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IN  THIS  VOLUME 

 

This Volume contains articles based on presentations at MERN forums 11, 
13, 14, and 15. We believe that the discussions presented by these researchers 
contain important information for educators in various positions throughout the 
public education system. 

For the first time, we have included two articles submitted in French. Due to 
increasing costs, we were unable to include the English translations as originally 
intended. We have made these accessible on the MERN website under 
“Publications”: http://www.mern.ca/journal.asp  We encourage readers to visit the 
site, access the English version if necessary, and take the time to explore the site. 

Brian Lewthwaite begins the Volume with an exploration of the transforma-
tion of a northern Canadian Aboriginal school, led by a local Aboriginal principal. 

Karen Magro studied the various initiatives designed to improve conditions 
for immigrants and refugees. After discussing the difficulties faced by newcomers, 
which prevent them from participating fully in our society, she highlights the argu-
ment put forward by interviewees that stronger links between academic program-
ming and the workplace would reduce the barriers they still face. 

John Hansen interviewed several Cree elders to determine whether they 
could assist schools and homes in establishing effective conflict resolution ap-
proaches as well as promoting peace and justice. 

Brenda Firman discusses the results of a successful effort to transform non-
readers and poor readers into students who viewed themselves as capable read-
ers.  

Luella Jonk studied Aboriginal mothers’ responses to a survey inquiring into 
methods that they used to facilitate language development. The results provide 
important insights for both psychologists and teachers. 

The research carried out by Brian Lewthwaite and Barbara McMillan provide 
important insight into what Inuit students in Middle Years believe are the charac-
teristics of an effective teacher who promotes learning within a positive learning 
environment. 

Glenn Cockerline and Michael Nantais report their findings on a survey of 
pre-service teachers designed to determine their facility with using digital technol-
ogy, having used computers for much of their public school experience. 

Finally, we wrap up this issue with two articles in French. The first, by  Jules 
Rocque, reports on the results of an experiment with students in his university 
classes in which he used a blend of online and face-to face instruction.  

 The final article by Hélène Archambault presents the results of her study of 
the impact of information and communication technology in classrooms in Que-
bec’s First Nations schools.  

Enjoy! 
 
T. MacNeill, Managing editor 
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Abstract 
This paper explores the history and processes 
associated with the transformation of a 
northern Canadian Aboriginal school into a 
culture-based community school for its Metis, 
Inuvialuit and Gwichin citizens. In particular, 
the role of the principal, a local Aboriginal, as a 
leader in initiating and facilitating the 
transformative change is examined. Most 
significantly, the case described in this paper 
provides encouragement and insight for other 
schools desiring to move towards culture-
based schools. 

 
Context of the Study 

 

 Aklavik is a predominantly Aboriginal 
northern community in the Northwest Territories 
of Canada, one of Canada‘s three northern 
territories. The hamlet has a significant and 
culturally unique heritage in the development of 
the western arctic. It was established as a 
trading post for the Hudson‘s Bay Company in 
1912 to serve the Metis, Inuvialuit and Gwichin 
Aboriginal populations that live in the biological 
and mineral resource-rich Mackenzie Delta 
region.  Aklavik was the home of two of the 
arctic‘s three residential schools from the early 
1920s until the late-1950s, Immaculate 
Conception Roman Catholic and All Saints 
Anglican. Typical of many Canadian residential 
schools, both schools have been more recently 
acknowledged as institutions responsible for a 
variety of emotional, physical and spiritual 
atrocities committed against many of their 
western arctic Aboriginal residents over a four-
decade period. 

A government run school was established 
in the late 1950s soon after the closure of these 
residential schools. Today, Aklavik is a 
community of 670 residents, most of whom are 
Metis, Inuuvialuit and Gwichin. The school 
population of 153 is 97% Aboriginal. There are 
ten full-time teachers. Since its inception, the 
school has typically had a preponderance of 
southern, non-Aboriginal teachers and 
principals. This preponderance has [likely 
unintentionally] marginalized community 

participation and, thus, cultural representation in 
the school. Although the school continues to be 
state-administered under the auspices of the 
Government of the Northwest Territories, the 
school over recent years has moved to become 
a community-based school reflecting the cultural 
context and community aspirations for 
education. The research outlined in this paper 
explores the impetus for the changes in the 
school towards greater community inclusion, 
especially in regards to and the processes 
influencing this change in Aklavik. In particular, it 
examines the role of the local Aboriginal 
principal in initiating and facilitating this change. 

 

Methodology 
 

The methodology used in this research 
inquiry is the case study. Using multiple sources 
of qualitative and quantitative data the study 
endeavors to understand and explain a 
phenomenon, the processes influencing the 
establishment of culture-based education 
program in an Aboriginal community. The study 
strives towards a holistic understanding of 
cultural systems of action within a social system, 
a school (Sjoberg, Williams, Vaughan, & 
Sjoberg, 1991). The unit of analysis in this case 
study is the dominant players in the school: the 
superintendent, principal, teachers, students, 
community members and Local Education 
Authority. Drawing upon multiple sources of 
information, this case study includes a multi-
perspective analysis  using themes from the 
relevant players and the interaction among 
them. Overall, the researcher seeks to make 
sense of the respondents‘ personal stories 
pertaining to school development and the ways 
in which these stories intersect (Glesne & 
Peshkin, 1992). The author sought to 
understand behavior from the respondents‘ own 
frame of reference, accepting that there were 
multiple ways of interpreting experiences 
(Bogdan & Biklen, 1992) but expecting that 
within these experiences common themes would 
be identified.  

  

 Examining the Influence of an Aboriginal Principal on Transformative     
School Development: A Case Study 

 

  - Brian Lewthwaite, University of Manitoba 
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Results and Discussion 
 

During a visit to the community and school 
after two decades of having been a teacher in 
the school, the author became acutely aware of 
how this school had physically changed in terms 
of the cultural artifacts on display (for example, 
elders photos, biographies of prominent locals, 
traditional motifs, cultural values statements, 
local historical displays). The school‘s interior 
physically reflected the culture and history of the 
community. As well, informal conversations with 
community members indicated that positive 
change had occurred in school management 
and classroom practice  in recent years. 
Furthermore, the community was attentive to the 
recent Canadian Principal Award bestowed on 
the principal, Velma Illasiak. These events 
prompted the author to ascertain the nature of 
the changes at the school and the impetus for 
these changes through document analysis 
(School Mission statements, external reviews) 
and interviews with current and past teachers, 
community members, recent student graduates 
and members of the Local Education Authority. 
These themes and processes will be explored in 
the remainder of this paper with an emphasis on 
extended comments from the principal and 
school and community members. 
 

Understanding the Impetus for Change 
 

Velma‘s Account: 
―After years of being a social worker [in 
Aklavik] I began to realize parents were 
unlikely to change, and it was hard to teach 
parents new tricks; they were set in their 
ways. They really struggle with change, and 
they weren‘t equipped to make change. So, I 
decided to change my focus and energy from 
the parents to their children. Our youth have 
energy; they want to learn. They are receptive 
to change. I have always believed in 
education, and that it provided a way to bring 
about change in the community. So I 
changed my career and came to the school 
as a school counselor. After being here [in 
the school as the counselor] for six months, I 
began to realize there had to be a change [in 
the way students were treated and the way 
the school operated]. The school was not a 
community school. It was not our school. It 
didn‘t feel that it was ours. We had no 

ownership of the school. It didn‘t belong to 
Aklavik. It could have been any school down 
south. If I was a guest in this school, does the 
school say anything about the community? 
No. Would someone know it was a school in 
an Aboriginal community; not just in 
appearance but how it operated? No. The 
social environment did not depict who we 
were, and students were switching off who 
they were when they come in the school. 
They were being labeled by teachers as bad 
kids, but their parents and the elders knew 
these were not bad kids; many of them were 
wise kids, respected kids. The school was a 
whole different environment. There was a lot 
of disgruntlement in the community, but no 
one was doing anything to address it. They 
saw there wasn‘t much success and that the 
school had little regard for the cultural values 
and knowledge of the community. The school 
needed to be reflective of the community. I 
asked myself who could take on the 
leadership of the school. I had my Aboriginal 
role models [here in the school] but they 
seemed unwilling to pick up this challenge. I 
don‘t think they were aware there was a need 
for change,  and more importantly that the 
school could change. They needed to be 
encouraged and empowered and ultimately I 
took it upon myself to take further training and 
returned as a teacher.‖ 

 

An Aboriginal Colleague‘s Account: 
―She [Velma] made a decision to work more 
closely with the youth but was pretty 
disillusioned by the way the school operated. 
She has a quiet determination and made it 
clear she wanted to see this change. I 
admired her for wanting to see change occur 
and admired her even more for realizing that 
no one but us was going to make that change 
happen.‖ 

 

Two major themes pertaining to the need for 
change are evident in these accounts from 
Velma‘s and her colleague‘s story. First, Velma 
realized that education becomes a means by 
which social change at the community level 
might occur. Mediating socio-economic and 
home difficulties comes through recognizing 
schooling as a priority; a realization that 
motivated Velma to change her role from social 
worker to teacher. Second, her motivation or the 
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impetus for change was her realization that the 
situation, as it was, was inappropriate. There 
had to be change and someone had to initiate 
this change. She was not willing to accept the 
status quo and recognition that change in the 
status quo had to occur as a result of her action. 
Velma‘s response gives evidence of ‗a 
revolution in mindset‘ that provided the impetus 
for educational change; a shift away from 
waiting for things to be done to them, to doing 
things for themselves; a shift away from an 
emphasis on reactive politics to and an 
emphasis on being more proactive; a shift from 
negative motivation to positive motivation. These 
shifts in thinking are referred to by Friere (1971) 
as 'conscientization' or 'consciousness-raising' 
illustrating a reawakening of Aboriginal 
imagination that has too often been stifled and 
diminished by colonization processes. The issue 
here is the realized need by Aboriginal people to 
have increased control over one's own life and 
cultural well-being and to make choices and 
decisions that reflect their cultural, political, 
economic and social preferences.   
 

Processes for Initiating and Implementing 
Change 
 

Velma‘s Account 
―That‘s where I started. I needed the 
community to step up and help me develop 
that environment- so that the kids whether 
they are in the community, on the land or in 
the school- carry the same values and beliefs 
of who they are. That‘s where we started. We 
brought elders of the community from each of 
the cultural groups together to identify the 
distinct and subtle differences and similarities 
among the three cultures. We spent time 
talking about these and identifying the key 
principles we thought should be the 
foundation of the school based on the values 
of the cultures within the community. In the 
first year of my principalship, we wanted to 
work towards establishing the foundations of 
the school based on these cultural values. 
This was going to become a school based on 
the cultural foundations of the community. 
These values and principles had to be the 
foundation of the school and their lives.  At 
the beginning of the school year the elder 
group met with the teachers, and we 

reaffirmed these values. The elders see the 
value and importance of education but do not 
want to forfeit their culture. They want to see 
those two worlds fit and work together and 
not forfeit one over the other. The elders had 
no apprehension of being involved in the 
process. They want to see the future be 
better. They saw that there was rift in the 
community between the school and the 
community.  Maybe they had been involved 
somewhat in the past but never before had 
they been asked to work with the principal 
and school strongly to bring about the 
changes that were necessary. They had been 
involved with classroom visitations but never 
to a level where they were going to  become 
a part of the solution. They welcomed that 
opportunity to be involved. They provide me 
with direction. We had to be able to see what 
the future would look like. By having that, I 
knew I had all the support needed behind me. 
This was really a school-based initiative. I 
recognized that this was a community action 
and it was the responsibility of the community 
to meet that challenge. I looked for support 
from BDEC (the regional administrative 
council) maybe even leadership support to 
move in this direction, but basically we were 
on our own. Direction does come from BDEC; 
it is evolving. It is coming but how do you as 
an administrator achieve that; it really is up to 
you.‖  

 

A Community Member‘s Story 
―I had been involved with the school for many 
years. When your kids are at school you want 
to be involved. I enjoyed it but it was a lot of 
work. When Velma took over, it changed 
quite a bit. I had been asked before for my 
opinions before about things but now [with 
her] I was being asked to make decisions. It 
was mainly about how the school would 
operate and how people should behave, not 
just the students. She wanted us to be more 
involved and said she needed us to be 
involved. The DEA is in charge, but now I was 
being asked to give them advice about how 
the school should operate.‖ 

 

Recognizing the need for change is only the 
start of the change process in schools. 
Identifying the goal for change and the 
mechanism for achieving change are pivotal 
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steps in any school development process 
(Cuban, 1988). Velma‘s comments give 
evidence of both of these imperatives. Although 
not detailed in this paper, Velma described the 
collaborative and negotiation process she 
facilitated with representative cultural group 
elders in establishing the cultural values and 
priorities of the school that would inform and 
underpin the operation of the school. These 
include sharing, self-responsibility, love and 
regard for your fellow man, caring and humility, 
friendliness and kindness, respect and honesty 
and humility. In response to these priorities, a 
variety of actions in the school show testament 
of this value being made manifest in the school‘s 
operation (for example, seniors using their 
strengths in school service with sports team 
management, junior classroom responsibilities, 
and school operation such as janitorial services). 
Second, she describes the structures 
implemented to support the maintenance of 
Aboriginal culture and identity and, by so doing, 
fostering the recommitment of local parents. 
These are identified above and elaborated 
below. 
 

Velma‘s Account 
―It has been gradual steps. It has been an 
evolutionary process. At the beginning we 
established seven goals that were central to 
the elders and the functioning of the school. 
The initial goals had to be fleshed out within 
the school. They were not just to be words. 
They had to be made real in the way the 
school operated and how each class worked. 
They became the foundation for how we 
worked. They also provided the foundation for 
evaluation on an annual basis. The local 
community is involved in variety of ways but, 
currently mainly at a governance and 
advisory level. The DEA needs to know their 
role. The DEA never knew what their role 
was. They never saw they were in a 
partnership. There was little communication. 
The principal had the authority. He was here 
to do a service to the community with no 
guidance as how to do it. At the table this 
made for a rift and conflict. If the school was 
going to make any growth, the DEA had to be 
on board and be actively involved. They need 
to be empowered and to realize they had the 
potential to lead for change. They had to 

change their mind sets. They had to accept 
their role. They had to see their role. They 
had to rise to meet the challenge.‖ 

 

Of critical importance was the need to 
establish a shared vision among her governance 
team and teachers, reflecting common concerns 
and interests of community members. Of 
particular importance to Velma has been the 
renewed commitment of community parents to 
reinvest in education and schooling despite their 
own stories of hurt and humiliation from their 
own schooling encounters, especially as a result 
of their residential school experience. Velma 
mentioned this has not been without difficulty. 
Many parents and elders encouraged to 
participate in discussion meetings and 
governance held feelings of hurt and humiliation 
from their own residential schooling encounters 
in Aklavik and needed support in overcoming 
these  to be able to support the school in moving 
towards an orientation consistent with the 
community‘s aspirations. 

It is likely that the means by which Velma 
has worked and continues to work towards a 
culture-based school are characteristic of good 
educational leaders. As suggested by Cuban 
(1988) a good leader is able to identify or 
develop and articulate achievable goals; 
motivate a leadership team to work towards a 
common goal; change and enhance existing 
structures to foster the achievement of goals; 
invest in human and physical resources; and 
monitor through evaluation the success of the 
interventions. These characteristics are quite 
evident within Velma‘s principalship approach. 
What makes her situation of importance is that 
she is Aboriginal and her school is Aboriginal. 
She is working with her community to develop 
students who reflect the mandate of public 
education in the NWT after decades of the 
school  operating relatively removed from the 
aspirations of the community. 
 

Current Developments 
 

Although the school has made significant  
progress in becoming a culture-based school 
over the past few years, effort is still required to 
achieve what Velma envisions for the school, 
especially in terms of curriculum delivery and 
pedagogy. 
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Velma‘s Account 
―We‘re just touching the surface of the cultural 
knowledge and teaching practices that are 
most appropriate for our learners. That 
knowledge is quickly being eroded, and we 
can contribute to ensuring that knowledge is 
maintained and built on. It‘s happening. The 
values are well along the way in being 
incorporated [in how the school operates], but 
with the knowledge we‘re just touching the 
surface. We have on-the-land programs, but 
there must be a deeper inclusion of that 
knowledge into our programs. I think we need 
to be more aware of that knowledge base and 
how it can be incorporated into curriculum. It 
takes time, and it‘s difficult to make the 
connections between what the NWT curricula 
are asking and how that can be developed in 
accordance with the cultural knowledge and 
beliefs of the community. On a daily basis 
there has to be inclusion and interjection of 
that knowledge in a meaningful way. It takes 
a real commitment. The delivery of programs 
has to reflect that cultural base. It just adds 
richness to their lives and makes them 
potentially so much more successful.‖  

 

The aspiration here is that the teaching and 
learning settings and practices are able to 
effectively connect with the life experiences and 
cultural backgrounds of the community. 
Although a variety of developments give 
concrete evidence of the incorporation of what 
are perceived by staff in Aklavik to be culturally 
preferred pedagogy (for example, focus on local 
contexts and oral history; focus on first-hand 
experiences for students, focus on creating quiet 
and respectful learning environments where 
students are self-reliant), there is concern the 
educational experiences provided for children do 
not fully reflect, validate and promote the culture 
and language of the local community, especially 
in areas of curriculum. In response to this, 
Velma has encouraged the author‘s 
involvement, under the auspices of the 
University of Manitoba‘s Centre for Research, 
Youth, Science Teaching and Learning 
(CRYSTAL) to work with the school in 
addressing this intention. CRYSTAL is 
supporting the enhancement and enrichment of 
the language and culture of students by 
promoting the integration of local cultural 

perspective with the NWT curriculum, in 
particular in science. It advocates that in every 
subject, including science, students should learn 
about history, knowledge, and traditions and 
practice values and beliefs in order to strengthen 
their education and enhance personal identity 
(Lewthwaite & McMillan, 2007). This support is a 
response to an identified need to provide a 
formalized curriculum framework that is 
permeated with ―two-way‖ learning experiences 
that would support this school community and 
others who are  interested in the Northwest 
Territories and Nunavut in providing educational 
experiences that are permeated with Aboriginal 
language, culture, traditions, and beliefs and 
designed to preserve and reinforce the 
Aboriginal identify of children, teachers, 
administrators, and community members. 
 

Conclusion 
 

The intent of this paper has been to describe 
the impetus for change and the processes 
influencing change for a northern Canadian 
Aboriginal school. The school‘s change has 
been motivated by a principal‘s  decision to  
ensure the provision of a secure, nurturing 
environment that reflects the culture of the 
community and promotes the participation of 
educational staff, students, families and the 
community in making decisions about learning. 
Most significantly, the case described in this 
paper provides encouragement and insight for 
other schools desiring to move towards culture-
based schools, a requirement for schools in the 
Northwest Territories. Velma‘s comments 
capture her caution and concern for schools in 
other Aboriginal communities faced with the 
challenges she faced at the start of her tenure 
as principal. 
 

―I don‘t know if all schools can achieve this. 
There has to be people, whether they are 
Aboriginal or not, motivated to want to make 
these changes. The principal and staff need 
to understand the intent and know how to 
make this happen. They have to realize they 
need to change. They have to believe in the 
need for change. They can‘t be fearful of 
change. They can‘t be fearful of allowing the 
change to occur. They have to step-up. There 
is no other way. Or, things will just remain the 
same.‖ 
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Clearly, central to the vision of this 
community school is a culture-based education 
program whose content, skills, outcomes and 
objectives are appropriate to the cultural needs of 
students in Aklavik, not just for today but with a 
focus on broad, life-long learning outcomes. This 
vision is only becoming a reality through the 
response of a teacher from the community to the 
perceived inadequacies of a situation perpetuated 
over many years. These comments are verified by 
her current Deputy-Principal 
 

―She has a quiet determination to move 
towards her vision, a community‘s vision. There 
is a resolve to see this realized – the school 
included and making decisions about education 
in Aklavik. It doesn‘t happen overnight, but 
progressively we work towards that end. 
Parents call the school asking about their 
children‘s progress. Her students know exactly 
what she wants for them, not just for there life 
today but for what she wants for them tomorrow 
and what the community wants. It‘s not just for 
them today. Central to their success is 
‗learning‘ in the broadest sense. It‘s for 
Aklavik‘s future.‖ 
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Abstract 
Using transformative learning theory as a 

foundation to understand the challenges that 
immigrants and refugees face, this study also 
examines initiatives undertaken to improve 
conditions for newcomers. The sixty two 
participants in this qualitative study included adult 
immigrants and refugees, adult educators, and 
settlement service providers. Financial stress, a 
loss of professional standing, and difficulty 
establishing social and employment networks 
prevent some newcomers from participating fully 
in society. Building intercultural competence, 
using transformative approaches to teaching and 
learning, and strengthening the links between 
academic programming and the workplace are 

suggested by the participants in this study as 
ways to reduce the barriers that still exist. 

  
Introduction  

 

 Unrestricted capitalism, civil war, human 
rights violations, environmental degradation, and 
a struggle for control of natural resources have 
also led millions to seek a safe and more 
sustainable home elsewhere.  Increasingly, 
Canada has become the destination for a large 
number of immigrants and refugees who have 
left their homeland voluntarily or under duress. 
Since the 1980s, Canada has adopted a policy 
of increasing immigration, and a larger number 
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of immigrants from diverse cultures have arrived 
over the past twenty years.  As a result of 
humanitarian programs, approximately 15% of 
all newcomers each year are admitted through 
refugee programs.  The task of rebuilding 
fragmented lives requires creativity and courage.   

 

Purpose of the Study  
 

This qualitative study attempts to detail the 
complex challenges faced by adult refugees and 
immigrants to Winnipeg, Manitoba. A number of 
these individuals were interviewed. Settlement 
service providers and adult educators who work 
with immigrant and refugee adults were also 
interviewed for this study. Initiatives undertaken 
by adult refugees and immigrants as well as 
service providers and teachers to improve the 
process of acculturation were also examined.  

While Canada is perceived by many 
newcomers to be a safe haven and a land of 
opportunity, the situation is far from ideal ( Li, 
2003;  Simich, 2000). New immigrants with 
professional degrees often have a difficult time 
in having their credentials recognized.  The 
bureaucracy involved in resettlement and the 
struggle of navigating unfamiliar legal, cultural, 
language, and educational systems create 
stress for adults and their families as they 
attempt to re-establish their lives. Manitoba 
continues to be an important source province for 
both refugees and immigrants, and in recent 
years, there is competition between provinces to 
attract newcomers. A recent government 
document states that ―Manitoba is committed to 
providing responsive settlement services that 
assist immigrants at each stage of the 
immigration process to ensure that they have 
the information required to participate fully in 
Manitoba‘s labor force and community 
life.‖ ( Manitoba Immigration Facts Book, 2008, 
p. 2) The educational system is of key 
importance in opening opportunities for 
newcomers to realize their potential; but in 
reality, settlement can be a long and often fragile 
process, unique to each person and family. 

This paper will first present an overview of 
transformative learning theory as it relates to the 
process of acculturation. The participants and 
methodology will be described. Excerpts from 
the participants in the study will provide a 
foundation for understanding the challenges that 
newcomers face and the possibilities for 

transformative change at a personal and 
community level.     
 

Conceptual Framework: Transformative 
Learning Theory 
 

Over the past 20 years, transformative 
learning theory has deepened our understanding 
of learning processes in adulthood.  Different 
strands of transformative learning theory have 
been applied to both individual and  societal 
change. Literacy initiatives, civil rights, social 
justice, environmental movements, and 
counselling/mentoring programs all exemplify 
significant learning that involves dialogue, critical 
reflection, empowerment, and action ( Cranton, 
2006; Freire, 1997; King, 2006; Mezirow, 2000, 
O‘Sullivan, 2002; Taylor 2006). Paulo Freire‘s  
pioneering work in critical literacy education 
highlighted the key role that adult educators  
often play in challenging learners to think more 
critically of the systems of power that work to 
marginalize disenfranchised groups (Magro, 
2001; 2008). Freire‘s ―problem posing‖ approach 
to literacy education challenged traditional 
education systems by grounding learning 
strategies and curricula in the interests, needs, 
and aspirations of adult learners.  Popular 
theatre, dialogue, and reflective writing are some 
of the strategies that Freire used to engage 
adults in literacy learning. Bringing about 
personal and social change involves reflection 
and action,  thereby ―transforming [the world] by 
means of conscious, practical work‖ ( Freire, 
1997,p.35). 

In essence, transformative learning involves 
a process whereby individuals reflectively 
transform existing beliefs, attitudes, and 
ultimately behaviors; a paradigm shift takes 
place in the way individuals see themselves and 
their world. For Stephen Brookfield ( 2000) ―an 
act of learning can be called transformative only 
if it involves a fundamental questioning and 
reordering of how one thinks or acts‖ (p.139). 
Jack Mezirow‘s (1981) theory of perspective 
transformation was grounded in his work with 
adult literacy learners. His theory examines the 
psychological changes that adults may undergo 
as they adapt to new challenges in life. The loss 
of a job, a move, a death in the family, 
significant educational experiences, or a career 
change may cause adults to construct, interpret, 
and reappraise the meaning of their life 
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experiences. Mezirow (1990) writes that 
perspective transformation is ―the emancipatory 
process of becoming critically aware of how and 
why the structure of psycho-cultural 
assumptions has come to constrain the way we 
see ourselves and our relationships, 
reconstituting the structure to permit a more 
inclusive and discriminating integration of new 
experience and acting upon these new 
understandings‖ ( 1990, p.14) He further writes 
that transformative learning involves ―an 
enhanced level of awareness of the context of 
one‘s beliefs and feelings, a critique of one‘s 
assumptions, and an assessment of alternative 
perspectives ― (1990, p. 161). 

Mezirow‘s (1981, 2000) theory becomes 
particularly relevant in the context of 
understanding the way in which immigrants and 
refugees cope with the multiple challenges they 
may face: the loss of their home country and 
familiar customs, the need to learn a new 
language, the need to re-establish professional 
standing and identity, and the challenge of 
learning new skills to navigate unfamiliar 
cultural, legal, educational, and social terrain. 

For adult learners with little formal 
education or interrupted education and limited 
literacy skills in their first language, English 
language competency in academic and 
interpersonal contexts can become an even 
greater challenge. Ellen Foster (1997) links the 
processes of transformative learning with 
studying an unfamiliar language like English. 
She explains that the necessary survival sills of 
English can be a psychologically destabilizing 
experience.  Adult learners who previously felt 
confident, socially adept, and intelligent may 
begin to feel insecure when learning English. ―At 
the technical stage, self-concept is particularly 
vulnerable as learners are simultaneously 
coping with the material to be learned ( the 
language and its rules) and with the disparity 
between who they know themselves to be and 
how they represent themselves in the 
classroom‖ ( Foster, 1997, p. 36).  Learning new 
languages involves risk taking, and time is 
needed to synthesize, master, and apply the 
complexities of English language nuances and 
idioms. Foster states that the English teacher 
plays a critical role ―not only as the provider of 
information but also the buffer between the 
learner and the language experience. The 

teacher must guide the learner through the 
material while anticipating the obstacles, fears, 
and uncertainties.‖ ( pp. 36-37) 

In her book Working toward transformative 
learning, Patricia Cranton (2006)  emphasizes 
that many factors can influence transformative 
learning: personality traits, learning styles, 
stress, the readiness to learn and engage in 
critically reflective dialogue, and an individual‘s 
openness to new experience. She writes that 
individuals experience events in unique ways 
that may not necessarily lead to new ways of 
thinking and acting: 

 

 Life crises---a loved one dying, a 
marriage breaking up, the loss of a job, 
financial ruin---or positive changes such 
as a promotion, retirement, or the 
completion of a years-long project can 
challenge individuals to reconsider their 
values, expectations, original position, or 
self-concept…. traumatic crises may not 
lead to critical self-reflection if the person 
feels disempowered by the event, or it just 
may take some time for reflection to be 
possible…. Sometimes it is the building of 
events, one upon the other, rather than 
one specific event, that lead to a 
questioning of one‘s perspectives. 
( Cranton, 2006, p. 63) 
 

In educational contexts, learning strategies, 
methods of assessment, the facilitator‘s 
personality and preferred style of teaching as 
well as the affective climate of the classroom 
and the course content are all factors impacting 
the dynamics of adult learning ( Magro, 2002, 
2008). Mezirow (2000) connects the ability to 
engage in critical dialogue and reflection to 
dimensions of emotional intelligence----maturity, 
empathy, optimism, intercultural competence, 
and skill in negotiating relationships.  In the 
present study, transformative learning theory 
was used as a framework to interpret the 
following dimensions: 

 

* the challenges and significant learning 
experiences of adult refugees and 
immigrants 

* processes of acculturation and integration 
* the role and responsibilities of adult 

educators who work with newcomers, and 
their preferred teaching and learning 
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strategies  
* the role of settlement workers and 

directors of various agencies that help 
refugees and immigrants adjust to life in 
Canada, and 

* developing a framework for transformative 
education that would have relevance to 
individual and community change. 

  

Participants and Methodology 
 

Sixty-two individuals volunteered to 
participate in this study.  Semi-structured 
interviews lasting for approximately two hours 
were conducted with seventeen refugees, 
eleven immigrants, sixteen teachers, and 
eighteen service providers  The source countries 
for the immigrants and refugees included 
countries such as China, Kenya, Sierra Leone, 
the Sudan, Liberia, Iran, and Afghanistan. The 
names of all participants  have been changed to 
protect their identity. The data was collected 
over a two year period ( 2006-2008).  Most of 
the refugees and newcomers lived in the inner 
city of Winnipeg and had lived in Canada for 
approximately seven years.  

I made contact with the participants through 
teachers and administrators at various adult 
learning centres and through settlement 
agencies. I also made contact with interested 
participants through various community and 
university groups. I explained that the purpose of 
my study was to learn more about the 
challenges facing newcomers and immigrants; I 
also wanted to learn more about the specific 
ways that individuals and communities were 
trying to improve their lives and realize their 
personal and career goals. I emphasized that 
the participation was voluntary and that 
participants could decline to answer any of the 
questions. The questions for the adult 
immigrants and refugees centered around their 
pre-, trans-, and post-immigration experiences, 
the expectations they had of Canada, their 
adjustment to life in Winnipeg, employment and 
educational experiences, and the strategies they 
used to improve their lives. The interviews were 
transcribed and coded. Themes from the 
interviewed individuals emerged that related to 
the challenges faced by newcomers and their 
attempts to overcome them.  

 Following phenomenological research 
studies by Merriam and associates ( 2004), 

Dominice (2000), and Van Manen (1997), the 
semi-structured interviews used in this study 
were designed to capture the ―essence‖ of 
individual experience.  Each interview lasted 
approximately 1 ½ hours. Van Manen (1997) 
explains that phenomenology ―is the systematic 
attempt to uncover and describe the internal 
meaning structures of lived experiences…. the 
essence or nature of an experience has been 
adequately described in language if the 
description reawakens or shows us the lived 
quality and significance of the experience in a 
fuller or deeper manner.‖ ( p.10)  Domince 
(2000) attests to the importance of qualitative 
research in adult education as a way to learn 
more about themes such as immigration, 
uprootedness, and identity.  Through narrative 
analysis and life history research, individuals 
express their subjective realities and the social 
contexts that influence them ( Dominice, 2000).  

The teachers, educational administrators, 
and immigrant service providers who were 
interested in participating in my study contacted 
me by phone. The questions for the teachers 
were based on studies exploring teaching 
perspectives and philosophies undertaken by 
Pratt and his associates ( 1998; 2006). 
Questions for the teachers centered around their 
role and responsibilities, their approach to 
curriculum planning, the barriers that their 
students experienced, the mission of their 
institution, and their views on the process of 
learning. The teachers‘ views on teaching and 
learning were then compared to the role of the 
educator and the process of learning outlined in 
theories of transformative learning.  The 
administrators and settlement directors were 
asked questions relating to the purpose of their 
institution, their own role and vision for the 
future, their perceptions on the barriers of adult 
newcomers and immigrants, and specific 
strategies that could remove or reduce these 
barriers:  What programs have educational 
institutions and settlement agencies designed to 
help newcomers integrate more effectively in 
Canadian society? and What still needs to be 
done to help newcomers feel a greater sense of 
belonging?  The interviews were tape recorded 
and the data was transcribed. All names were 
changed to protect the identity of the 
participants. 

 



10 

Navigating Identity and Belonging: A 
Precarious Path 
 

Hamilton and Moore (2004) note that the 
ability to adapt successfully to a new culture 
may depend on  pre-, trans-, and post-migration 
factors such as: the age  at resettlement, 
personality factors such as resilience and 
optimism, cultural perceptions of stress, gender 
and culture, educational level and knowledge of 
English, stress and trauma, and the external 
supports and networks available to individuals 
once they are resettled ( Magro, 2008).   

The adult immigrants and refugees who 
participated in this study had unique paths of 
resettlement.  Resettlement for both adult 
immigrants and refugees was influenced by 
factors such as financial resources, personality 
characteristics, expectations of Canada, cultural 
values, English language proficiency, and 
access to educational and employment 
networks. In writing about the importance of 
citizenship education, Schugurensky (2006) 
asserts that while ―status is about being a full 
member of a community, identity is about feeling 
like a member of a community‖ and ―is rooted in 
factors such as a common history, language, 
religion, values, tradition, and culture, which 
seldom coincides with the artificial territory of a 
nation state‖ ( p.68).  He notes that newcomers 
should not be conceived of as ―economic 
producers and consumers‖ but as informed and 
critically aware individuals. To this end, ―an 
education for active citizenship [should aim] at 
nurturing community development initiatives that 
foster self-reliance, empowerment, grassroots 
democracy, and social transformation‖ ( p. 72).  

For some of the adult immigrants who came 
to Canada seeking better employment 
opportunities, there is the difficulty of 
establishing a career and a network of 
professional contacts that would help realize 
their goals.  Gloria, a teacher from China who 
had immigrated to Canada seven years ago, 
describes her disillusionment: 

 

I want to demonstrate my intelligence, 
persistence, and energy. I have never 
given up but I often asked myself if I 
chose the right career in being a teacher 
in Canada. I have studied and completed 
four degrees but I still cannot find work. I 
am a divided person. It is painful to be 

teacher in Canada.  I am still seen as a 
foreigner. When I walk down the halls in a 
school, the other teachers and students 
stare at me. To get a job, you have to 
beg. I feel tired to panhandling my skills 
and credentials. I bring my portfolio with 
me to each school when I substitute, 
hoping that the principal will sit down with 
me. For a well educated person like 
myself, there is the loss of dignity that I 
deal with .  There is no appreciation of the 
fact that I can teach Chemistry, 
Environmental Studies, and Math. People 
see me only as an unusual foreigner with 
an accent. I feel that I have a lot to teach 
these kids in the inner city. So many of 
the kids from different cultures today have 
lost their cultural heritage …I love Canada 
but I also love my Chinese cultural 
heritage and this is something I can 
share. There are thousands of Chinese 
Canadians in Manitoba but very few 
teachers from a Chinese backgrounds. As 
teachers, we are very lonely. The 
professional threshold is very high and 
there are few opportunities.    

 

 Gloria‘s situation reflects that of many 
teachers who have immigrated to Canada from 
other countries. Khan (2007) notes that in spite 
of extensive education and re-training, 
immigrants still face systemic and institutional 
barriers. Immigrants are increasingly arriving 
from ―non-traditional‖ source countries, Khan 
writes. She further observes that employers are 
looking for employees with ―Canadian values, 
culture, , and rituals. While regulatory bodies, 
employers, and others may wish to close off 
options to immigrants, those armed with a 
knowledge of the dominant class‘s rituals, 
habits, and practice are more likely to attain 
economic equality…[Skilled] immigrants are 
assessed against a grid that awards points on 
the basis of work experience, level of education, 
official language proficiency, age and 
adaptability….. the selection criteria will not 
necessarily translate into professional 
placements in their fields.‖ (p. 65) The need to 
help skilled immigrants realize their  professional 
goals could be met more through mentoring and 
apprenticeship programs that give individuals a 
chance to demonstrate their skills in a work 
context where there are realistic opportunities to 
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find work.  
Openness of communities of work can 

influence and shape the way that newcomers 
integrate into Canadian society. To what extent 
is the workplace welcoming and appreciative of 
the talent that many newcomers bring?  Shan‘s 
(2009) study of highly educated immigrant 
women from China found that social exclusion, 
marginalization, and a lack of appreciating 
professional credentials and experiences 
prevented these women from accomplishing 
their career goals. The accessibility and 
receptivity of Canadian workplaces, notes Shan, 
often places limits and restrictions on 
immigrants. ―Rarely did the women receive 
training or support at work to help them make 
the transition into their new workplace. The 
employers and co-workers expected them to be 
immediately productive‖ ( Shan, 2009,p. 12).  
Workplaces endorse ―territorialized practices‖ 
that did not encourage collaboration. The 
women in Shan‘s study felt that their situations 
―required proving [themselves] and excelling 
beyond the normal expectations for Canadian-
born professionals. These women had worked 
as medical doctors, engineers, university 
lecturers, and teachers in China; in Canada they 
had to ―occupationally reposition‖ themselves 
and found work as lab technicians, daycare 
assistants, and store clerks. ―The structuring of 
work activities, the recognition of newcomers, 
and the interactive opportunities with other 
workers afford immigrants with different access 
to communities of work‖ ( Shan, 2009,p. 4). 
 

Learning as a Relational Process 
 

For immigrants and refugees, social 
networking and the ability to enter different 
communities of practice in the workplace is a 
critical step in the process of acculturation. 
However, too often, newcomers are on the 
periphery; they do not play a key role in the 
established community of work, and they need 
opportunities or ―social spaces‖ to become part 
of this community. The development of language 
and an understanding of organizational culture 
are needed. If newcomers are not given the 
opportunity to develop their language skills in 
socially relevant contexts, they are at risk for 
being further marginalized.  Citing the research 
on situated cognition by Lave and Wenger 
(1998), Shan (2009) writes that ―learning is a 

relationship process where newcomers‘ 
personal practices are informed by and inform 
social practices….As newcomers begin to claim 
their membership and establish their own 
identities in new communities, they become 
potential forces of change‖ ( Shan, 2009,p.5) 
The following excerpts reflect how some adults 
adjust their goals and strategies as they 
navigate unfamiliar social and cultural territory in 
Canada. James, an immigrant from Nigeria, 
recollected the difficult time he had in 
establishing himself: 

 

When I first came to Canada from Nigeria 
and saw the obstacles in front of me, I 
thought ‗Wow—this is not going to be 
surmountable, even with my education.‘ 
Where am I going to start? You go to an 
interview and people do not call you back. 
As I reached out to different communities 
through volunteering, I began to integrate 
and understand the culture. I persevered 
and asked questions. I had to stoop low to 
conquer. I realized that I had to learn a lot 
about different values and systems in 
Canada. I changed my thoughts. I first felt 
angry and a victim of injustice. I then 
realized that I was not the only one 
struggling to make it. I finally found a job 
as a refugee counselor and now I am 
completing my doctorate degree in 
theology. I met my wife who works as a 
chaplain, and we had a lot in common.  It 
is wonderful to look back at these past six 
years and see how far I have come. I tell 
the refugees that I work with: ‗Don‘t expect 
to hit the ground running.‘ Learning in and 
out of the classroom is essential.   

 

Sharon has worked with adult learners from 
25 years and reflected upon the importance of 
addressing the adult learner‘s need individually. 
She reflects upon the struggle of some of her 
students as they personally and professionally 
repositioned themselves in Winnipeg:   

 

We have to look at each person‘s situation 
individually instead of dismissing them and 
saying ‗their credentials do not measure 
up.‘ Many newcomers cannot find work in 
their professional areas. It is not so bad if 
you are a health care aid and you used to 
be a nurse. Many just work as custodial 
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cleaners and that is difficult. It is another 
matter altogether when you have skilled 
professionals from Bosnia and Poland who 
have two and three degrees and they 
cannot find work in their profession. Many 
are so accepting of whatever they get. 
They begin to set new goals. Some think: 
‗Yes, I was a nurse, but I‘ll start life in 
Canada with whatever I can get and move 
up from there.‘ Many are very appreciative 
of finding a safe place to live and raise 
their children that they are willing to put up 
with personal and career disappointments. 
 

These excerpts describe the complex layer 
of barriers and challenges that can interfere with 
successful acculturation in Canada.  
 

Strengthening a Fragile Foundation of 
Immigration 

 

 For adult refugees, the process of  English 
language acquisition and the completion of 
secondary and post secondary education are 
made more complicated by the need to cope 
with poverty, unsafe neighborhoods,  
responsibilities to those left behind, and 
psychological trauma as a result of war, 
separation from family, and personal tragedy.  
Long hours of work in minimum wage jobs, 
balancing home and academic responsibilities, 
and paying back loans from the government 
create untenable situations for some 
newcomers. As one teacher noted: ―When 
newcomers arrive in Winnipeg, the  hardships 
are not over. They have to deal with a whole 
new set of stresses.‖ Housing, for example, can 
impact the quality of life, health, social 
interaction, and community participation. The 
fragile and precarious foundation of immigration 
can easily break if the resources and scaffolds 
are not there to help newcomers.  Yvette, a 
refugee in her thirties, escaped the violence in 
Liberia. She describes the stress of financial 
constraints: 

 

As a mature student on low income, I rely 
on loans to pay for my books and tuition. I 
also apply for childcare subsidies. Some 
days you feel that you will not make it. I 
cannot work full time and take care of my 
children. I need more to sustain myself and 
my family. I cut down on many things for 

myself and I knit and crochet to bring in 
extra money. However, most of the time, I 
am late with bills and sometimes the 
collection agency calls me. I have to think 
that my life will get better. It is also not 
easy to be a parent in a society so different 
from your homeland. You have to learn 
new ways of coping with your children 
when they disobey you.   
 

Despite the hardships, Yvette has taken 
proactive steps to improve her life. She is 
completing a degree in Urban and Inner City 
Studies and hopes to be able to work as a 
counselor with newcomers. She is also active in 
the African community in Winnipeg, and has 
organized fund raising events that have 
encouraged community members to sell artwork, 
food, and crafts. Yvette described a community 
event that she organized last year at an inner 
city park known more for drug dealing. This 
attempt to take personal agency and ―reclaim‖ a 
violent part of the inner city and transform it to 
be safer and more welcoming is one example of 
the positive initiative refugees and newcomers 
have made. 

Martin, a refugee counselor for an 
immigration settlement agency in Winnipeg, 
further commented on the need to help the 
refugee family cope with the challenge of living 
in the inner city: 

 

I see teens today who are alienated from 
their parents. They are living in two worlds. 
Poverty can drive young people from 
refugee backgrounds to a life of crime. One 
teen I tried to help was working at a gas 
station. He was lured by drug dealers to quit 
his job and start working as a drug dealer. 
The African Mafia and Mad Cowz gangs 
stem, in part, from family problems and a 
society that negates the source of problems 
that some refugees have----cultural 
misunderstandings, poverty, unsafe 
neighborhoods and discrimination. Worlds 
and communities collide and the result can 
be devastating. 

 

Indeed, adult learning centres, and post 
secondary institutions in Manitoba have 
increasingly become aware of the specialized 
needs that newcomers have and are offering 
mentoring programs to give adolescents and 
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adults an opportunity to learn more about 
various career options and the qualifications 
needed to enter these programs (Magro, 2008; 
Simbandumwe, 2005) .    
    
Resilience  
  

Resiliency and optimism were personality 
characteristics that  emerged in the interviews 
with adult refugees. Many of the adult 
newcomers took personal initiatives to improve 
their lives by embarking on a new career path, 
helping friends and family left behind, and 
networking with other refugees and newcomers 
to create stronger links with community and 
educational resources. Resilience is connected 
to dimensions of emotional intelligence such as 
motivation, courage, and empathy; it can be 
described as ―the process of, capacity for, or 
outcome of successful adaptation despite 
challenging or threatening circumstances. 
Psychological resilience is concerned with 
behavioral adaptation, usually defined in terms 
of internal states of well being and effective 
functioning‖ (Anderson, 2004, p. 53). Resilience 
can be applied to individuals, families, and 
communities that provide resources and 
opportunities to build supportive networks. 
Anderson (2004) notes that personal qualities 
like courage and optimism that form resilience 
are not guarantees of future resilience. Without 
the opportunities to gain confidence, 
competence, and meaningful employment, 
resilience can be eroded. Despite the setbacks, 
the courage and openness to help others  was 
expressed by both the immigrant and refugee 
participants.  James describes the importance of  
personal qualities like perseverance: 

 

I have a master‘s degree from Nigeria and 
I now work with refugee youth as an 
advisor, but my first job in Canada was 
sorting garbage….There is hope but you 
have to have determination, vision, and a 
plan and each person has a variety of 
resources. You can‘t be mentally locked up 
in the past if you are to move forward. I 
don‘t use the word ‗impossible‘ I use the 
word possible. My father was a leader in 
our village and he had a passion for 
learning. He encouraged me to fulfill my 
goal of coming to Canada. Today, I am an 
advocate for young people and challenge 

them to persist. It is not only individuals we 
have to educate but communities at 
large—about working out problems 
peacefully. 

***** 

Despite his own financial and personal 
hardship, David values the freedom he has in 
Canada and emphasizes his motivation to help 
the victims of war-ravaged Sierra Leone:  

 

In the West, a diamond is a symbol of 
prestige and beauty; in my country (Sierra 
Leone) a diamond is a symbol of misery. 
When the war was at its peak in 1998 I 
was a teenager working in the diamond 
mines. I was captured by the rebels and 
had to work for them but it was a miracle 
that I escaped on the third night. I could 
have been recaptured and killed. I walked 
in the forest for many miles until I found 
safety. When I lived in Sierra Leone I saw 
horrible things. There was no respect for 
humanity. I saw the respect for humanity 
in Canada and this has motivated me to 
help my people back home. I am 
interested in making a documentary about 
the innocent amputees in Sierra Leone. 
They are victims of the war and their lives 
changed in a second. They all deserve to 
have help and have their dignity restored. 
I would like to help build a health facility 
for the disabled—similar to ones I have 
seen in Canada. 
    

Isabelle, the director for an immigrant 
employment centre in Winnipeg, explained that 
services for newcomers must include a 
―transformative approach‖ that is dynamic and 
changing according to the needs of individuals 
and communities. She suggests that stronger 
links between educational institutions, 
settlement agencies, and professional work 
contexts could be forged: 

 

If we can integrate different cultural groups 
in learning contexts, they can learn from 
each other in terms of respect, in terms of 
communication, in terms of support and 
leadership. Learning involves building 
relationships. In the classroom, there has 
to be an emphasis on structure and 
relationships. The framework of settlement 
and employment programs have to be ever 


