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Abstract 

Call to Action 93 requests revision of the Canadian citizenship materials to include more 
information about treaties and residential schools. Although the citizenship materials have been 
analyzed in terms of how they present the concepts of citizenship, multiculturalism, and Canadian 
values, little work has been done on how Discover Canada (2012) presents the history of 
Indigenous peoples in Canada in relation to the Calls to Action. Discover Canada (2012) includes 
only one mention of the term “residential schools” and four mentions of the terms “treaty” or 
“treaties” in relation to Indigenous groups. Equally troubling, though, is the guide’s overall 
characterization of Indigenous groups and their history in Canada. By asking critical questions 
about textual features that fit into TESL curricula, I demonstrate how TESL instructors can both 
meet the language teaching requirements of their institutions and answer Call to Action 93 by 
presenting alternative narratives about Indigenous history in Canada. 
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Call to Action 93: We call upon the federal government, in collaboration with the 
national Aboriginal organizations, to revise the information kit for newcomers to 
Canada and its citizenship test to reflect a more inclusive history of the diverse 
Aboriginal peoples of Canada, including information about the Treaties and the 
history of residential schools. (Truth and Reconciliation Commission, 2015b, pp. 
10–11) 
The Calls to Action issued by the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada (TRC) 

ask the Canadian government to take specific measures to “redress the legacy of residential schools 
and advance the process of Canadian reconciliation” (Truth and Reconciliation Commission of 
Canada, 2015b, p. 1). Call to Action 93 recommends revisions of the Canadian government’s 
citizenship teaching materials to reflect more accurately the history of Indigenous peoples in 
Canada and provide information about the injustices these groups have suffered since the arrival 
of European settlers. Discover Canada: The rights and responsibilities of citizenship 
(Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada, 2012) (hereafter referred to as Discover Canada) 
is the official study guide for newcomers who wish to become Canadian citizens; as such, it is a 
key teaching tool used by Canadian Teaching English as a Second Language (TESL) instructors 
tasked with helping newcomers achieve the level of English language proficiency required for 
citizenship. Discover Canada offers, however, a simplified history of Canada that misrepresents 
the identities of Indigenous groups in Canada in terms both superficial and patronizing, and 
minimizes the atrocities committed against them by European colonizers, the repercussions of 
which continue, in many cases, to define and limit the identities of Indigenous groups (Borrows, 
2018; Sterzuk & Hengen, 2019). Discover Canada’s representation of Indigenous and settler 
histories and cultures reflects dominant discourses surrounding Indigeneity and colonialism and 
sets the stage for both newcomers and Canadian TESL instructors to be influenced by its biased 
representation of the historical and social realities of Canada. 

My goal in this article is to examine the problems with Discover Canada’s representation 
of Indigenous groups, treaties, and residential schools in terms of common TESL teaching points 
and use critical discourse analysis (CDA) (Fairclough, 1989; McCarthy, 1991; van Dijk, 2000) to 
propose alternative readings of the text and point out areas where TESL instructors might instead 
utilize materials that answer Call to Action 93. First, I review pertinent literature about the 
citizenship guides, highlighting inaccurate and exclusionary characterizations of Canada and its 
inhabitants. Next, I discuss a critical framework that positions TESL instructors and classrooms as 
the means of presenting alternatives to official representations of Canadian history. Then, I analyze 
a short excerpt from Discover Canada and show, by posing critical questions (Fairclough, 1989; 
van Dijk, 2000), how TESL instructors can bring a critical perspective to their classroom activities 
as they engage with the text. I conclude by offering some cautions for TESL instructors as they 
implement Call to Action 93 in their classrooms. The critical framework, analysis, and 
implementation strategies will also be useful to educators in other postcolonial/settler contexts in 
which the interests and histories of dominant groups overshadow and undermine alternative 
knowledges, histories, and efforts at reconciliation. 

Terminology 
Words have the power to clarify and obscure, sympathize and demonize, as this study 

shows. I use the term “TESL” to refer to English language teachers and programs because my 
main focus is on sites of English-language instruction in Canada (Witol, 2017). The critical 
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questions raised and the analytical tools employed can, as mentioned, be used by educators in 
diverse contexts. I use the term “Indigenous” instead of “Aboriginal” or “Indian” because it is 
internationally recognized and acknowledges “the place of Aboriginal Peoples in Canada’s late-
colonial era and implies land tenure” (International Journal of Indigenous Health, n.d., p. 5). When 
referring to Discover Canada and other texts, other terms that reflect common usage at the time of 
publication are employed. 

Literature Review 
There are, as far as I can determine, no scholarly analyses of Canadian citizenship materials 

in relation to both Call to Action 93 and TESL classrooms. Gulliver and Thurrell (2016) briefly 
mentioned Call to Action 93 in their analysis of denials of racism in Canadian English textbooks, 
noting that antiracism training for educators is needed to combat a lack of awareness about 
residential schools and the ongoing racism Indigenous groups in Canada experience. Sterzuk and 
Hengen (2019) used Call to Action 93 to inform classroom activities designed to disrupt 
newcomers’ incomplete and often negative perceptions of Indigenous groups, which had been 
formed before and after arrival in Canada. Derwing and Thomson (2005) discussed citizenship 
education in Language Instruction for Newcomers to Canada (LINC) programs at a moment when 
the responsibility for citizenship test preparation was being shifted to LINC classrooms, finding 
that issues with materials, time, students’ language proficiency, and the need for more immediately 
relevant language instruction limited the amount and quality of citizenship education. 

Most of the existing literature on the citizenship materials has used critical discourse 
analysis (CDA), discourse-historical, and content analysis to examine how themes such as 
nationalism, multiculturalism, citizenship, and Canadian values are presented. Many analyses of 
English as a Second Language (ESL) classrooms and textbooks also focus on these themes (e.g. 
Derwing & Thomson, 2005; Fleming, 2003, 2010; Gulliver, 2009, 2010, 2011a; Gulliver & 
Thurrell, 2016; Ilieva, 2000; Montgomery, 2005; Thomson & Derwing, 2004) as well as on the 
larger contexts and issues—particularly race, Indigeneity, and colonialism—that are inseparable 
from these ideologically-encoded terms. The following analyses reveal how, in Discover Canada 
and in previous versions of the citizenship materials, colonial thought is perpetuated and 
Indigenous groups (and other minorities) are vilified or erased in the construction of an idealized, 
unified Canada. 

Historical Views of Canada 

Assessments of the messages conveyed by the citizenship materials vary significantly. 
Some scholars (Chapnick, 2011; Jafri, 2012; Sobel, 2013, 2015) have claimed that, historically, 
the guides have promoted a conservative vision of Canada, emphasizing “history, heritage, and 
patriotism” (Chapnick, 2011, p. 22) regardless of the issuing party’s political alignment. Others 
(Gulliver, 2012; Joyce, 2014; Tonon & Raney, 2013) have argued that Discover Canada (2012) 
clearly favours Conservative Party values of social conservatism, traditional morality, neoliberal 
values of decreased social spending and market deregulation, and places a strong emphasis on 
Canada as a “warrior nation” (Richler, 2014, p. 37). These characteristics are at odds with the 
peaceable, conflict-free Canada of the Liberal government’s previous guide, A Look at Canada 
(2005, 2006). The citizenship guides typically include superficial information about Indigenous 
traditions and cultures, but a detailed, Indigenous-centered pre-Confederation Canadian history is 
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excluded in favour of a focus on European settler history (Chapnick, 2011; Sobel, 2013, 2015; 
Wilton, 2006, 2010). 

Multiculturalism vs. Civic Unity 

The literature reveals an uneasy tension between Canada’s official policy of 
multiculturalism and the positioning of Indigenous peoples, immigrants, and other minority groups 
as potential threats to Canadian unity. Canada’s official policy of multiculturalism is touted as 
evidence of Canada’s benevolent stance towards immigrants (Jafri, 2012; Wilton, 2006, 2010). 
Gulliver (2018) noted the “redeemer” (Roman & Stanley, 1997, p. 213) image of Canada promoted 
in Discover Canada and five other guides published between 2003 and 2013. Yet, Canada’s policy 
of multiculturalism is also used to alienate inhabitants who do not fit an idealized white, (British) 
European, Christian profile (Blake, 2013; Jafri, 2012; Pashby, Ingram, & Joshee, 2014; Tonon & 
Raney, 2013). This idealized profile is discernable in Discover Canada and in previous iterations 
of the citizenship materials, along with a clear emphasis on the superiority of stereotypically 
Western values such as “democracy, modernity, and liberalism” (Jafri, 2012, p. 5). Groups 
considered to have differing traditions and worldviews, such as Muslim, Arab, Francophone, and 
Indigenous groups, are positioned as threats to these values and, thus, to the foundations of 
Canadian unity (Jafri, 2012; Pashby et al., 2014; Tonon & Raney, 2013). Discover Canada warns 
newcomers that hatred, violence, and gender inequality are not tolerated in Canada (Gulliver, 
2012; Jafri, 2012; Pashby et al., 2014; Sobel, 2013; Tonon & Raney, 2013), ignoring the existence 
of race-, class-, and gender-based societal inequalities (Blake, 2013; Pashby et al., 2014) that long 
predate the arrival in Canada of the guide’s readers. Racism and the effects of colonialism are 
presented, not as systemic issues, but as individual, regional, or historical aberrations (Gulliver, 
2018; Jafri, 2012; Joyce, 2014, Pashby et al., 2014; Wilton, 2006, 2010), and Francophone and 
Indigenous claims to the contrary are minimized or excluded (Blake, 2013; Joyce, 2014). 

Canadian Values 

What are Canadian values? Blake’s (2013) content analysis of Discover Canada (2009) 
revealed these to include the military, the British royal family, and the Canadian government as 
authorities; Christianity; and the idea of Canada as a dominion. Analyzing format, themes, 
recurring words, and rhetorical strategies in six guides published between 1947–2012, Sobel 
(2013, 2015) discovered that the ideal naturalized Canadian is loyal, responsible, politically active, 
(citizenship) test-ready, wholesome, and has a good character. Gulliver’s (2011b) thematic 
analysis of “Canadians” in A Look at Canada (2007) and Discover Canada (2009) revealed an 
“imagined community” (Anderson, 2006, p. 6) of Canadians who are diverse, hardworking and 
prosperous, tough, proud, creative, loyal to the queen, and proud of the military. Because these 
claims are made without proof, relying on the official nature of the citizenship materials as 
validation (Fleming & Morgan, 2011), they resist “alternative knowings” (p. 26) and exclude those 
who may hold different views. 

Discover Canada and its predecessors have served as vehicles for social and political 
agendas with prominent discourses of inclusion/exclusion and national unity based on a narrow 
representation of “Canadian” values that take precedence over expressions of cultural diversity. 
Indigenous peoples are excluded from dominant historical and social narratives, and the ongoing 
effects of colonialism are dismissed or ignored. With this knowledge, a consideration of language 
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teaching and an alternative critical framework for confronting misrepresentations of Canadian and 
Indigenous history in the language classroom will now be presented. 

The Role of Language and Language Teachers in Shaping Dominant 
Discourses 

Linguistic theorists have moved from conceptualizing language as a psycholinguistic 
(mental) phenomenon and a (communicative) instrument for creating meanings to a context-
dependent (sociocultural) form of meaning-making (Hawkins, 2011). The history of predominant 
English language teaching methodologies, at least in Western contexts, reflects these evolving 
views: behavioural and cognitive approaches that focus on decontextualized grammar, repetition, 
and the mental processes of the individual learner (Atkinson, 2002; Richards & Rodgers, 2001) 
have given way to communicative and post-method approaches that emphasize contextualized 
communicative competence (Kumaravadivelu, 1994, 2003; Richards, 2006). Less-commonly, 
though, is language understood or taught as a “situated [phenomenon] that is shaped through 
pervasive social, cultural and political ideologies and forces that serve to empower some people 
while marginalizing others” (Hawkins, 2011, p. 2). Call to Action 93 specifically requests the 
alteration of Discover Canada’s language regarding the treaties and the residential schools in order 
to effect a larger discursive change that has implications for the positioning of Indigenous groups 
in Canada and the ongoing effects of colonization both in Canada and internationally. 

Why should TESL instructors be concerned about Call to Action 93? The Calls to Action 
are directed at the Canadian government, and there is no compulsory focus on Indigeneity in TESL 
training topics (TESL Ontario, n.d.) or in LINC teacher orientation materials (Centre for Canadian 
Language Benchmarks, n.d.). In LINC settings, providing information about Indigenous history 
beyond that required for the citizenship test may seem irrelevant compared with the challenges of 
accommodating continuous intake classes of diverse learners who need language for everyday 
communication (Government of Canada, 2010, Appendix A). The language needs of learners in 
English for Academic Purposes (EAP) programs, who plan to study in Canadian post-secondary 
institutions, rarely extend to in-depth knowledge of Indigenous history in Canada. The constraints 
often placed on Canadian language teachers (Fleming and Morgan [2011] cite poor compensation 
and few opportunities for professional development, among others) may prevent instructors from 
seeking out materials that counter dominant discourses. There may also be resistance from 
instructors who fail to see the necessity of altering existing materials that misrepresent Indigenous 
history (e.g. Scott & Gani, 2018). 

It is both possible and, more importantly, necessary to challenge these objections and 
disrupt the “hidden curriculum” (Jackson, 1990, p. 33) of citizenship and national history. The 
Calls to Action, directed at the Canadian government, can also be considered direct calls to TESL 
instructors who work in provincially-and federally-funded EAP and LINC programs (Government 
of Canada, 2018; Government of Ontario, 2021) and thus are government employees and 
representatives in their teaching sites. TESL classrooms are often one of the first arrival points for 
newcomers to Canada who will, as future citizens, be in a position to support or oppose future 
legislation related to Indigenous-settler relations and rights. Citizenship is “a form of subjectivity 
shaped by the dominant discourses of nationhood” (Fleming & Morgan, 2011, p. 28), and through 
the materials, themes, and activities presented in the classroom, TESL instructors can play a 
significant role in helping students define their Canadian identities and counter the ongoing 
influences of colonialism on Canadian society, including its effects on Indigenous representation 
(Sterzuk & Hengen, 2019). Stories and perspectives presented in citizenship study guides “can 
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serve to shape, legitimize, or undermine the lived experience of immigrant newcomers and validate 
or invalidate their perceptions of racism” (Gulliver, 2018, p. 69). TESL instructors may find 
themselves positioned as insiders sharing the history of the country with newcomers who have 
been schooled to accept a “redeemer” (Roman & Stanley, 1997, p. 213) image of Canada but who 
have experienced racism since arriving. As they address the immediate language needs of students, 
language teachers can also seek to open spaces for dialogue in which students share and validate 
their own knowledge and experiences of injustice. 

Perhaps the most compelling reason to answer Call to Action 93 stems from the fact that 
Canadians today inhabit a place that was, largely, unfairly acquired from the Indigenous peoples 
who had inhabited it for thousands of years. The treaties that form the foundation of many of these 
acquisitions are still in force; treaty rights are affirmed in Section 35 of the Canadian Constitution 
(Constitution Act, 1982) and are still being negotiated today (Assembly of First Nations, n.d.; Inuit 
Tapiriit Kanatami, 2021). A majority of Canada’s present population is not appreciably affected 
by these agreements, but is this because the treaties are invalid, or because settler Canadians have 
not been taught to respect them? And what of recent newcomers—are they exempt from the 
obligations of the treaties? The language of the treaties indicates a lasting, perpetual duty for the 
inhabitants of this country to uphold the rights and responsibilities laid out within them. In the 
Numbered Treaties, for example, a recurring phrase binds Indigenous peoples “now inhabiting or 
hereafter to inhabit any part of the said ceded tracts” (Government of Canada, 2013, para. 29) to 
uphold the agreements; “hereafter” is also used to bind settlers to provide compensation in 
exchange for land rights (Government of Canada, 2013). It is beyond the scope of this paper to 
discuss the fairness and equity of the treaties, or to interpret the precise obligations of the parties 
according to contemporary standards. Yet, viewed in terms of the binding language within them, 
we are all—Indigenous, settlers, or newcomers—Treaty people (Canadian Council for Refugees, 
n.d.; Miller, 2009; Restoule, n.d., Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015a). In 
reflecting on this assertion, it may be useful to distinguish between “personal guilt and benefit 
based in privilege” (Morcom & Freeman, 2018, p. 822); while those now living in Canada are not 
directly responsible for past injustices committed against Indigenous groups, we do benefit from 
them. In one of his final interviews as head of the Assembly of First Nations, Perry Bellegarde 
recommended that Canadians who are interested in reconciliation read the TRC’s 2015 report, 
familiarize themselves with the Calls to Action, and lobby for the changes that Indigenous groups 
have been requesting for years (Delacourt, 2021). Thus, TESL instructors and students, and indeed 
all Canadians, have ethical and legal responsibilities to answer the Calls to Action, to learn about 
Indigenous-settler history as fully as possible, and to consider what part they are playing, and will 
continue to play, in this ongoing narrative. 

A Critical Framework 
The fields of Indigenous pedagogy, critical pedagogy, and CDA, although based in 

different epistemologies, diverse cultures, and distinct traditions (Andreotti, Ahenakew, & Cooper, 
2011; Battiste, 2005; Morcom & Freeman, 2018), have elements that resonate strongly and provide 
a framework for TESL instructors and students to recognize and question the dominant discourses 
associated with Discover Canada, and to open up possibilities for the decolonization of language 
and citizenship education. Decolonization involves “critically undoing colonial ways of knowing, 
being, and doing” (Fellner, 2018, p. 284) that deny and suppress Indigenous knowledges and 
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traditions and reject these alternatives as valid and equal ways of knowing and doing (Morcom & 
Freeman, 2018). 

One popular representation discernable in Discover Canada is that of Indigenous peoples 
as powerless and without agency. Tuck (2009), an Aleut scholar, warns against an exclusive focus 
on “damage-centered research” (p. 409) that presents Indigenous and other marginalized groups 
as broken and defeated in order to “obtain particular political or material gains” (p. 413). An 
epistemological alternative is a framework of desire-based research that focuses on the intricacies, 
paradoxes, and search for autonomy that characterize human life (Tuck, 2009), concerns which 
are congruent with Indigenous and critical pedagogical perspectives. 

Indigenous and critical pedagogies posit that all aspects of a particular context (social, 
political, economic, cultural, educational, linguistic) are interrelated (Benesch, 2001, 2009; Chun, 
2015; Grey, 2009; Iseke-Barnes, 2008; Kincheloe, 2008; Morcom & Freeman, 2018; Morgan & 
Ramanathan, 2005). Indigenous pedagogies emphasize holistic learning and the 
interconnectedness of the various aspects of the natural/physical and spiritual worlds (Battiste & 
Henderson, 2009; Morcom & Freeman, 2018). Indigenous scholars Battiste and Henderson (2009) 
discussed using Indigenous knowledge to promote an ecological classroom perspective based on 
“personal insights…informing a collective knowledge” (p. 9) as well as the key concept of 
“learning from place” (p. 14), that is, through remembering and retelling past events associated 
with particular locations to create a continuity of knowledge and experience. 

Indigenous and critical pedagogies also acknowledge the political dimensions of education 
(Battiste, 2005; Battiste & Henderson, 2009; Benesch, 1999, 2001; Chun, 2009; Freire, 1992/2014; 
Gray, 2011; Iseke-Barnes, 2008; Kincheloe, 2008; Morcom & Freeman, 2018) and require an 
interrogation of who is making decisions and why (Benesch, 2001) as well as a consideration of 
how institutional and political discourses shape curricula. Critical instructors balance curricular 
and institutional demands and at the same time animate learners to engage more fully in academic 
and public life (Battiste & Henderson, 2009; Benesch, 1999, 2001; Chun, 2009; Pennycook, 1997) 
and to question norms and assumptions. 

Further, Indigenous and critical pedagogies recognize that power relations enable and 
promote specific forms of discourse (language and expression). Forms of expression create and 
describe realities; language used to label and name the world defines, permits, and limits identities 
and possibilities (Foucault, 1980; Gray, 2011; Grey, 2009; Hawkins, 2011; Iseke-Barnes, 2008; 
Kincheloe, 2008; Luke, 2004; Morgan & Ramanathan, 2005; Pennycook, 1997). Iseke-Barnes 
(2008), a Métis scholar from northern Alberta, illustrated how colonial terms used to refer to 
Indigenous peoples act as collectivising tools that erase intergroup distinctions but can also be used 
to enable dialogue and draw attention to different histories and contexts. 

Finally, Indigenous and critical pedagogies reveal the complex nature of knowledge and 
provide tools for analyzing and interpreting this complexity (Andreotti et al., 2011; Battiste, 2005; 
Battiste & Henderson, 2009; Benesch, 2001; Gray, 2011; Iseke-Barnes, 2008; Kincheloe, 2008; 
Morcom & Freeman, 2018). Citing the influence of Du Bois and Macedo, Kincheloe (2008) 
asserted that critical education involves teaching “a dual curriculum” (p. 85) that helps students 
successfully navigate the social, academic, and professional requirements of their contexts while 
also ensuring that they are aware of knowledge beyond that validated by the dominant culture 
(Benesch, 2001; Kincheloe, 2008). Indigenous pedagogy and knowledge incorporate the idea of 
multiple or alternative epistemologies (Andreotti et al., 2011; Battiste & Henderson, 2009; Gray, 



I m p l e m e n t i n g  C a l l  t o  A c t i o n  9 3  i n  T E S L  C l a s s r o o m s  

 

 

79 

2011; Iseke-Barnes, 2008; Morcom & Freeman, 2018) that respect differences and emphasize the 
situated nature of knowledge. 

To enable awareness of the complexity of knowledge, “there must be some actual 
dissociation from one’s available explanatory texts and discourses—denaturalization and 
discomfort and ‘making the familiar strange’” (Luke, 2004, pp. 26–27). This dissociation may 
seem to contradict the emphasis of critical and Indigenous pedagogies on situated and 
interconnected knowledge. Yet, it is sometimes necessary to attend to small parts of the whole in 
order to detect the connections that familiarity can render invisible. CDA provides “distancing 
strategies” (Morgan & Ramanathan, 2005, pp. 156) that permit TESL practitioners to teach the 
structure and use of language and also to stress how language is “always engaged in the 
construction of how we understand the world” (Pennycook, 1997, p. 258). CDA is especially 
effective in exposing the racialized biases lingering in the interstices of language, power, and 
identity that constitute seemingly objective citizenship materials. 

Analysis of Discover Canada 
Call to Action 93 requests that more detailed information regarding treaties and residential 

schools be included in the citizenship materials. Efforts that promote decolonization and 
reconciliation can target curriculum design, teaching outcomes and approaches, material selection, 
and instructional strategies and methods. These elements are under the control of instructors to 
varying degrees; the areas most amenable to immediate change and instructor input are 
instructional strategies and methods. I focus my analysis on an excerpt from page 10 of Discover 
Canada (see Figure 1) that contains the guide’s only reference to “residential schools”, as well as 
three of the four references to “treaty” or “treaties” relevant to Indigenous peoples. I will analyze 
the text’s narrative structure, voice, word choices, and missing information (Janks, 2010; 
McCarthy, 1991). The choice of these textual features reflects topics and skill areas that are 
regularly introduced in TESL classrooms and demonstrates how instructors may still fulfill 
curricular requirements while introducing a critical perspective. I will ask and answer two critical 
questions (Fairclough, 1989; van Dijk, 2000) about each aspect to highlight how the text 
perpetuates dominant identities and discourses related to Indigenous and settler inhabitants and 
history. I will then offer examples of classroom activities, aligned with the critical framework 
outlined above, that can be used to challenge these identities and discourses. 
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Selected Text from Discover Canada 

 
Figure 1. History of Aboriginal peoples in Discover Canada (p. 10). 

Note: Part of the text not used in this analysis has been deleted from the image. 

Narrative Structure 

Narrative structure may not be taught as such in TESL classrooms; instead, structure is 
often taught in relation to reading and writing skills such as identifying and writing introductions, 
supporting points, and conclusions of paragraphs, articles, and essays; or interpreting and using 
key terms that signal the main points of, and the author’s position regarding, a text. As seen in 
Figure 2, the Discover Canada narrative can be analyzed using a variation of the Aristotelian three-
act structure illustrated by Freytag (1863/1900) and employed by Labov and Waletzky (1967). The 
paradigm has five stages: orientation (characters and setting), rising action (problems or conflicts 
that occur), the crisis (the dominant problem is faced, and everything afterwards changes), then 
falling action (solutions applied to the crisis), and the resolution or outcome of the crisis (Freytag, 
1863/1900; McCarthy, 1991). Questions that can be asked to critique narrative structure include: 
how does the story begin, develop, and end; and, to what extent does the narrative reflect lived 
experiences? 
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Figure 2. Discover Canada p. 10, Narrative Structure 

What are some implications of this text’s narrative structure? Responding to the first critical 
question, the orientation and resolution are the same: Indigenous peoples were diverse and vibrant 
in the past, and they are proud and confident now, suggesting that nothing has essentially changed 
for Indigenous groups since European arrival. The crisis of the story is the erasure of Indigenous 
culture and language due to residential schools. Although these institutions played a significant 
role in the destruction of Indigenous communities, cultural erasure did not happen solely because 
of them; the narrative ignores the long history and various means employed to accomplish this 
goal (e.g. Daschuk, 2014; Graybill, 2004). The discursive strategies of historicization and 
localization of problematic events insulate agents from blame or responsibility (Gulliver, 2018). 
The narrative presents apology as the solution to cultural erasure and mistreatment, but, 
considering the second critical question, does apology equal restoration and restitution? The 
straightforward, linear construction of the narrative, and the status of this text as official Canadian 
history, invite readers to believe that apologetic words are sufficient. Does the reality of Indigenous 
peoples in today’s Canada bear out this assertion? A review of statistics compiled by OECD (2020) 
shows that a majority of Indigenous peoples live in rural areas with reduced access to social, 
economic, health, and educational resources, which negatively impacts life expectancy, health 
outcomes, and employment opportunities. These realities indicate that apologies are not enough to 
rectify centuries of injustice. 

Considerations of Discover Canada’s narrative structure may fit into reading or writing 
lessons about textual organization or about cause/effect relationships; students could map the 
historical narrative themselves and respond to their findings in a group discussion or written 
analysis/reflection. Janks (1993b) suggested that students write their own version of historical 
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narratives from the perspective of a non-dominant character to see how this changes perceptions 
of the story’s critical events and outcomes. Iseke-Barnes (2008) suggested using group activities 
based on Indigenous governance ideals of “cooperation, community-based sharing, and shared 
resources” (p. 136) versus colonial models based on competitive hierarchies. Her adaptation of 
Graveline’s (1998) Cage of Oppression activity encourages students to use their knowledge of 
colonial structures and imagine how systems of oppression might be enacted in different facets of 
life. By tracing cause and effect relationships based on particular goals (e.g. to colonize a society, 
colonizers need control of land, which can be achieved through relocation of its inhabitants), 
students increase their awareness of colonial systems that pervade society and often go 
unremarked. 

Verb Tense and Voice 

Verbs are a ubiquitous topic in TESL classrooms; as learners advance from lower-to 
higher-level classes, they are required to use increasingly complex forms and structures in a wide 
variety of targeted exercises and communicative situations both spoken and written. The use of 
tenses such as the simple present, present perfect, and simple past implies an unproblematic 
transparency in the meaning of a text (Fairclough, 1989). Passive structures are often taught as a 
way to report information objectively. The use of active voice indicates who or what is responsible 
for an action; passive voice focuses on the results of an action while often minimizing or ignoring 
the agent (Fairclough, 1989; Janks, 2010; van Dijk, 2000). Critical questions that can be asked 
regarding verb tense and voice include: when are various tenses and active and passive structures 
used; and, how do these choices assign blame or credit for specific events in the narrative? 

Table 1.  

Discover Canada (p. 10): Active and Passive Voice Examples 

Active voice samples from text Passive voice examples from text 
• Aboriginal and treaty rights are in the 

Canadian Constitution.  
• …explorers from Europe first came… 

• …ancestors…are believed to have 
migrated… 

• The federal government placed many 
Aboriginal children… 

• The schools…inflicted hardship… 
• …Ottawa formally apologized… 

• Territorial rights were first 
guaranteed… 

• …Aboriginal peoples enjoy renewed 
pride and confidence… 

• …treaties…were not always fully 
respected. 

• …some were physically abused. 
• …languages and cultural practices 

were mostly prohibited. 

In both sets of excerpts from Table 1, the use of the simple present and simple past makes the 
assertions seem factual and definite, a stance that is congruent with the genre of the text 
(Fairclough, 1989). Discover Canada is a study guide presenting historical information about 
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Canada to newcomers; presumably, it provides the most important facts to learners who are 
unfamiliar with this information and who need this key data to pass the official citizenship test. 
Questioning or deeper investigation are subtly discouraged. 

In the active voice excerpts, the subjects “the federal government,” “the schools,” and 
“Ottawa,” referring to the agents who placed Indigenous children in residential schools and who 
later apologized for these actions, may seem like reasonable choices, but these choices remove any 
sense of personal responsibility by attributing the actions to distant, inanimate institutions. The 
simple present declaration about the pride and confidence enjoyed by Indigenous peoples today 
implies that the injustices committed against them, and their suffering, have come to an end (Jafri, 
2012). 

The first passive voice excerpt calls into question the origins of Indigenous peoples and 
casts doubt on their right to be in Canada. Who believes that Indigenous people’s ancestors 
migrated here? How strong is a belief compared to the factual declarations that characterize this 
text? One goal of the Conservative government that published the guide was to present a grand, 
unifying narrative of Canada as a land of immigrants, including Indigenous peoples (Jafri, 2012), 
and the document’s wording serves to undermine Indigenous land claims in the past and present. 
By using passive structures in the statements regarding the treaties, the act of guaranteeing 
territorial rights takes precedence over the degree of adherence to that guarantee, and ignores the 
fact that, had European settlers not encroached on Indigenous territories, there would have been 
no need for any agreements. Similarly, the abuses suffered by Indigenous students in the residential 
schools are not attributed to any particular agent; this “euphemistic framing” (Gulliver & Thurrell, 
2016, p. 50) focuses attention on the actions while ignoring the perpetrators and minimizes 
negative self-representation (van Dijk, 2000) by, and of, the creators of the text, representatives of 
the same federal government that enabled the abuses. 

The study of specific verb tenses and voice may fit into similarly-focused grammar or 
writing lessons. Students could be asked to identify passive structures within the Discover Canada 
text and discuss the representation of agency. Rewriting the text and changing passive forms to 
active ones would give students practice with the use of voice forms and open spaces to discuss 
how and why voice is used to highlight or obscure actions and actors. A similar exercise could be 
done using other versions of this narrative from different times and sources to detect how authors’ 
choices reflect personal and social agendas and define what information audiences perceive as 
factual. Students could also search for examples of active and passive structures in their day-to-
day contexts, which would help develop their awareness of both the target language structures and 
the influence these structures have on perceptions of agency and responsibility. 

Word Choices 

Vocabulary is another universal point of instruction in TESL classrooms. It may be 
technical language like grammar terms or topical language needed to discuss a particular theme or 
idea. To use language is to know the world (Freire, 1970); the vocabulary we use in everyday life 
constructs and informs our worldviews and our understanding of history while also revealing the 
power relations that sustain accepted and personal knowledge (Chun, 2009). The wording of a text 
reveals attitudes and mindsets that may not be readily apparent yet have significant effects on 
readers. Critical questions that can be asked regarding word choice include: which words and 
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descriptions are used for characters and events; and, what effect might these words have on the 
perceptions and conceptualizations of the text’s readers? 

Table 2. 

Discover Canada (p. 10): Word Choice Examples 

Indigenous peoples European settlers 
• Ancestors 
• Migrated  

• Explorers 
• Arrived  

• Well-established, diverse, vibrant 
• Rooted in religious beliefs 

• Newcomers 
• King George III 

• Aboriginal children 
• Former students 

• The federal government placed 
• Mainstream Canadian culture 
• The schools inflicted hardships 

• Aboriginal peoples enjoy pride and 
confidence 

• Ottawa formally apologized 

The lexical items in Table 2 vividly demonstrate that there are distinct differences between the 
descriptions of Indigenous peoples and European settlers in Discover Canada. Indigenous peoples 
are presented at best as a primitive cultural curiosity (vibrant, rooted in religious beliefs) and at 
worst as dehumanized or infantilized abstractions. They are referred to as “people” only in the 
final paragraph of the text (Figure 1); in the preceding sections, the words “ancestors,” “children,” 
and “students” imply irrelevance and a lack of agency and knowledge that is only resolved through 
the civilizing influence of European settlers. The verb “migrated” brings to mind the movement of 
animals, driven by instinct rather than purpose. The Conservative government’s goal of presenting 
Canada as a nation of immigrants (Jafri, 2012) finds further support through the positioning of 
migrating Indigenous peoples as settlers themselves, but the word choice also serves to undermine 
any sense of belonging or rightful land ownership. In contrast, Europeans are explorers [brave 
adventurers] who arrived [purposefully, with goals] in North America embodying the power of a 
king; they possess legitimate authority (van Dijk, 2000) as shown through references to 
government, mainstream culture, and schools (disciplinary institutions that create, sanction, and 
enforce order and cultural norms). The formal apology of the government in 2008, while factual, 
implies the existence of informal apologies before this time, in other words, a longstanding 
recognition of, and shame for, the government’s role in irrevocably altering Indigenous lives. The 
gravitas of a “formal” apology may also imply a certain tangible impact in the lives of the 
recipients; the anguish and condemnation, 15 years after this apology, over the discovery of 
hundreds of Indigenous children’s remains at several former residential schools, demonstrate that 
apology falls far short when faced with concrete evidence of colonial wrongs and contemporary 
obfuscation. The use of the word “newcomers,” although fitting in the context of the narrative and 
the government’s overall goals for the guide, is particularly interesting given the projected 
audience of Discover Canada. As (mostly) recent newcomers themselves, to whom might readers 
relate more in this narrative: to Indigenous groups, whose origins are ancient and contested, or to 
European settlers, who left their homes and came to North America looking for a new and better 
life? Reflecting the discursive subtext of mainstream Canadian society, European settlers and 
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readers of the guide are positioned as ingroup members (van Dijk, 2000), and Indigenous peoples 
are, largely, excluded. 

The discussion of word choices and their impact on audience perceptions could fit into a 
language lesson in various ways. Students could be asked to create a list of words used to describe 
themselves (e.g. words used in different personal, professional, academic, cultural, and 
bureaucratic contexts) and consider how these impact their identities; then, students could identify 
the descriptors of Indigenous and settler groups in the Discover Canada text and consider the 
connotations of these lexical choices. Janks (1993a) provided sets of commonly-used South 
African terms (e.g. apartheid, separate development), asking students to think about who would 
likely use each term and why. The use of narrative frames (Barkhuizen & Wette, 2008) could also 
highlight how language shapes perception. Students could be given several frames (e.g. European 
explorers came and… / European invaders came and…) and asked to complete the ideas in a 
logical (or illogical) way to show how word choices change and limit what can be said about a 
subject. 

Missing Information 

Content, like narrative structure, is most often a focus of TESL reading and writing classes. 
As mentioned in Narrative Structure, learners may practice identifying different parts of a piece 
of writing or write their own texts that meet certain requirements for evidence and support. They 
may also research, evaluate, and add content from external sources to their own writing. The 
inclusion or exclusion of information in a text highlights its privilege and importance in terms of 
social interests (Fleming & Morgan, 2011). Discover Canada is an official publication of the 
Canadian government, and the information (not) presented within it “takes on an official character” 
(Fleming & Morgan, 2011, p. 33). In Table 3, three statements from Discover Canada on the 
themes of treaties and residential schools juxtaposed with corresponding information from the 
TRC’s final report highlight some crucial omissions. Critical questions that can be asked about 
missing information include: what information is available but absent; and, why might it have been 
excluded? 
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Table 3. 

Contrasting Characterizations of the Treaties and Residential Schools 

Discover Canada Truth and Reconciliation Commission 
“Treaties…were not always fully respected” 
(Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship 
Canada, 2012, p. 10). 

“[Treaties] were not made to be kept, but to 
serve a present purpose, to settle a present 
difficulty in the easiest manner possible, to 
acquire a desired good with the least possible 
compensation, and then to be disregarded as 
soon as this purpose was tainted and we were 
strong enough to enforce a new and more 
profitable arrangement” (Indian Rights 
Association, 1886, p. 19, as cited in Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 
2015a, p. 45). 

Residential schools were created “to educate 
and assimilate [Indigenous children] into 
mainstream Canadian culture” (Immigration, 
Refugees and Citizenship Canada, 2012, p. 
10). 

“These residential schools were created for 
the purpose of separating Aboriginal children 
from their families, in order to minimize and 
weaken family ties and cultural linkages, and 
to indoctrinate children into…the culture of 
the legally dominant Euro-Christian Canadian 
society” (Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission of Canada, 2015a, p. v).  

“The schools were poorly funded and 
inflicted hardship on the students; some were 
physically abused” (Immigration, Refugees 
and Citizenship Canada, 2012, p. 10). 

“Children were abused, physically and 
sexually, and they died in the schools in 
numbers that would not have been tolerated in 
any school system anywhere in the country, 
or in the world” (Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission of Canada, 2015a, pp. v-vi). 

 
Clear differences in the texts’ descriptions of the same situations emerge. Minimization, 

alteration, and exclusion of “dispreferred information” (van Dijk, 1993, p. 275) characterize all of 
the Discover Canada excerpts. Where information cannot be completely eliminated, it is framed 
in euphemistic terms in order to lessen the negative impact on readers’ perceptions (Fairclough, 
1989; Gulliver, 2018). In Table 3, row 1, “not fully respecting” the treaties implies at least a partial 
respect; this implication falls far short of the TRC’s characterization of the treaties as simply a 
means to an end. Some of the information is altered to reflect non-Indigenous perspectives and 
rationales. In Table 3, row 2, the Discover Canada text states that residential schools were benignly 
meant to educate Indigenous children and enable them to function in settler society; this one-sided 
rationalization positions European settler knowledges and cultures as superior to those of 
Indigenous groups. Other information is completely absent. As seen in Table 3, row 3, in Discover 
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Canada’s narrative, Indigenous children suffered harsh physical living conditions and abuse in 
residential schools. This limited truth ignores the psychological and sexual abuse that occurred, as 
well as the fact that a partial accounting numbers more than 4000 Indigenous children who died, 
unacknowledged, as a result of attending residential schools (National Center for Truth and 
Reconciliation, 2021, para. 3). That the purposes of the texts are different cannot be ignored: one 
provides necessary information for the official citizenship test while the other makes known the 
lived experiences of Indigenous peoples. Nonetheless, downplaying, absences, and silence prevent 
the voices of those who experienced an event from being heard (Gulliver, 2018). Readers should 
question the discursive silences (Foucault, 1976/1978) in Discover Canada and consider for whose 
benefit they exist. 

An analysis of missing information could enter into a reading or writing lesson on research 
skills; students might be given a selection from Discover Canada and be asked to find one 
corroborating or one opposing source of information and consider how each representation 
benefits particular groups. In analyzing a poem about social identity, power, and language, Janks 
(1993a) suggested that students discuss the statement, “Silence is a way of getting power over 
someone” (p. 2), an activity that could fit into any TESL skills class and would allow students to 
consider how they have silenced others or, like many Indigenous voices, have been silenced 
themselves. Gray (2011) stated that social control can be achieved through “remembering and 
forgetting” (p. 11) and showed how photovoice projects gave Indigenous youth the means to 
remember and expose the intergenerational effects of residential schools. Similarly, TESL students 
of any level could use images or narratives to share their own knowledge of significant events that 
shaped their lives before or after coming to Canada. These personal perspectives could be 
juxtaposed with other information sources (e.g. news reports, other students’ knowledge) to 
develop critical awareness of the fragmentary nature of knowledge as well as vocabulary, research, 
or other language skills. Combining language skills and critical inquiry, Sterzuk and Hengen 
(2019) showed how students can “confront, interrogate, and negotiate the settler disposition” (p. 
22). By reading positive descriptions of significant Indigenous figures in Canada’s past and present 
and creating summaries and timelines of the information, students began to ask questions that led 
to discussions of the history and positioning of Indigenous peoples after European contact. An 
Indigenous cultural expert provided context and first-hand knowledge of Indigenous people’s 
experiences in Canada. Students “expressed gratitude and relief” (p. 32) that they now knew more 
about this aspect of Canadian society. 

Many of these pedagogical activities may appear more suited to upper-intermediate and 
advanced learners, but this is not to suggest that beginner and lower-intermediate level learners 
cannot, or should not, also engage critically with the texts they encounter. Lavoie, Sarkar, Mark, 
and Jenniss (2012) demonstrated the presentation of critical framing and epistemological plurality 
to bilingual Indigenous kindergarten students; by asking questions that required students to consult 
with community members, and by positioning the students as experts who shared their cultural 
knowledge with a symbolic community outsider, students came to realize that they could 
participate in the co-construction of knowledge in their school and community. TESL students 
have extensive and varied life experiences and knowledges upon which to draw in the language 
classroom, and critical learning activities can be adapted in ways that allow for epistemological 
variety and are appropriate for all levels of language proficiency. 
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Discussion 
In this article, analytical questions were used to read Discover Canada critically and 

uncover the discourses and power relations that construct and are reiterated by the text. The 
Canadian government, as producer and disseminator of the guide, is positioned as the official 
mouthpiece of the past and present inhabitants of the country; that the information in the guide is 
essential knowledge for passing the citizenship test implies that it is information all Canadian 
citizens know and agree upon. The narrative trajectory of the excerpt prompts readers to think that 
life after colonization improved, or at least was and is not much different, for Indigenous groups, 
and that discriminatory practices and systems have been left in the past. Declarative sentences 
position readers of Discover Canada as passive recipients of knowledge, much like Indigenous 
peoples in the text. The use of simple present and simple past verb forms encourages users to 
accept the writers’ presentation of history as complete, transparent, and true (Fairclough, 1989). 
Subtly but persistently, Indigenous peoples and cultures are presented as being inferior to 
European settlers’ ways of life and knowing the world. Readers are invited to transpose the 
experiences of the newcomer settlers onto their own. Significant and crucial information about the 
treaties and residential schools, the specific focus of Call to Action 93, is altered or missing 
completely. A vital question for TESL instructors—who are involved in facilitating the ongoing 
settlement of Canada—is whether a failure to counter the racist and colonial discourses promoted 
by the guide is not, in fact, a continuation of the priorities and practices that supported residential 
schools and the erasure of Indigenous life. 

A revised version of the citizenship materials is reportedly forthcoming (Government of 
Canada, 2021). It remains to be seen to what extent the revised document will answer Call to 
Action 93. Certainly, the above analysis will serve as a point of comparison, and TESL instructors 
can use the analytical tools I have outlined to assess the new document and the claims that it 
presents “unvarnished” (Quan, 2021, p. IN4) historical and current information about racism, 
colonialism, and their ongoing effects in Canada. The processes of decolonization and 
reconciliation will not, however, be completed simply with the publication of a revised guide, and 
it is necessary for critical TESL instructors to use teaching materials that develop students’ 
communicative and symbolic competence (Kramsch, 2006, 2011) as participants in the changing 
dialogue of Indigenous and settler people. 

Conclusion 
To conclude, I offer some critiques and cautions. First, this article has focused on the 

damage (Tuck, 2009) inflicted on Indigenous peoples in history and through Discover Canada to 
draw attention to textual features and dominant discourses that might pass unnoticed. Although 
trauma has been passed down through Indigenous groups, along with it comes resilience (Gray, 
2011; Morcom & Freeman, 2018; Tuck, 2009), and an important step for TESL instructors 
implementing Call to Action 93 will be to show how Indigenous peoples in Canada have withstood 
the effects of colonialism and continue to insist that their voices be heard across the country and 
around the world (see, for example, the Indigenous Perspectives Education Guide [Historica 
Canada, 2021]). 

Continuing the themes of resilience and voice, Indigenous educators are encouraging the 
inclusion of Indigenous perspectives into diverse subject areas “beyond social studies and history, 
into science and math and language” (Francis, 2021, p. IN5), and TESL instructors who ground 
their language teaching in real-world examples can look for opportunities not simply to add 
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Indigenous history as a teaching topic (Battiste, 2005), but to integrate Indigenous knowledges 
outside the narrow contexts of Canadian history and citizenship. Whatever form of implementation 
TESL instructors use in relation to Call to Action 93, care should be taken not to appropriate 
Indigenous traditions simply to serve the purposes of English language instruction. This tension is 
something that I, a white settler Canadian TESL instructor, feel as I consider how to address my 
responsibilities as a Treaty person in the classroom and the need for Indigenous peoples to “direct 
the interpretation of their own history” (Watson, 2014, p. 514). 

Finally, there exists the danger of placing too heavy a transformative burden on already 
overloaded instructors, and of expecting rapid, near-miraculous change in response to critical 
teaching (Morgan, 2009). Different contexts will have different affordances that facilitate or 
impede teachers’ responses to Call to Action 93. To the extent that it is possible, however, TESL 
instructors should employ strategies that enable “the pluralisation of knowledge in the present” 
(Pennycook, 1997, p. 263). Derwing and Thomson (2005) suggest that LINC and other TESL 
classrooms may not be the best places to engage in detailed citizenship teaching. Instead, separate 
citizenship classes should be offered once students leave regular language programs. This would 
perhaps open up wider spaces for critical engagement with the discourses that constitute Canadian 
society and shape dominant conceptions of Canadian history. 

Instead of promoting an exclusive imagined community (Anderson, 2006) as depicted in 
Discover Canada, Call to Action 93 invites Indigenous peoples, TESL instructors, and students to 
build both imagined and actual communities based on shared identities and responsibilities as 
Treaty people, a goal also set forth in the TRC’s (2015a) final report. For this to happen, more 
collaboration, through as many means and modes as possible, will need to occur between TESL 
instructors, students, and Indigenous peoples from all walks of life. TESL classrooms, then, rather 
than being spaces where partial and exclusionary views of Indigenous peoples and history are 
perpetuated, can become spaces where the Indigenous, settler, and newcomer inhabitants of 
Canada are encouraged to take measures toward effective, substantive, and ongoing reconciliation. 
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