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Abstract 

In this dual narrative, the authors –Magdalena and Alexis—want to share how postcolonial ideas 

presented in an inquiry group influenced a classroom teacher and her practice in the development 

of a project-based unit. During Alexis’ participation in the inquiry group, she began to question 

the unitary notion of a nation presented in nonfiction children’s books about Canada. This lead 

her to ask her students to investigate a particular community through the use of “living libraries” 

in order to explore the differences that construct Canada, and with this disrupt the colonial order 

imposed by the textualities available. 

 

Keywords: Elementary school; nation; cultural/symbolic justice; living libraries; project based 

learning 
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Whose Nation Are We Presenting?  

Deconstructing Canada with Third-Grade Students 

Introduction 

Magdalena. What is a nation? How do we imagine it? Who belongs to it and who are 

considered the immigrants? What is the meaning of national literature? These questions are at the 

center of postcolonial theory. They provided me with an entry point for inviting teachers to join 

me in a monthly inquiry group project which sought to promote social justice through 

postcolonial literature. To begin our collaborative inquiry, we watched Chimamanda Ngozi 

Adichie’s TED Talk (2009) “The danger of a single story.” Here, she described her experience of 

leaving Nigeria and going to a university in the United States: 

My American roommate was shocked by me. She asked where I had learned to speak 

English so well [...]. She asked if she could listen to what she called my “tribal music,” 

and was consequently very disappointed when I produced my tape of Mariah Carey. […] 

Her default position toward me, as an African, was a kind of patronizing, well-meaning 

pity. My roommate had a single story of Africa: a single story of catastrophe. In this 

single story, there was no possibility of Africans being similar to her in any way, no 

possibility of feelings more complex than pity, no possibility of a connection as human 

equals. (TED 2009, 4:12- 4:18, our emphasis) 

In her narrative, Adichie points out that her American roommate had a “story” about her 

even before they actually met. This “single story,” which the Nigerian novelist is describing 

through the interactions with her American roommate, portrays her from an Orientalist point of 

view as an absolute alien belonging to a pre-modern historical time and a context defined by its 
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depravation and instability.1 There is here a text, a narrative, that mediates people’s experiences 

and trajectories by offering possible repertoires for imagining the identities of both themselves 

and others. 

Purpose of the Paper 

The discussion of this video during one of the postcolonial social justice meetings had a 

significant impact on one of the teacher-participants, Alexis, and caused her to reflect on and to 

problematize her own teaching practice. She decided to plan a unit with her third-grade students 

to challenge the idea of Canada as a nation with a ‘single story’ following some tenets of 

postcolonial theory, particularly Bhabha’s idea of nation (1990). While addressing and 

discussing the concept of nation, she was problematizing what Nancy Fraser (1995; 2009) has 

called cultural/symbolic justice, challenging the representational narratives that are presented to 

students and proposing different ones.  

There are three main objectives of this paper. The first one is to describe how 

postcolonial ideas directly impact practices in the classroom. At the same time, we aim to show 

that despite the efforts of policy makers, teacher-education programs, and the alleged progressive 

ethos of a nation such as Canada, there is still a pervasive presence of colonial logics in 

                                                        
1 For Said, Orientalism is a general and systemic attitude through which the Empire, the archive 

and humanism worked together to create and promote an image of the Oriental subject that 

allows the colonial subject to rule. Orientalism describes the Oriental subject, teaches about the 

Oriental subject and, through these practices, becomes a Western technique of domination that 

enables the West to have authority over the Orient (1978, p.3). Macfie (2002) explains that for 

Said “the orientalist […] through his writing ‘creates’ the Orient. In the process, he assists in the 

creation of a series of stereotypical images, […] the Orient (the East, the ‘other’) […] is seen as 

being irrational, aberrant, backward, crude, despotic, inferior, inauthentic, passive, feminine and 

sexually corrupt” (p. 8). 
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educational settings in the classroom. Finally, we want to exemplify how intentional teacher 

planning can be useful for disrupting this condition of coloniality.  

The Beginning of an Idea: Inquiry Group Context 

The inquiry group that Alexis (as a participant) and I (Magdalena as a facilitator) 

participate in is part of a national project called “Developing a pedagogy of social justice through 

postcolonial literature.” The project is funded under the premise that even though Canadian 

multiculturalism has increased awareness of cultural diversity, this may not be reflected in 

Canadian classrooms. Considering that teachers usually base their literary selection on provincial 

curriculum guidelines, the availability of texts in school, and their own reading histories (Baird 

2002), one may state that educational literature, such as classroom texts and novels, continues to 

be highly Eurocentric (Johnston, 2003; Johnston & Mangat, 2012; Mackey et.al, 2012). In this 

context, the purpose of the inquiry group is to present new literary texts and (postcolonial) ideas 

to the teachers in order to challenge previously existing orders.  

Introducing Some Ideas: Theoretical Mediations 

Alexis told me how compelled she had felt by Adichie’s narrative and asked me for 

suggestions on how to start a unit about Canada with her third-grade class. We met outside the 

inquiry group to discuss how the idea of nation developed by Bhabha (1990) could help her to 

frame the unit. 

Bhabha explains that the stories about nationhood are a series of competing narratives. 

Presenting only one narrative to define nationality not only would be artificial but also would 

reveal a certain hegemonic practice through which alternative representations are excluded. In 

other words, for Bhabha the nation is a text, in the same sense as Anderson’s discussion of 

“imagined communities” (1991). However, Bhabha goes beyond this by explaining that “the 
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narrators of this text must contend with contradictions and alien supplements that can never be 

fully accommodated within the master narrative that seeks to construct a fully coherent nation” 

(Burns, 2006, p. 33). In this sense, the construction of a national identity based on the narratives 

present in the literary books available in the classroom does not consider the cultural diversity of 

individuals present in the nation. Instead, a hegemonic identity becomes the homogeneous 

reference for the whole nation, dividing it between “us” and “them.” This theoretical position has 

helped us to analyze critically 1) the students’ notion of being Canadian, and 2) the materials 

available in the classroom. 

When Alexis first introduced the unit to her students, she asked them “What do you think 

it means to be Canadian?” Their responses varied from: “being part of the community” and 

“being born in Canada,” to “having a Canadian passport.” None of her 20 students mentioned 

skiing, tobogganing, eating maple syrup, or identifying with the provincial coat of arms. These 

responses were in direct tension to the Canada described in the non-fiction books available in her 

classroom. In these books, to be Canadian was more related to a white hetero-patriarchal ethos 

than to the cultural, ethnic, and racial diversity of which her classroom was composed. 

Taking a Closer Look: The Context in Which the Unit Was Developed  

Alexis. I was teaching in a large metropolitan city in the Canadian province of British 

Columbia in a private all-girls school that I will call Kirkwood Junior School (KJS), which is 

over 100 years old and considered to be a traditional preparatory heritage school. All the 20 

students were grade three girls aged 8-9 years old. The majority of the students were first-

generation Canadians, from wealthier backgrounds, with mainland Chinese heritage. This 

wealthy minority studies in a private school that enjoys small class sizes and plentiful high-
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quality resources. This is not an educational setting that represents the general educational 

context of the city.  

How It Was Done: Description of the Unit Plan 

The purpose of this project, which emerged from Adichie’s TED Talk (2009), the inquiry 

group discussions, and the idea of nation developed by Bhabha (1990), was to move away from 

teaching the concept of a homogenous Canadian nation to one that represents the students and 

their shared stories. I felt that diversity was not being accurately depicted in children’s nonfiction 

literature available in the class and school library.  

At this time, the provincial curricular expectation for third-grade students was to learn 

about the different Canadian provinces, their symbols, and important landmarks such as locating 

Hudson Bay (British Columbia, 2006, p. 30). In previous years at this school, it would have been 

typical for students to research a given province or territory using age-appropriate books from 

the school library, or from children’s websites and databases.  

The available books were ones which added a more homogenizing discourse to the basic 

curricular expectations of the province. These consisted of Canadian stereotypes, such as that all 

Canadians toboggan. These reinforced the notion of a unitary nation, one that was not 

represented in my classroom’s demographics. This resulted in my abandoning such textbooks 

and developing a project-based learning unit in order for my students to create their own texts. 

To achieve this, they needed to research particular Canadian communities by questioning “living 

libraries,” i.e., people living in and identifying themselves as members of these communities, 

rather than children’s nonfiction books.  

Students worked in pairs and selected a Canadian community to research. I guided them 

through a series of exercises to help them develop critical questions for which they wanted 
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answers. The question development stage was essential to ensure colonial effects would be 

challenged. 

One exercise involved a live interview of a guest speaker, who visited the school, to 

practice their abilities of asking questions. They questioned and interviewed this guest speaker 

about her country of origin, which was not Canada. This exemplified to them that asking general 

questions about the speaker’s country did not necessarily reflect her life and positionality in her 

country. 

 In order to develop a better understanding of their chosen community, students created 

questions which they posed to “living libraries,” actual residents in the community, via email. 

The other grade three classroom teacher and I reached out to the school’s faculty to locate other 

Canadians living in these communities who would be able to offer insight into the students’ 

questions. Other living libraries included people working in the communities’ libraries and 

tourist offices, and elementary school teachers in these communities. All the students received 

answers to at least five of their questions. This information was then used to create a digital, 

interactive iBook, which included not only text but also multimedia representations of the 

students’ understanding.  

It is important to note that this was not a pre-developed unit; rather, it was developed on a 

week-by-week basis. At the end of each week, I met with the other grade three teacher, the 

teacher librarians, as well as the IT Integration teachers. Furthermore, I had frequent meetings 

with Magdalena to discuss how we could continue to develop critical skills and post-colonial 

perspectives in my students. This was most significant during two stages of this unit: firstly, 

when developing “deep thinking questions” in week 2, when we practiced questioning a living 

library who visited our classroom; and secondly, in week 8, when developing criteria to analyze 
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and critique the nonfiction books about Canada in the classroom and library. During these stages, 

students were guided and challenged by the teachers to apply critical questions such as “whose 

voices are being heard?” and “whose perspectives are not being told?” These critical questions 

were constantly revisited with the students during classroom discussions and reflections during 

the work stages of this unit. 

In the following table, I have summarized the weekly activities that evolved into an 

extended, 2-month project, which was then shared with parents: 

Table 1 

Activities developed by students 

Week Objectives Activities Examples (students and teacher) 

1 Discussion 

theme: What 

is a 

community? 

Students analyze Kirkwood 

Junior School. 

 If you weren’t from KJS, 

and spoke to an authentic 

source (a student that 

attends the school), what 

would you ask them in 

order to really understand 

the school culture? 

2 Practice of 

“Deep 

Thinking 

Questions” 

Living library from a different 

context visits the class so 

students can practice their 

questions in order to develop a 

strong understanding of a 

community in a different 

country. Students use 

experience with living library 

to consider what questions 

they need to ask the authentic 

sources in their community in 

order to best tell their 

community’s story. 

 What is the weather like 

in your city vs. what is 

the weather like in your 

country? 

 What special events does 

your family participate 

in? 

 Do you speak any other 

languages? 

3 Crafting 

questions to 

learn a new 

place 

Students look through Google 

Maps and in atlases to see 

which Canadian communities 

they might want to research. 

 Students discover small, 

unfamiliar communities 

such as “Nanaimo” and 

“St. John” when 
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Many of the communities they 

chose have a personal 

connection (i.e. either they 

had visited the community, or 

have friends and family in the 

community), and were not 

necessarily “famous” 

Canadian cities. Teachers 

compile list of communities 

and put them into Google 

Forms. Students vote on 

Google Forms as to which 

community they would be 

most interested in learning 

about. 

browsing through the 

atlas, and wonder what 

life is like in these 

communities 

4 Quick 

questions and 

deep-thinking 

questions 

Students use experience from 

asking the living library to 

develop “quick questions” 

(i.e. ones where the answer 

could easily be found online). 

and “deep-thinking questions” 

(i.e. ones that are more 

personal and cannot be easily 

found online, developed with 

the support of the classroom 

teacher and teacher librarians. 

Students read one another's 

questions and provide 

feedback. 

 “Does Nanaimo have a 

swimming pool?” 

 “Is there a special church 

or place of worship in 

Nanaimo your family 

goes to on Sundays?” 

 “You have too many 

quick questions that will 

not really tell the story 

about Nanaimo” 

5 Initiating 

contact 

Classroom teacher emailed 

KJS faculty with the list of 

Canadian communities being 

researched, asking for 

support to find living 

libraries. Students learn email 

etiquette and how to write an 

appropriate email to a 

stranger. Students think about 

the 5 most important 

questions they wish to have 

answered in order to tell the 

story about their community 

and type them in a succinct 

email to be sent out by 

 The following 

interchange happened 

when one of the persons 

contacted by the students 

asked why she was 

sending this email to her: 

“I’m asking you because 

websites might not have 

reliable information, and 

I might get less 

information than on a 

website. [...] If I talk to a 

real person in 

Yellowknife, then I 

might not get false 
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classroom teachers. Teacher 

classrooms propose 

alternatives for living 

libraries such as other grade 3 

classroom teachers, tourist 

information centers and 

community centers. 

information but real 

information from 

someone living there”. 

(personal communication 

between student and 

Yellowknife living 

library, May 17, 2016) 

6 Changing 

answers into 

information 

Teacher classrooms share 

emails received from living 

libraries with students. 

Students determine what 

nonfiction topics they want to 

write about, based on the 

response to their questions 

Topics include: population, 

weather and climate, 

activities to do in the 

community, lifestyle and 

religions and special 

holidays. Students turn 

nonfiction information from 

living library sources into 

paragraphs. 

 Do you have any friends 

that speak another 

language? 

 What is the coldest 

temperature you 

experienced in Nanaimo? 

 What is one of your 

favourite activities to do 

in Nanaimo? 

 Are there many organic 

grocery stores in 

Nanaimo? 

 How do you celebrate 

special holidays? 

7 Writing Students work in their 

writing with the help of 

classroom teachers. 

 “One source living in 

Nanaimo gave her 

family’s recipe for 

Nanaimo bars!”  

8 Multimedia 

pieces 

Students develop multimedia 

to be included in the iBook. 

Multimedia included using a 

green screen app on the iPad 

to superimpose themselves in 

their community, a movie or 

interactive maps. 

 Being at an Edmonton 

Oiler’s hockey game as a 

weekend activity or being 

a weather person on 

location in the 

community. 

 How to make Nanaimo 

bars step-by-step video 

using their Living 

Libraries old family 

recipe. 

 Showing the most 

popular area for 

restaurants in Nanaimo. 
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9  Students finalize multimedia 

projects. Information is put 

into iBook. 

 

10 Sharing 

Symposium 

with parents 

and KJS 

faculty 

Students share the process of 

the 2-month project with their 

parents, as well as the final 

product: an interactive iBook 

titled “Kanata: Our Village,” 

the story of Canada. Students 

were invited into the school 

library and were asked to 

review the resources about 

Canada, to determine whether 

or not they were accurate 

representations of the 

community they learned 

about. The students then 

recommended that they be 

pulled from the library 

shelves or archived for 

comparative purposes. 

 Books that were pulled 

included one with 

cartoon-like illustrations, 

where European people 

were literally white, and 

indigenous people were 

represented with red 

skin: “Wow, they are 

literally the same colour 

as the white paper! Why 

are the First Nations 

people red?!” 

 

During the Development of the Unit: Students’ Responses 

While working to develop their “deep thinking questions” for their living library contacts, 

the students realized that although there were unique features to each of the different 

communities in Canada, there were also many similarities. For example, one student commented: 

“Ms. Smith, did you know that there are swimming pools in Yellowknife, too?” while another 

student added: “They really like to eat pasta in St. John, New Brunswick, too!” These comments 

were then used to facilitate discussions about similarities and differences between people living 

in varying parts of the country, which were not the same as the ones that the textbooks had 

shown.  
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The Impact of Their Learning: Nonfiction Books Analysis 

Prior to starting this unit, I browsed the classroom collection of nonfiction books about 

Canada which had been used in previous years during the study of Canada. My participation in 

the postcolonial social justice group compelled me to have my students read the information 

presented to them through a lens that considered whose voices and stories were not being heard 

or told in these books, and also considered that there was never a “single story” about a place.  

 At the end of the unit, the students and the teachers generated a list of criteria to analyze 

the books available for research in both the school and classroom libraries. The students 

compared the information presented in the books to the information they received from their 

living library sources. Several books, which only contained stereotypical facts that could 

represent many cities, or ones that were so cliché that they verged on being racist, were 

withdrawn from the school library shelves and archived. This additional component at the end of 

the unit was extremely empowering for the students, as it made them realize that they had a voice 

and that they were able to make an impact on giving other people voices as well. 

Conclusions: Magdalena and Alexis 

There are two main conclusions that transpire from our narratives. Firstly, there is a 

tension between the demographic composition of this classroom and the de facto policies 

presented through the materials available in the class. The particular non-fiction books being 

marketed to young children—and with this we mean the symbolic and cultural representations 

that are portrayed in them—impose, to varying degrees, a colonial understanding of Canada’s 

demographics (Anglo-Saxon Canadians). In this sense, the literary collections available in the 

class can be read as containing specific normative logics. This only reveals itself through a 

reading that is aware of the repetitions and silences produced by the totality of the corpus 
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available in the school. By the end of this unit, the third-grade students read the context of these 

books from an oblique point of view. In other words, they were not focusing on single narratives 

or particular stories, but on the persistent ideological effect that a set of narratives produces: what 

is included, what is not, who is represented and who is not, and so on. 

Secondly, this tension poses a theoretical challenge to postcolonial studies, which due to 

their literary and texts-based character tend, to be trapped within the dynamic of a reader-

narrative interpretation of the texts and tend to denounce colonial hegemony as an effect of what 

is proposed in the text. The colonial condition, from our perspective, is eminently relational, and 

requires an understanding of archives from their material existence and the possibilities of texts 

in what they produce—in this case, which non-fictional texts are in the classroom and what 

repercussions will they have on the students’ self-identification as Canadian? This, in turn, 

demands an ethnographic perspective to see what educators are actually doing with the materials 

available and to leave aside, for a moment, the potential effects those critics hypothesize of 

certain narratives. 

What Is Next: Future Implications 

Units such as this one help shed light on areas of the curriculum and pedagogies that 

reinforce colonial effect. This unit also highlights that students as young as those in elementary 

school can be agents of change, if they continue to be guided by educators to apply a critical lens 

to the world around them. Frequently practicing the skills of deconstructing, challenging, 

questioning and critiquing with students is paramount to make change happen.  

Teachers in turn need to provide students with opportunities to interrogate texts and areas 

of the curriculum. Additionally, they should consider how students in their class are being 

represented or positioned within their classroom and within the greater Canadian society, and to 
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reveal this to students. In order to do so, teachers should feel empowered to continue to challenge 

and problematize their own practice. This can be an overwhelming task, particularly if doing so 

forces teachers to change how or what they have been teaching for a number of years. Reaching 

out to other educators, colleagues in their school or faculty in the local university can help guide 

this process. With increased awareness, more teachers will reach beyond texts, images, 

discussions and pedagogies that produce a colonial perspective in understanding the world, and 

students will better be able to see their positionality in the world. 

Finally, in order to empower elementary and secondary school teachers to apply a 

postcolonial lens to their practice, further education on postcolonial theory needs to be provided 

to them. Whether this be by teacher education programs at universities, workshops in schools or 

professional development sessions, continued education is essential to bridge the gap between 

theory and practice.  
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