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ABSTRACT

Action Research (AR) has been widely utilized in Indigenous contexts because of its emphasis
on social transformation and synergies with Indigenous research approaches. Yet, while AR is
seen as an attractive option for working in Indigenous research contexts, additional efforts
are needed to ensure that AR adequately interrogates collaborations between Western and
Indigenous knowledge systems. The application of the principle of two-eyed seeing (TES),
which refers to the process of seeing from the strengths of Indigenous ways of knowing with
one eye while using the other eye to see with the strengths of Western ways of knowing
(Bartlett, Marshall, & Marshall, 2012), can center decolonial goals, addressing the
shortcomings of AR. This article describes the operationalization of TES through the
Indigenous Quality Assurance Project, focusing on the four key essentials of TES: co-learning,
knowledge scrutinization, knowledge validation, and knowledge gardening (Bartlett, 2017 ).
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INTRODUCTION

Participatory Action Research! (PAR) actively engages community members, leadership
and organizations through all stages of the research process to address a wide range of
social, structural and environmental issues (Colborne et al, 2019). A key assumption
underlying Action Research (AR) is that local knowledge is essential to an accurate

1 The terms Participatory Action Research (PAR and Action Research (AR) will be used interchangeably. The
author is aware that using the two terms interchangeably is debated; however, Chatterton et al. (2007) argue
that relevancy is a key component within both PAR and AR, which each share the common goal of social
transformation. This article is mainly concerned with meaningful collaboration as a key component to
ensuring relevancy and achieving social transformation (Peterson et al., 2016).
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understanding of needs (Peterson et al,, 2016) and to the creation of relevant solutions
which can benefit those involved in the research (Hardbarger, 2019). PAR allows
participants to analyze and define their own solutions to problems and is often used when
voices or perspectives are marginalized (Sinclair, 2007). It emphasizes redressing power
imbalances between researchers and research subjects through collaborative action to
benefit the community (Colborne et al., 2019; de Leeuw et al., 2012; Peltier, 2018; Sinclair,
2007).

Many Indigenous scholars including Linda Tuhwai Smith (1999) have identified and named
research as a colonial act. Academic research has largely occurred to the benefit of non-
Indigenous researchers, whilst Indigenous peoples are misrepresented and excluded from
the research process (Morton Ninomiya et al., 2020). In response, Indigenous scholars and
communities have called for meaningful, respectful research stemming from Indigenous
worldviews (Peltier, 2018). Because of AR’s emphasis on addressing oppressive research
practices, it is widely utilized within Indigenous research contexts (de Leeuw et al., 2012;
Fredericks & Adams, 2011). Many scholars have noted the synergies between PAR and
Indigenous approaches to research (e.g. Evans et al,, 2009; Peltier, 2018; Sinclair, 2007),
which include community involvement in the design and implementation of research
(Peltier, 2018; Sinclair, 2007), valuing of experiential knowledge (Kovach, 2005, as cited in
Peterson et al,, 2016), and a focus on benefits to the community (Peltier, 2018). Further,
because of the collaborative nature of PAR, its capacity to provide space for Indigenous
ways of knowing has also been recognized:

For indigenous populations, PAR’s inclusivity and moral/social consciousness
provides an opportunity to reflect indigenous thought and ideology, and this
approach supports and nurtures indigenous knowledge, and reconstructs
indigenous ‘voice’ within the research discourse. PAR does not demand the
separation of the mind, body, and spirit; rather these are viewed as legitimate
ways of information gathering, and coming to knowledge. (Sinclair, 2007, p. 28)

Yet, despite its widespread uptake in Indigenous contexts, PAR can perpetuate colonial
research relations (de Leeuw et al,, 2012; Evans et al., 2009; Fredericks & Adams, 2011).
PAR has been critiqued on the grounds of superficiality, falling short in achieving
meaningful collaboration and promoting Indigenous self-determination during the
research process (de Leeuw et al, 2012; Fredericks & Adams, 2011). For example,
participatory research can imply community participation in academic research, whereby
the researcher unilaterally sets the research agenda and approach to research (Rocheleau,
1994). Furthermore, Zavala (2013) cautions that an emphasis on these superficial modes of
participation can lead to the long-term goals of research being overshadowed by the
knowledge production of researchers.

While PAR is seen as an attractive option for working with Indigenous peoples because of
its attunement to oppressive structures, Evans and colleagues (2009) contend that this
may also be a shortcoming of the approach. Namely the inherent constructs in PAR, such as
‘the oppressed,’ can reinforce and reproduce racial othering. Fredericks and Adams (2011)
expand this point, suggesting that from this framework emerges a scenario where non-
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Indigenous researchers are positioned as ‘good’ and wanting to ‘help.” Additionally, a lack
of reflexivity on the part of researchers has been identified as a shortcoming of PAR (de
Leeuw et al,, 2012; Fredericks & Adams, 2011). In some instances, the opposite can happen
and researchers become too focused on self-reflexivity, acting in self-interested and self-
indulgent ways (Fredericks & Adams 2011).

[ assert that AR has two main shortcomings when applied in Indigenous contexts. The first
is AR’s inability to conceive of Indigenous research projects as decolonial acts. This is
evident in the various critiques of AR related to colonial relationships and superficial
modes of participation. The second and related point is its lack of theorizing on what
collaboration looks like when working within two separate and distinct paradigms -
western and Indigenous?. While circumstances can exist in an individual project to address
these shortcomings, there is nothing inherent in the culture of PAR to ensure that they are
addressed. Additional structure to support the implementation of PAR in ways that account
for these shortcomings is necessary.

Two-eyed seeing (TES) has been put forth as a framework to reconcile the use of western
research approaches with Indigenous knowledge systems (Peltier, 2018). TES refers to the
process of seeing from the strengths of Indigenous ways of knowing with one eye, while
using the other eye to see with the strengths of Western ways of knowing for the benefit of
all (Bartlett et al., 2012). Albert Marshall, a Mi’kmaw Elder coined the term in 2004, and it
has since been developed with his partner, Murdena Marshall, a Mi’kmaw Elder and
Professor Emeritus of Mi’kmaw Studies, and Cheryl Bartlett, a non-Indigenous Professor
Emeritus of Biology, through their collaborative work on integrative science (Bartlett et al.,
2012).

TES has been utilized across a number of disciplines, including the field of education (e.g.
Harder et al, 2019; Peltier, 2018), and it has a number of applications, including
Indigenizing research approaches, program development, evaluation, and policy (Martin et
al., 2017). TES is not a research methodology, but rather a guiding principle (Bartlett et al,,
2012; Forbes et al., 2020) that encourages critical self-reflection (Forbes et al.,, 2020) and
an examination of power inequities (Wright et al., 2019). It also creates space for the full
recognition of Indigenous knowledges within Indigenous/settler interfaces of knowledge
production (Bartlett et al., 2012; Forbes et al.,, 2020; Wright et al., 2019). This includes
collaborative projects with Indigenous and settler participation (e.g. Bartlett et al., 2012) or
Indigenous researchers working within university structures (e.g. Peltier, 2018). TES has
been promoted as a framework to ensure cultural safety when working with Indigenous
peoples (Harder et al,, 2019) and is inherently tied to a decolonial agenda (Bartlett et al,,
2012; Colborne et al,, 2019). Overall, TES has the capacity to address the shortcomings of
AR by ensuring that it works to meaningfully include Indigenous peoples in research in
ways which promote reflexivity, challenge institutional norms, and do not reassert unequal
power relations.

2 Fredericks and Adams (2011) make a similar critique, advocating for AR to further think about what
constitutes participation in the research process and noting the need to critically examine the scope of
participation roles, such as advisory and participant, which can reinscribe power dynamics.
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Despite TES being successfully utilized to bridge the divide between AR and Indigenous
research methodologies, a gap remains regarding how to operationalize TES in the context
of action-based research, including key considerations in its application (Forbes et al,
2020). This article seeks to address this gap by describing how TES was operationalized
through the Indigenous Quality Assurance (IQA) Project. The IQA project was a 3-year
Indigenous action-based research project between 6 northern colleges in Ontario which
sought to build and implement a set of Indigenous quality assurance standards that are
reflective of the Indigenous peoples and cultures of Northern Ontario. In the context of the
IQA project, this article discusses four key essentials of TES as outlined by Bartlett (2017):
co-learning, knowledge scrutinization, knowledge validation, and knowledge gardening.
Co-learning refers to learning from and with each other in a collaborative and nurturing
environment. This is predicated by the ability to understand and collaborate. Through
knowledge scrutinization, the strengths of each knowledge system are identified and
utilized for the benefit of all as collaborators learn to see the strengths of each knowledge
system and confront fears of the unknown and of colonial relations embedded in
knowledge production. The third characteristic, knowledge validation, refers to a collective
peer review process in which Indigenous knowledges are validated through culturally
relevant processes. Lastly, knowledge gardening promotes seeking out meaningful
collaborative opportunities which privilege the needs and desires of communities (Bartlett,
2017).

Two-EYED SEEING

TES enables seeing from the strengths of Indigenous ways of knowing with one eye, while
using the other eye to see with the strengths of Western ways of knowing (Bartlett, et al,,
2012). It encourages researchers to consciously weave back and forth between Indigenous
and Western ontologies, epistemologies, and methodologies, and can be implemented
through action-based approaches which encourage flexibility on the part of the researcher
and meaningful involvement of Indigenous people and their knowledge systems (Wright,
2019). While referred to in various ways in the literature, including as an ethical protocol
and as a framework (Wright et al,, 2019), the originators of the term contend that it is a
guiding principle (Bartlett et al., 2012).

Wright and colleagues’ (2019) systematic review of researchers’ conceptions and
implementation of TES elaborates on TES, putting forth the following key characteristics:

e Equity;

e Co-existence and integration of Indigenous and Western knowledge systems;
e Decolonizing;

e Strengths-based;

o Reflectivity on the part of the researcher;

e C(Co-learning;

e Working toward a better world;

e Collaborative and responsive research designs.
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These key characteristics share many commonalities with Bartlett’s (2017) four key
essentials of co-learning, knowledge scrutinization, knowledge validation, and knowledge
gardening. Both describe TES has having a focus on co-learning and collaboration in the
context of a decolonial, equitable, and critical space for the purpose of community benefit.

Mi'kmaq scholar Marie Battiste contends that Indigenous education must be decolonizing,
which is characterized by its ability to identify and deconstruct hegemonic structures that
perpetuate colonialism while also reconstructing new forms of education (Battiste, 2002;
Munroe et al., 2013). This rebuilding must be relevant to Indigenous communities through
the privileging of community specific Indigenous worldviews and processes of community
engagement and accountability (Morton Ninomiya et al., 2020). When TES is implemented,
AR can become a decolonizing act (Colborne et al., 2019). TES achieves this through its
ability to recognize the value of Indigenous knowledge systems (Bartlett et al., 2012) and
bring together Indigenous and Western knowledge systems in an equitable manner
(Wright et al., 2019). Due to the enduring and ongoing history of colonialism of suppressing
Indigenous knowledge systems, an equitable manner must be interpreted as an extensive
transformation of education in which Indigenous knowledges serve as the foundation
(Munroe et al., 2013). This is contrary to common approaches to Indigenous education
where Indigenous knowledges are approached as an ‘add-on’ or ‘other’ way of knowing
(Munroe et al,, 2013; Ray et al., 2019).

In educational research, an ‘ethical aspect’ is needed to develop partnerships of trust to
achieve equity so that colonial relations are not perpetuated (Battiste, 2002). While TES is
not synonymous with an ethical space (Forbes et al,, 2020), it is premised on its foundation.
Aligned with Sium and colleagues’ (2012) call to approach decolonization as a “tangible
unknown” (p. XII) that provides a space for dialogue, dissent, and shared visioning, TES
creates the necessary conditions for the persistence of an ethical space through a focus on
giving voice and safety to diverse ways of knowing (Colborne et al., 2019).

THE INDIGENOUS QUALITY ASSURANCE PROJECT

The Indigenous Quality Assurance Project was a 3-year Indigenous action research project
between 6 northern colleges in Ontario (2016-2018) which sought to build and implement
a set of Indigenous quality assurance standards that reflect Anishinaabe, Mushkegowuk
and Métis peoples’ visions and expectations for post-secondary education in northern
Ontario.3 The project sought to address the proclamation culture trending within Canadian
post-secondary, whereby western post-secondary institutions and bodies self-proclaim
their excellence in Indigenous education (Ray et al.,, 2019).4

The project was built on the principle of TES in that it acknowledged the strength and
opportunity within western knowledge systems (in this case, quality assurance) to move

3 For more information on the Indigenous quality assurance project see:
https://www.canadorecollege.ca/corporate/indigenous-education/indigenous-quality-assurance

4 The term “proclamation culture” refers to an ongoing practice initiated during the historical era of royal
proclamations where settler institutions and figureheads continue to unilaterally define the state and nature
of Indigenous/settler relations.
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past the proclamation culture in post-secondary education through enhanced
accountability to Indigenous peoples, systems level change, and the overall betterment of
Indigenous education at post-secondary institutions. In Ontario, colleges must undergo a
quality assurance audit process that is led by an independently operated oversight and
governance body. Currently there is no mechanism to ensure Indigenous participation in
the audit process. The primary responsibilities of this body are to ensure that Ontario
colleges conform to the Ministry of Training, Colleges and Universities’ (MTCU) Credential
Framework and to lead the audit process which assesses the effectiveness of quality
assurance systems at Ontario colleges. There is also a self-reflective component of the
review in which the college conducts their own self-study. The primary purpose of the
college quality assurance audit process is to establish if institutional systems are
functioning properly through an examination of program-level evidence.>

Overall, the IQA project team saw that the culture of quality assurance and mechanisms to
ensure quality assurance could provide an avenue for indigenization efforts to move past
mixed and additive approaches to become integral to the fitness of the institution (i.e.,
Indigenous education as a function of quality) (Ray et al.,, 2019). Yet, while the world of
quality assurance was identified as an opportunity to improve Indigenous education at
post-secondary institutions, the project team was mindful that power imbalances could be
reinscribed if western approaches were being exclusively used to solve issues related to
Indigenous education (Martin et al., 2017). Skolnik (2010) challenges the understanding of
quality assurance as ‘culture-neutral’ and positions quality as a “political process” and "a
socially constructed domain of power” (p. 1) that functions within a western lens under the
guise of objectivity and universality. He further suggests that we must be aware that the
question of who defines quality creates issues of ownership and privilege among the
interests of particular stakeholders. I had witnessed this in the college quality assurance
audit process when auditors made assessments about the quality of Indigenous education
although they were functioning from the provincial standards, which do not address the
distinct nature of quality from Indigenous standpoints (Ray et al,, 2019). Meyer (2005)
explains that from an Indigenous perspective, quality assurance is not about templates,
comparisons, or aggregated data but rather about understanding how language, culture,
and belief systems are strengthened through coursework and community participation.
Meyer (2005) goes on to attest that quality is present when local cultures that are rooted to
place clarify how they wish to be seen. It was important that the approach to building an
Indigenous quality assurance system was founded upon Indigenous ways of knowing and
being while borrowing from non-Indigenous practices and approaches when beneficial.

PROJECT METHODOLOGY

The Indigenous quality assurance project employed Indigenous participatory action
research (IPAR) and institutional ethnography (IE) as the framework of inquiry. This
approach was utilized because it offered the ability to draw on Indigenous research
paradigms (IPAR) while challenging and disrupting colonialism (IE) (Kovach, 2009, as cited
in Colborne et al., 2019). This section will demonstrate the intersection of these two

5 For more information on college quality assurance audit process, see https://www.ocqas.org/quality-
assurance/
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approaches to achieve the goals of privileging Indigenous knowledge systems while
interrogating colonialism. A discussion of how each approach was implemented
throughout the project follows.

Indigenous Participatory Action Research

Action research can be effectively paired with Indigenous approaches and flow from an
Indigenous paradigm (Peltier, 2018). For example, Bressette’s (2008) Anishinabe Meno-
Bimaadziwin Action Research design combined participatory components of action
research with components of Meno-Bimaadziwin, an Anishinaabe word that translates to
the “good life” (p. 116-117). According to Bressette (2008), this pairing ensures that the
principles of reciprocity, relevancy, and reflexivity are present in the research. For
Hardbarger (2019), IPAR was actualized through: the intentional use of Indigenous ways of
knowing and being, decolonizing frameworks, and well-defined and developed guidelines
that explicitly define protocols and assumptions when modifying PAR.

This project employed a research approach that was embedded in Indigenous ways of
knowing and doing. While Indigenous peoples do not all share identical worldviews, most
have a land-based, wholistic and relational worldview in which spirituality and
interrelationships to the land are prominent (Colborne et al., 2019). This aspect is reflected
through Indigenous stories, teachings, ceremonies, language, and practice.

The project also adhered to the “plan, act, observe and reflect cycle” of PAR (Kemmis et al,,
2004). More details about the PAR cycle components employed in the design follow.

Plan: This phase consisted of relationship building, developing a governance structure and
the creation of an IQA discussion paper. A steering committee was struck to support the
governance of the project and the creation and implementation of the IQA standards. It was
comprised of Indigenous leaders at each of the colleges (responsible for Indigenous
education portfolio(s) at their respective college), Indigenous knowledge leaders (Elders
who worked as Elders on Campus at their respective college), and quality assurance
leaders (responsible for the quality assurance portfolio at their respective college). A
researcher (the author) was also part of the core team whose role was to facilitate the
development of the Indigenous quality assurance system based on the knowledge shared
and guidance from the three groups. The Elders’ vision for Indigenous education became
the foundation for the IQA standards and guided the process at in-person sessions through
ceremony, storytelling, and teachings. The three groups jointly participated in and made
decisions regarding the finalization of the IQA standards and the design of an Indigenous
quality assurance process in which to implement the IQA standards (together referred to as
the IQA system).

Act: During this phase, the Indigenous quality assurance system was developed. The three
groups participated in three in-person gatherings. These sessions included prayer and
ceremony, and we sat in circle. Central questions posed at the first two gatherings were:
how do you envision education? And, what does it look like when we are doing it right?
The voices of the Elders were privileged during these sessions and they largely shared their
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vision for education through teachings and stories. Colleges took turns hosting the
gatherings, with food and gifting as part of the process.

After each gathering the researcher compiled ideas, concepts, and concerns to draft and
subsequently revise the IQA standards. A series of teleconferences were also carried out in-
between the gatherings to review and discuss versions of the standards. To garner broader
engagement in the development of the standards, larger gatherings took place at the
colleges. During these larger gatherings, current quality assurance processes at the colleges
were reviewed and current and potential Indigenous quality assurance processes were
mapped (see Institutional Ethnography section for more detail). Additionally, the draft IQA
standards developed by the steering committee were presented and discussed. The
purpose of this exercise was to elicit college-specific examples of the standards from
participants and to identify future opportunities to implement the standards at the college.
A rubric was transposed on the meeting room wall and participants were asked to write
current examples and future opportunities of Indigenous quality assurance standards on
sticky notes and place them in the appropriate quadrant of the rubric (see Figure 1). This
exercise supported a more granular development of the standards, specifically the creation
of the standard rubrics.

Figure 1. Indigenous Quality Assurance Standards Rubric Activity
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After the site visits, each college that participated received an individual site-visit wrap up
report, and all results were collated into a comprehensive site visit wrap-up report.

Observe and Reflect: Two of the participating colleges undertook a mock self-study (self-
assessment of quality) to observe the impact of the IQA standards. One college’s self-study
scope was of their entire institution, and another undertook a segment, focusing on their
support services. Additionally, to test the implementation process, one college aligned their
self-study process with Ontario’s college self-study process, while the other college
embarked on a stand-alone self-study. These results were presented to the rest of the
members of the steering committee who functioned as auditors, asking questions about the
self-studies. After the pilot was complete, colleges provided feedback to the researcher on
the Indigenous quality assurance system using a collaboratively crafted discussion guide as
the basis of the conversation.

Indigenous quality assurance training took place before the commencement of the pilot
self-studies. A ‘train the trainer’ style approach was used so that project members could
train others at their college. An Indigenous quality assurance training manual, “Building a
Strong Fire: The Indigenous Quality Assurance Facilitator Training Manual,” was developed
to support training at the colleges. The Facilitator Training Manual includes: planning
resources, training module outlines, and resource handouts to assist in the implementation
of the “Building a Strong Fire” Indigenous Quality Assurance system. A training slide deck
presentation functions as a companion resource to this facilitator training manual and
includes facilitator resources such as embedded content, facilitator notes, and additional
learning opportunities. Additional tools and templates to support Indigenous quality
assurance data collection and reporting were also developed. Since then, open training
sessions have also been held for other post-secondary institutions who wish to utilize the
IQA system.

Institutional Ethnography

Identified as having the potential to make concrete differences in how Indigenous people
experience post-secondary education (Restoule et al., 2013), institutional ethnography
provides space to examine power relations and world assumptions within the operational
documents and work processes within institutions through a multitude of methods
including open ended discussions, analysis of secondary documents (Walby, 2005), and
institutional mapping activities (Morton Ninomiya et al, 2020). Through mapping,
institutional ethnography seeks to produce evidence about how individuals’ activities and
work are coordinated by institutional texts such as policies, forms, and procedures,
revealing ruling relations of social interactions (Morton Ninomiya et al., 2020).

Through institutional ethnography’s ability to interrogate social relations at a local level, it
provides space for local voice and agency. Within an Indigenous context, this includes
identifying and addressing how colonialism becomes normalized through ‘work’ (Restoule
et al, 2012). Indeed, by examining how non-Indigenous policies and practices are applied
in Indigenous contexts, IE can illustrate how despite best intentions, western institutions
often perpetuate colonial relations to the disadvantage of Indigenous peoples (Morton,
Ninomiya et al., 2020).
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Through institutional mapping activities, world assumptions and power relations within
the current quality assurance system become visible, allowing for the envisioning of
alternatives. Specifically, current and future opportunities to Indigenize quality assurance
processes throughout various aspects of the quality assurance process, such as program
review and program development, were collaboratively mapped by Indigenous community
representatives, Indigenous students, and Indigenous and non-Indigenous faculty and
administrators. The quality assurance mapping took place at three colleges over a two-
month period. The Indigenous project leaders for each institution provided the researcher
with operational documents on the current quality assurance process. In preparation for
the site visit, the operational documents were reviewed and process maps of key quality
assurance processes were created for each of the colleges. Prior to the collaborative
mapping, the quality assurance leaders reviewed the process maps for accuracy.
Concurrently, the Indigenous leaders were responsible for the identification and
recruitment of potential participants. Overall, 39 individuals participated in mapping. The
maps were enlarged which allowed mapping participants to review the current quality
assurance processes. They identified current and future Indigenous quality assurance
activities on sticky notes and placed them on the appropriate place on the process maps
(See Figure 2). To support this activity, documents identified in the process maps were also
provided to participants.

&-
Figure 2. Process Mapping Activity
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IMPLEMENTING THE ESSENTIALS

According to Bartlett (2017), there are four key essentials of TES: co-learning, knowledge
scrutinization, knowledge validation, and knowledge gardening. In this section, I discuss
how these four essentials were operationalized through the IQA project.

Co-learning

Collaboratively learning from each other in a nurturing environment is a necessary
component of TES (Bartlett, 2017). Forbes and colleagues (2020) note that if an ethical
space is not intentionally affirmed when attempting to engage in TES, the result can be
harmful to Indigenous communities. Co-learning must be predicated on a foundation where
those involved develop an understanding of each other’s perspectives and cultures so that
they may fully appreciate one another’s input (Whiting et al, 2018). Ongoing teaching,
observation, and listening facilitates an understanding of the strengths of each way of
seeing (Whiting et al., 2018) as well as a knowledge and appreciation of spiritual wellness,
effective communication skills, building trust, equitable relationships, patience in the
process, honesty, openness to change, self-reflection, and valuing commonalities and
differences in perspectives (Wright et al., 2019). Reid (2020) notes that this work should
begin upfront as part of a process of defining how much weight should be given to one
paradigm over the other.

To foster co-learning in the IQA project, scholars with expertise in Indigenous education
and quality assurance were invited to a preliminary meeting to provide an overview of the
work that they do and the knowledge assumptions behind their work. Including scholars
from both Indigenous education and quality assurance was important in addressing false
dichotomies related to Indigenous knowledge systems between community knowledge and
academic knowledge, and the power dynamics that can permeate from such a stance. This
event opened an ongoing awareness and conversation about the differences, tensions, and
strengths of each respective knowledge system.

The need to privilege Indigenous knowledge systems and utilize quality assurance as a
supportive tool was also established, which set out a framework for how to engage in co-
learning. In the creation of the IQA standards, this meant starting from the ground-up,
working with Elders to understand their vision of quality. This initial work was completed
through Indigenous ways of knowing, including sharing circles, storytelling, and teachings.
The first gathering among the advisory committee began with a pipe ceremony and the
gathering took place using a circle format which worked to flatten power dynamics. The
gathering was two-days which allowed time for the Elders to also reflect overnight and
come back and share or affirm insights the following day. In this session, most members of
the advisory group spent their time listening, while the Elders shared their vision for
Indigenous education.

It was also important to respect the diversity of cultural practices and processes (Forbes et
al., 2020; Whiting et al., 2018). The project took place on the lands of the Anishinaabek and
Mushkegowuk people, where there is also a historical Métis presence. To honour this
diversity, Elders from all three nations were involved in the process. Additionally, the
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location of the research gatherings rotated amongst the colleges. The hosting college would
aid in organizing the gathering, which would follow the practices and protocols that were
deemed appropriate by the Elder on Campus for that college in collaboration with the
Indigenous leader. Each college also gave tours of their college, which provided an
opportunity for the advisory committee to learn about the different context, structures, and
processes at each college.

Only once the project team had a firm understanding of quality from the perspectives of the
Elders were western methodologies employed, including content mapping to map the IQA
standards to the provincial standards. If they did not fit, they remained their own standard.
Also, the Indigenous leaders played a vital role in creating space for the Elders’ voices and
Indigenous ways of knowing. These individuals have been advocates for Indigenous
education within their own institutions for a number of years and are well-equipped to
navigate TES.

Through this process of co-learning, space was created for more radical forms of
transformative research that differed from inclusive modes to Indigenous education which
expect Indigenous ways of knowing and being to fit within pre-existing western constructs
and structures (Gaudry & Lorenz, 2018). Moreover, privileging Indigenous voices and
Indigenous epistemologies, including circle work within the framework of co-learning,
countered the oppressed-oppressor relationship that can become normalized within AR.

KNOWLEDGE SCRUTINIZATION

Identifying and utilizing the strengths of each knowledge system while also confronting
fears and power relations associated with knowledge production is key to operationalizing
TES (Bartlett, 2017). It involves being responsive to changing circumstances to identify
what elements of Indigenous or western knowledges are best at any particular time
(Bartlett et al., 2012; Colborne et al., 2019). In the context of educational research, this
requires acknowledging the longstanding efforts to erase wholistic ways of knowing from
curriculum (Bartlett et al., 2012).

As previously mentioned, it was important that the project privileged Indigenous ways of
knowing and doing because of the ongoing processes of colonialism, yet, as the project
progressed we hit a roadblock. While the project advisory committee had developed an
understanding of what quality might look like from Indigenous perspectives through the
gatherings in which stories were shared and teachings were told, many were experiencing
difficulties around how quality assurance could be used as a tool to achieve this. Moreover,
those not well-versed in Indigenous education were frustrated at times by the lack of
specificity when conceptualizing what quality Indigenous education looked like in practice.
This barrier led to anxieties, especially on the part of some quality assurance practitioners
on how this may impact their practice and roles.

While the use of Indigenous epistemologies was necessary to the creation of the IQA

standards and was very successful in creating a space where individuals established
enough trust and developed strong relationships in which they could voice concerns, an
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additional approach was necessary. IE was an effective method to bridge Indigenous and
western knowledge systems and to understand how they can work together. Through the
visual mapping exercises, quality assurance leaders and administrators gained a better
grasp of the ‘how’ of Indigenous education and its relationship to quality assurance.

Morton Ninomiya et al. (2020) assert that visual maps are a successful knowledge sharing
method to communicate among diverse stakeholders. More broadly, IE’s strength is its
ability to involve community members and stakeholders in the research process through
its participatory nature and ability to emphasize work processes over those conducting the
work (Morton Ninomiya et al., 2020). Through the mapping exercise, everyone worked
together in a very open and engaged way to identify clear steps within post-secondary
processes that could be Indigenized through community involvement, mechanisms for
involvement, and other work processes. In fact, in response to the concerns of quality
assurance representatives on the ‘how,” it was decided that rubrics would also be created
for each of the standards. While not prescriptive in nature, this tool would allow for more
detail on how quality Indigenous education, defined by Indigenous peoples, could be
implemented and assessed.

Meanwhile, through IE, Indigenous representatives could see how quality assurance
worked at the colleges and found it helpful for demystifying and translating knowledge on
quality assurance. In one instance, a group of representatives from a college’s Indigenous
education council shared that by expanding their knowledge of the structures and
processes at the college, they were in a better positon to advocate more strategically at
their institution. Members of the advisory committee who participated in their respective
college’s session also mentioned that it was at this point where everything came together
and they could truly see how quality assurance could be a tool to support the
implementation of Indigenous education. This outcome was indicative of a TES approach
in that other projects that implemented TES noted that their projects were transformative
through methods that supported joint capacity building and encouraged healing processes
(Forbes et al., 2020).

Lastly, having Indigenous leaders on the advisory group was hugely advantageous. These
individuals bridged a divide between Indigenous and western paradigms. Essentially, their
positions within post-secondary institutions involve navigating TES on a daily basis. These
are Indigenous peoples who work closely with the Elders and communities, they are very
knowledgeable about the college systems and structures, colonialism, and power dynamics,
and they regularly function as advocates within western institutions and structures.

KNOWLEDGE VALIDATION

When working between knowledge systems, it is necessary to have a peer review process
in place which consists of individuals well-versed in both knowledge systems to validate
the research through relevant processes (Bartlett, 2017; Colborne et al., 2019; Reid, 2020).
This project had “the right people at the table” (Whiting et al., 2018, p. 40) and involved an
advisory council with representation from within post-secondary education as well as
Indigenous communities (Bartlett et al., 2012). Also, the project researcher is Anishinaabe
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from northern Ontario and is experienced in Indigenous and western ways of knowing.
Elders, Indigenous leaders, and quality assurances leaders participated in all discussions
and decision-making processes from the beginning to the end of the project.

The knowledge validation process was iterative as the researcher presented results to the
advisory committee after each gathering and after college-wide engagement sessions.
Moreover, the broader engagement sessions, which included institutional mapping,
provided an opportunity for the Indigenous and college community to affirm, interpret, and
craft the standards. In this way, the project followed western processes of rigor through a
triangulation of methods (storytelling, sharing circles, ceremony, and institutional
mapping), which was relational and built through an interactive and inductive process
where findings were confirmed or enhanced by ongoing data collection (Forbes, 2020). At
times, it was a tedious process going over the standards line by line, but it was a necessary
step of validation when transforming stories and teachings into standards. This process of
checking is of utmost importance when engaging in Indigenous research as traditional
knowledges have long been taken out of context to justify actions without meaningful
consultation with Indigenous peoples (Reid, 2020).

For Indigenous peoples, epistemological processes are embedded in the land and the
community (Colborne et al., 2019). Having the Elders involved throughout the process was
necessary to ensure that IQA standards developed were relevant and reflective of
Indigenous concepts of education and the Indigenous communities that the colleges serve.
The Elders were fairly compensated for their time and expertise and they were also gifted
items throughout the project, including wool blankets at the end of the project. The fair
compensation and ongoing displays of gratitude worked to position them as authorities
over their own knowledge systems, and thus essential to the knowledge validation process.
In addition to the Elders participating in the iterative knowledge validation process, they
also had their own systems of validation that they employed throughout the project,
including dreaming and praying. These were not always visible to the advisory committee.

The role of the quality assurance leaders was complimentary to the Elders. While the
inclusion of Elders ensured that the IQA standards reflected community priorities and
notions of Indigenous education, the quality assurance leaders ensured that the standards
were worded in a way that could be operationalized and evaluated. Although largely a
wordsmithing exercise, this step of knowledge validation facilitated legitimacy and buy-in
from the institutions who have not historically conceived of Indigenous education as a
function of quality assurance.

KNOWLEDGE GARDENING

Knowledge gardening promotes seeking out meaningful collaborative opportunities
(Bartlett, 2017). These opportunities surpass an amalgamation of perspectives and instead
thoughtfully integrate strengths of each perspective to solve problems for the benefit of the
community (Wright et al, 2019). In the case of the IQA project, quality assurance (a
western based concept) was seen as having the potential to advance Indigenous education
at post-secondary institutions beyond a proclamation-based culture to one in which there
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is accountability to Indigenous communities. This shift was established through the
creation of Indigenous defined expectations for Indigenous education (IQA standards),
which could be advanced through quality assurance processes and mechanisms.

Through knowledge gardening, a broader understanding of the logics and values that drive
certain institutions can emerge in addition to cautionary promising practices for
Indigenous collaborations and partnerships (Colborne et al, 2019). Through this
collaborative endeavor (involving the inclusion of Indigenous concepts of education and
Indigenous peoples), implicit language, concepts, and notions were interrogated and work
processes related to quality assurance were clarified (Morton Ninomiya et al., 2020). This
analysis occurred through IE as well as by an overall participatory approach in which
Elders were involved in the design of the IQA standards and the mock self-studies. Namely,
this collaboration expanded the scope of quality education to a more wholistic model in
which education was conceived of as a physical, emotional, spiritual, and intellectual
process that was inextricably tied to notions of identity, community, and land (Ray et al,,
2019). This raised critical questions about the strengths, limitations, and future
possibilities for quality assurance.

On a related matter, knowledge gardening identified areas where enhanced mechanisms
for quality assurance were needed and directly challenged notions of universality in quality
assurance. For example, as part of the self-study presentation, one college shared that they
have cultural items on display which they described as being important so that Indigenous
students see themselves reflected in the institution they attend. The Elders asked questions
about how these items were being cared for and framed this as an important aspect of
quality education. This idea had never been raised during the provincial quality processes,
nor did the college have any mechanism to enable this work. Not only did the Elders’
contribution expand the boundaries of quality assurance, but it also demonstrated how the
universal approach to quality assurance can have unintended consequences in the
everyday lives of the people the institution aims to serve (Morton Ninomiya et al., 2020).

Assumptions about institutional work were also revealed and clarified, which worked to
strengthen Indigenous representation at the college (Morton Ninomiya et al., 2020). During
the self-study process, for one of the colleges it was discovered that although there was the
working assumption that there was a designated Indigenous seat at a governing table, this
was in fact a seat that happened to be filled by an Indigenous person who was not there in a
capacity to represent Indigenous interests. This led to an opportunity to update the table’s
terms of reference to include an Indigenous specific seat.

Lastly, a variety of training materials were created to support the implementation of the
IQA, which reflected Indigenous and Western modes of transmission. When possible, the
provincial quality assurance system’s dissemination templates were adapted which
provided a level of familiarity for quality assurance leaders. Custom templates were also
created to support the implementation of the IQA standards, which combined Indigenous
concepts of wholism with quality assurance tools. One example is the IQA rubric (Figure 3).
It includes the medicine wheel teachings and colours to denote a circular and relational
process in a rubric format.
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Standard 1: CELEBRATION AND SHARING

Indigenous ways of knowing and doing are celebrated as invaluable to the entire college community and shared openly in

well-informed and culturally-based ways.

SEE UNDERSTAND ACT

Indigenous-centred learning is Indigenous-centred learning is
accessible to learners on their mandatory and formally
owntime connected to program

‘ requirements

The college community is The college actively reports on
aware of new and ongoing achievements and

initiatives and commitments to commitments in Indigenous
Indigenous education education to Indigenous
peoples

]

Learning resources and tools There are partnerships in
that have been vetted by place with communities and
content specialists are organizations to support
available content delivery and

programming D

Learning by doing is accessible Learners are provided with
to learners on their own time the opportunity to complete

program requirements in an
Indigenous language

]

Figure 3: IQA Standard Rubric Adapted for Self-Study (Ray et al.,, 2019)

CONCLUSION

Bartlett, Marshall, and Marshall (2012) ask the important question of what can be done to
ensure that Indigenous education efforts remain true to the ways of knowing and
knowledge systems of Indigenous peoples? The principle of TES can provide a framework
in which to conduct Indigenous action research in the field of education in a manner which
is decolonizing in nature. Specifically, the four essentials of TES - co-learning, knowledge
scrutinization, knowledge validation, and knowledge gardening (Bartlett, 2017) - provide a
way to ensure that action research works to meaningfully include Indigenous peoples in
research in ways which promote reflexivity, challenge institutional norms, and do not
reassert unequal power relations.
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When the principle of TES is implemented it can bring together our different ways of
knowing to motivate people, Indigenous and non-Indigenous alike, to use all our
understandings so we can leave the world a better place (Bartlett et al., 2012). Through the
IQA project, which employed a participatory approach that included Indigenous methods of
research and institutional mapping, the concept of ‘weweni’ was birthed as an approach to
quality assurance. In the Anishinaabe language, the word ‘weweni’ embodies the concepts
of ‘that good way’ and ‘looking after something properly.” Achieving ‘weweni’ means
building a learning system that is reflective of the worldviews, cultures, educational needs,
and aspirations of local Anishinaabe, Mushkegowuk, and Métis communities. Otherwise
put, it is a process of looking after something (education at the colleges) to ensure that we
are looking after someone (the emotional, physical, mental, and spiritual well-being of

Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples) (Ray et al,, 2019). ™
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