in my work. 

Through my university supervisor I was able to connect with an Elder, Kokum 

Brenda Dubois, who had previously worked in child and youth mental health and who is 
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widely respected in my local community. I also had the good fortune of working with a 

Community Advisory Committee (CAC) of Indigenous women who worked at all levels 

of the education system (Kindergarten to post-secondary), who all had graduate degrees 

in school psychology, and who all knew me through my work in school psychology. 

These four women provided me spiritual direction, counsel, practical advice, and 

encouragement for the work contained in this dissertation. Together, Kokum and the CAC 

offered suggestions about the questions I should ask participants for both rounds of 

interviews and they reviewed my analysis of the findings of those interviews. Although I 

am confident in both the guidance they provided and how that guidance has allowed me 

to critically examine the readiness of the participants to engage in decolonizing their 

practice, I acknowledge my own biases and limitations with respect to my positionality as 

a White school psychologist who has spent years working with Indigenous families. As 

such, while my efforts at engaging with this work were supported by Kokum and the 

CAC, and they verified my analysis of the results, the conclusions are ultimately mine 

and they bear no responsibility for any errors or misinterpretations I have made along the 

way about my own understanding of Indigenous worldviews.  

  

8.2 Limitations 
 

As with all qualitative projects, this research is subject to limitations that impact 

the ability of readers to apply the findings to their own contexts. One such limitation is 

the small number of participants. It would be unwise to make broad conclusions based on 

seven interviews with school psychologists. Further to this, the limited number of 

participants also impacted the geographic scope, with participants coming only from 



DECOLONIZING SCHOOL PSYCHOLOGY 

 

214 

Western and Northern Canada. In this manner, their experiences may not be reflective in 

other parts of Canada and they certainly cannot be reflective of the multiple First Nation, 

Métis, and Inuit communities dispersed across the land. Another limitation of this work is 

that the participants self-nominated to join the study, which may have skewed results in a 

way that might have been avoided with a different sampling approach. With these 

limitations in mind, readers with good understanding of the context of the research and 

their own knowledge may decide how applicable my conclusions are to their own 

situations and contexts. 

As noted earlier, a fundamental limitation of this research is that I am a White 

settler school psychologist myself working with others like me to understand 

decolonization. I have been taught and trained in the same Eurocentric educational 

systems as my participants. Indigenous people will naturally have very different 

perspectives on what decolonization means and how to achieve it. While I have tried to 

account for my own biases and worked with an Indigenous Elder and Community 

Advisory Committee, there is no guarantee that my own subjectivity did not affect the 

flow of the conversations within the interviews or the conclusions I drew from them. 

Finally, my position within the profession, which was known to some of the participants, 

may have limited how free they felt to express themselves.  

 

8.3 Contribution to the Field 
 

As a relatively early foray into the idea of decolonization in school psychology, I 

believe that this research has shed some new light on the practice of settler school 

psychologists in Western and Northern Canada. As will be discussed a little later, in many 
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ways this work raises as many questions, if not more, as it might possibly answer. 

However, I believe that some things are generally clearer as a result of this research: 

• Settler school psychologists have varying degrees of ability to critically 

reflect on their profession, their own behaviour, their own worldviews, and 

their own potential biases. There seems to be a general lack of awareness 

of their own subjectivity. 

• Settler school psychologists may vastly range in their understandings of 

the theoretical (or practical) aspects of decolonization or how to apply this 

to their practice. 

• Settler school psychologists may have limited understandings of 

Indigenous worldviews and cultures that limits their ability to effectively 

meet the needs of Indigenous students and families. 

• Settler school psychologists can recognize that their tools of the trade are 

not as applicable with Indigenous students as they are with White students. 

• Settler school psychologists may feel compelled, either by government 

expectations, “best practice” models, and/or regulatory obligations to use 

instruments that may not be fairly meeting the needs of Indigenous 

students. 

• Settler school psychologists may be engaged in various behaviours that 

can be seen as “moves to innocence.” Examples include: 

o Placing distance between themselves, as individuals, and the 

problems they see about how school psychology is practiced with 

Indigenous students and their families. This extends to their roles 
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in special education programming, segregated programming, 

discipline processes, and the school-to-prison-pipeline. 

o Appearing to have difficulty making a connection between their 

expertise in learning and teaching, and the expertise of Indigenous 

communities in culturally appropriate models of teaching and 

learning. 

o Having perspectives regarding reconciliation and decolonization 

that seem to be reflective of the broader Canadian population. An 

understanding of how their professional roles are likely to have a 

greater impact on Indigenous students and families than most 

Canadians may be absent. 

o Expressing a variety of “fears” that prevent them from moving 

forward in improving their practice with Indigenous students and 

their families. Fear of being judged, misunderstood, and 

inappropriate in their interactions with Indigenous families was 

expressed in various forms. Fear of being made to feel guilty for 

past injustices. Fear of reprisals and discipline from professional 

regulators for not following established practice. 

As school psychology looks to catch up with other areas of psychology when it 

comes to understanding and incorporating Indigenous worldviews and knowledges, as 

well as the epistemic and reparative dimensions of decolonization, it was important to 

understand where settler school psychologists are beginning their journey. While not an 
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exhaustive examination, this research now provides some sense of location to see what 

might lie ahead.  

 

8.4 Implications for Practice 
 

I entered this research with a personal goal to find ways to improve my own 

understanding and practice as a school psychologist. However, the implications for my 

own practice carry over to the broader practice of all settler school psychologists who 

work with Indigenous student and their families. 

The lack of self-awareness about our own subjectivities and locations increases 

the likelihood that our unexamined biases and habits will have a detrimental impact on 

Indigenous students and interfere with epistemic decolonization. We need to become 

aware of our blind spots and learn how to address them through critical self-examination 

and/or authentic engagement with Indigenous peoples who can point them out to us. We 

don’t know what we don’t know until it is pointed out to us. Becoming aware of the 

potentially negative impacts of practice as school psychologists can be an unsettling 

process but we cannot allow this to impede our progress. 

It seems safe to say that our levels of discomfort with the idea of decolonizing the 

practice of school psychology in Canada is a source of fear for many in our profession. 

Fear of offending others or not knowing how to ask Indigenous communities how to 

work with their children is not an acceptable excuse for failing to move beyond our 

discomfort. Some may fear the repercussions, from professional regulatory bodies, of 

pushing to far beyond dominant models of “best practice.” Such fears may be more based 

on settler “moves to innocence” than any real impediment to making changes. As 



DECOLONIZING SCHOOL PSYCHOLOGY 

 

218 

psychologists we ought to be able to place our irrational fears in their proper context, so 

we are able to move forward towards decolonization in a meaningful way. Fear responses 

and moves to innocence will slow down the process of decolonizing school psychology. 

These fear responses and adherence to so-called “best practice” models have a 

substantial impact on the assessment choices being made by settler school psychologists. 

While participants readily acknowledged the many limitations of the traditional norm-

referenced, standardized assessments they used daily they continued to use them. There 

were no satisfactory explanations for this continued use. As we reflect on the different 

worldviews in effect, Indigenous worldviews that see knowledge as shared and 

communal and a psychology worldview that sees knowledge as a possession of 

individuals, there remains an open question of whether it is even possible to bridge this 

divide. Can school psychology, as traditionally practiced, be reformed through the 

development of new culturally appropriate instruments and modes of assessment or 

should it be left to perish along with the many other practices that colonization imposes 

on Indigenous communities? 

If school psychology is to persist in Indigenous communities, then it will certainly 

need to be substantially redefined by those same communities, their Elders, and 

Indigenous scholars. Settler school psychologists who work with and for Indigenous 

communities should be ready to participate in a process that honours local epistemologies 

and pedagogies. Our openness and readiness to do this remains unknown. 

Moving forward on decolonization requires school psychologists to receive 

quality training in their graduate programs and continuing education opportunities. The 

lack of training at the university level about Indigenous worldviews, epistemologies, 
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ontologies, and pedagogies can create the false notion that these perspectives are neither 

valid nor important. For the foreseeable future universities will, quite unfairly, be seen as 

the arbiters of “legitimate” knowledge in psychology and the inclusion of Indigenous 

knowledges in psychology training programs is necessary. School psychologists who are 

already practicing need access to quality professional development to help them grow 

their knowledge base about Indigenous worldviews. While university training programs 

and continuing education are important for school psychologists, neither is a replacement 

for local, community-based knowledge that can only come from meeting, interacting 

with, and learning from people in the communities where psychologists work.  

Incorporating the traditional knowledge and experiences of Elders into psychology 

training programs is one option to improve them but it might be even better if school 

psychology training programs were removed from university classrooms so that 

prospective school psychologists could receive part of their training in the Indigenous 

communities they will serve.  This could allow them to better understand Indigenous 

emotional and spiritual attachments to the land in order to learn contextualized local 

knowledge to serve the needs of students, families, and communities. 

On the whole, school psychology appears to be far behind other areas of 

psychology, in particular clinical and counselling psychology, when it comes to 

understanding and embracing Indigenous knowledges and decolonizing practice. Where 

clinical psychology is making advances on cultural frameworks for impairment and 

counselling psychology moves forward with integrating Indigenous healing traditions, 

school psychology seems stuck in an approach to understanding learning and teaching 

that adheres to Eurocentric notions dating back a hundred years or more. Our frameworks 
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for learning are based exclusively on individual possession of knowledge which is 

incompatible with communal knowledge and systems of supporting learning. If land-

based approaches can be integrated into better social-emotional functioning, then school 

psychology can look to opportunities to see how land-based approaches can be integrated 

into cognitive and academic success. 

 

8.5 Future Directions 
 

Like many dissertations, this one ends up raising more questions than it answers. 

Now that we see that settler school psychologists are starting from a variety of positions 

with regards to decolonizing their practice, the question becomes how do we, as 

individuals and as a profession, move forward? How can school psychologists become 

more active in the process of decolonizing their work? This can be a tricky question in 

part because it is not up to a White, settler dominated profession to solely determine what 

a decolonized profession should look like. 

If we have learned anything from the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, it is 

that settler-led initiatives are likely to make the situation worse. It is worth repeating Tuck 

and Yang’s (2012) observation that “there is a long and bumbled history of non-

Indigenous peoples making moves to alleviate the impacts of colonization” (p. 3). The 

terms of decolonization, both epistemic and reparative, must be determined in 

relationship with Indigenous peoples, so they are able to reach their own goals and self-

determination. One question that needs to be answered is, “What role would Indigenous 

communities like school psychologists to have in their communities?” It is quite possible 

that there will be as many answers to that question as there are Indigenous communities 
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across Canada, and other countries. School psychologists are used to generalizing based 

on statistical information. When it comes to this question, we will need to resist that habit 

and learn to focus on the local context of the individual Indigenous communities we work 

in. Neighbouring communities may have different perspectives and aspirations. We may 

need to develop new skills and new approaches as we find out the answers to this 

question. 

The process of developing new skills might become clearer if we consider the 

question of, “How can school psychologists better collaborate with Indigenous 

communities to meet their self-identified needs?” This question can help school 

psychologists learn to prioritize the needs of Indigenous peoples rather than prioritizing 

mandates from governments and school systems. Related to this question is, “How might 

school psychologists develop a true ‘needs-based’ assessment process that does not rely 

on questionable assessment tools?” Governments say they follow a needs-based 

approach, but the reality on the ground shows that this is not the case. It is also a 

reflection of colonization that provincial and national governments make the decisions 

themselves. If Indigenous communities wish to move away from Eurocentric curricula to 

traditional approaches to teaching and learning, then school psychology as it is currently 

practiced may not be relevant. 

A final question needing further investigation is, “How can school psychologists 

reduce, or eliminate, the role of their work in the school-to-prison-pipeline?” While this 

issue did not come up during the interviews, as I analyzed the information it became 

more apparent to me that settler school psychologists have a central facilitating role in the 

process. If the field of school psychology is to come to terms with the harms it has done 
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to Indigenous students and families, then it seems essential that deal directly with one of 

the most consequential, and colonizing, consequences of our work. This work would 

require action not only from individual school psychologists, but also professional 

associations, regulators, and governments across Canada. All parties are implicated in 

historic and continuing harms, and all must be involved in alleviating current suffering 

and preventing it from happening again in the future. 

 

8.6 Final Thoughts 
 

Before sharing my final thoughts, I would like to express in the proper text of my 

dissertation my thanks for the many people who have helped me in this journey. I begin 

with Kokum Brenda Dubois and the members of my Community Advisory Committee 

(Shirley Boucher, Shana Cardinal, and Rhonda Stevenson) for their spiritual and cultural 

support and guidance in this work. I wish to thank my supervisor, Dr. Pamela Osmond-

Johnson for her patient and gentle hand, as well as my other committee members at the 

university (Dr. Marc Spooner, Dr. Angela McGinnis, and Dr. Michele Sorensen) who 

have asked me insightful and difficult questions along the way. I am grateful to the 

Indigenous Education Circle in the Faculty of Education for supporting my desire for 

authentic engagement with Indigenous communities, and the Faculty of Graduate Studies 

and Research for a Graduate Study Grant to partially defray my tuition costs. 

This effort has been as much personal as it has been professional. The core 

question of my research has been, “What is the readiness of settler school psychologists 

to engage with decolonizing practice?” The simple answer is, “it depends on the 

individual.” Some participants were quite willing to challenge the dominant perspectives 



DECOLONIZING SCHOOL PSYCHOLOGY 

 

223 

of the profession and to make changes where they felt capable to better meet the needs of 

Indigenous students and their families. Others professed to being open minded to change 

but they were unsure of how to start. One seemed quite intent on holding on to old ways 

and harbouring hostile attitudes towards Indigenous content and worldviews. Settler 

school psychologists are all starting from different places and have a different willingness 

to engage in the work of decolonization. It is unclear if we will all reach the goal with 

integrity and good intentions. 

One thing that I have learned through my journey is that colonization rots the 

colonizer. Colonization intentionally creates blind spots that allows settlers to ignore the 

harms they have done and escape responsibility. Colonization has so embedded itself in 

Canadian society and on the Canadian landscape that it is impossible to turn back the 

clock and undo all its harms and devastations. Colonization in psychology has limited its 

perspective and worldviews and determined that there is only one legitimate path to 

knowledge. Psychology purports itself to be a “science” where all knowledge is subject to 

verification through experimentation and statistical examination. School psychology is 

particularly prone to relying exclusively on statistical processes to determine what is real 

and what is not. 

While there is a place for that approach to learning some things, empirical 

methods cannot be, and indeed are not, the only pathway to knowledge. Indigenous 

peoples have millennia of experience with science based on observation and interaction 

between individuals, the land, and the universe. Colonizing approaches to psychology 

have cut all of us off from this way of learning. When settler school psychologists focus 

on statistical analysis and prediction instead of the human relationships we should have 
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with Indigenous student and families we diminish ourselves and the people we sit with. If 

we are to build meaningful relationships with student and families, we need to overcome 

our fears so we can recognize and cut out the rot within ourselves and our profession that 

causes harm. Indigenous students and families deserve nothing less. 
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APPENDIX B – Recruitment E-mail  

 

Dear Colleagues, 
 
 My name is Mike White, and I am Registered Psychologist (SCP #751), licenced 
in school psychology since 2008. Now in private practice, I spent the first 12 years of my 
career working in Northern and urban Saskatchewan schools where I spent time with 
many Indigenous children and their families. My experiences lead me to wonder if there 
was a way I could improve my practice and better serve those families. So, I returned to 
school to pursue a PhD to answer my questions and I need your help. 
 
 My research is on the experiences of settler school psychologists who work with 
Indigenous children and their families and how they are working through the ideas of 
reconciliation and decolonization. I would appreciate an opportunity to meet with you 
over Zoom to talk about your work to see if we can shed greater light on this topic as a 
question of professional practice. I am seeking school psychologists who are at different 
stages in their careers, and who have worked in different locations (urban, Northern, 
rural, on-reserve). The two main requirements are that you have some experience 
working with Indigenous children and their families, and that you are not Indigenous.  
 

Attached to this e-mail is an invitation that provides greater detail about the 
research and ethics approval from the University of Regina. Please feel free to reach out 
to express your interest. 

 
Respectfully, 
 
 
 
 
Michael C. White, M.Ed. 
PhD Candidate 
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APPENDIX C – Participant Letter of Recruitment 
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APPENDIX D – Participant Consent Form 
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APPENDIX E - Suggested Interview Prompts 

1. Do you mind sharing a little about yourself and your background? 

2. Just for demographic purposes, would you mind sharing your gender identity and 

racial identity? If you don’t feel comfortable sharing that’s OK too. 

3. Could you tell me how long you have been working as a school psychologist and 

a bit about your work setting? 

4. Could you tell me a little about why you chose to become a school psychologist? 

5. What was your training program like?  Were there things that you learned that you 

didn’t need? Things you feel you should have learned but didn’t? 

6. Did you feel fully prepared to be a school psychologist after completing your 

training program? 

7. What can you tell me about the communities, schools, and families you work 

with? 

8. Can you tell me about your experiences about working with Indigenous students 

and their families? 

9. Is there anything special or different that you do when working with Indigenous 

families? 

10. What does “decolonization” mean to you as a psychologist? 

11. How do you incorporate Indigenous worldviews into your work as a 

psychologist? 

12. Do you believe that school psychology, as it is broadly practiced, is appropriate 

for Indigenous students and their families? 

a. Is there anything in your personal practice that you believe makes what 

you do more appropriate, or less appropriate, for Indigenous students than 

is generally done within the profession. 


