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Overview 
Supporting TAs is particularly important when it comes to teaching and learning about Indigenous histories and 
contemporary contexts. Engaging with Indigenous topics requires a particular set of competencies and skills to 
engage with difficult discussions in the classroom with care and responsibility. 

For more than ten years, the CTLT Indigenous Initiatives team has been developing an approach to TA training that 
supports students’ engagement with Indigenous content in the classroom. This document presents some 
background on Indigenous Initiatives' approaches to TA training; it also provides information on the resources we 
draw from, how we collaborate with departments to offer this training, and what general topics we cover. 

With the 2020 Indigenous Strategic Plan in place, our approach to TA training aligns to Goal 7: Providing Tools for 
Success, “Forge a network of Indigenous peoples’ human rights resources for students, faculty, staff, and 
communities (UBC Indigenous Strategic Plan, 2020, p. 32). Through TA training, we contribute directly to Action 33: 
“Create a professional development program that assists faculty and staff to foster safe and inclusive classrooms 
and workplaces.”  

Looking Back: What I Learned in Class Today 
Shortly after the release of the What I Learned in Class Today (WILICT) project, Karrmen Crey and Amy Perreault 
carried out an assessment of TA training programs at UBC.1 They consulted with TA coordinators from 13 units 
across UBC to understand TA training needs to support learning about Indigenous topics in the classroom. Crey and 
Perreault identified key needs for TA training when working with Indigenous topics:  

Cultural sensitivity in class discussions: TAs need support to address topics of cultural and political sensitivity 
including Indigenous topics. Departments may not necessarily have the capacity and knowledge to provide TAs with 
the competencies and skills to facilitate difficult class discussions around culturally sensitive topics.  

Indigenous topics cannot be conflated with “diversity issues:” Indigenous topics were often discussed as a part 
of the broader category of “diversity issues.” However, while issues about diversity and Indigenous topics certainly 
overlap, Indigenous topics entail their own history and specificity, and thus they need to be contextualized and 
understood in their own right.  

Consultation with TAs: TAs offer valuable perspectives and experience that contribute to the design and 
implementation of their training. Consultation with TAs helps to identify their programming needs and leads to 
creation of authentic case studies based on issues that have come up. 

Faculty support and sustainability of TA training: When Faculty members are informed about opportunities for 
TA training and value those resources, they are more likely to encourage their graduate students to participate in 
these learning opportunities.  

 
1 See: Crey & Perreault, 14 October 2009, “UBC Teaching Assistant Training Programs: Instructor Capacity-building 
for Teaching and Discussing Aboriginal Issues.” 

https://intheclass.arts.ubc.ca/
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Our Approach to TA Training 
A collaborative approach is central to our TA program development process. Our approach is informed by 
consultations with both faculty who are experienced with taking innovative approaches to classroom climate and our 
ongoing relationships with Indigenous units, advisories, and communities. We also work closely with TA 
Coordinators to adapt our curriculum to the unique needs and contexts of the specific departments. Topics covered 
in Classroom Climate TA Training include: 

Where Our Teaching and Learning Take Place 

Situating where our teaching and learning take place in a core piece of our TA training programming. Our TA training 
programming starts by acknowledging the unceded, ancestral and traditional lands of the xʷməθkʷəy̓əm 
(Musqueam) people in which UBC is situated. Acknowledging Indigenous host nations’ territories is a practice for 
honouring their knowledge, rights, and ongoing presence.  

In our TA training workshops, we invite TAs to be grounded in understanding the long presence and histories of 
Musqueam people as well as their own historical, social, and physical locations.2 Through the process of engaging 
with land acknowledgements, TAs become aware of how their social positions in relation to teaching about 
Indigenous perspectives can have an impact on classroom climate. Once they have a grounded understanding of 
their location and acknowledge their positionality, they can then begin to understand ways that they are responsible 
for creating learning environments that are sensitive to the social and institutional contexts that inform classroom 
climate. 

Classroom Climate and Supporting Indigenous and non-Indigenous Students 

Tsukada and Perreault’s expanded classroom climate3 framework identifies practices of reciprocity and witnessing 
as contributing to a responsible approach to learning.4 This approach frames learning as not only meaningful for the 
student but also for wider society. Teaching should extend beyond the classroom by reciprocating “the knowledge 
generated in their classrooms with communities, transcending the walls of the classroom and the university” 
(Tsukada & Perreault, 2016, p. 12). The act of sharing knowledge and not hoarding knowledge comes directly from 
teachings shared by Musqueam Elder, Larry Grant. In the educational resource, Power of a Name, Grant shares the 
transformation story of həm̓ləsəm̓, and through this story TAs are able to further understand the concept of 
reciprocity. The acts of witnessing and reciprocating what is learned in the classroom holds instructors, TAs, and 
students accountable to share the knowledge that is shared in their class for the wellbeing of the communities 
around them.  

 
2 “Inclusive Teaching/Land Acknowledgements in Teaching and Learning,” 2020, https://ctlt-
inclusiveteaching.sites.olt.ubc.ca/files/2019/08/land-acknowledgement-wiki-resource_v2.pdf.  

3 Tsukada and Perreault elaborate on the concept of classroom climate developed by Ambrose et. al. See: Ambrose, 
S. A., Bridges, M. W., DiPietro, M., Lovett, M. C., & Norman, M. K. (2010). How learning works: Seven research-
based principles for smart teaching. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass  
 
4 Tsukada and Perreault, “Complicating How Classroom Climate Works: Advancing the Framework,” Nov 2016, 
https://www.kpu.ca/sites/default/files/Transformative%20Dialogues/TD.9.2.2_Tsukada%26Perreault_Advancing_the
_Framework.pdf  

http://powerofaname.ubc.ca/2017/05/03/h
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Navigating Difficult Conversations and Socially Contentious Topics  

The What I Learned in Class Today project provides case scenarios and stories for TAs to discuss the challenges of 
having difficult conversations about socially contentious topics. The case studies explore themes such as 
microaggressions, tokenization, setting classroom guidelines, and conflicting worldviews, among others. 

The use of case studies in Classroom Climate TA Training also allows us to implement a participatory and capacity 
building approach. TA and student stories reflect common issues that arise in the classroom and allow TAs to learn 
from each other. Case scenarios are central to TA training because it allows us to contextualize and unpack 
controversial topics that are discussed in small and larger groups during TA training. Case studies also encourage 
group reflection and the co-creation of strategies to navigate Indigenous content in the classroom with respect.  

Key Insights & Impactful Practices 
Collaboration 

Collaboration with a number of units across UBC, faculty members, TA coordinators, and students has allowed our 
team to bring in, exchange, and circulate resources that enrich TAs’ teaching and learning about Indigenous content. 
Our goal is to build TA capacity by sharing educational resources and fostering new collaborations based on the 
work and resources that already exist. For example, we regularly feature the Delta Animation video when introducing 
land acknowledgements to illustrate the changing political and geographical landscape surrounding Greater 
Vancouver. This video is one of the many rich educational resources found in the Musqueam Teaching Kit: 
xʷməθkʷəy̓əm: qʷi:l̕qʷəl̕ ʔə kʷθə snəw̓eyəɬ ct – Musqueam: giving information about our teachings, which was 
developed in collaboration between Musqueam and the Museum of Anthropology. In a similar vein, our work is 
guided by relationships and the expertise shared within the CTLT Indigenous Initiatives Classroom Climate Faculty 
Advisory.  

Bridging Indigenous disciplinary knowledge into the classroom 

Many students and instructors have referred to feeling unprepared to engage in critical, meaningful, and productive 
conversations about Indigenous content and histories. This challenge becomes accentuated by the fact that 
discussions around Indigenous topics can be emotionally difficult. Classroom Climate TA training supports TAs in 
respectfully engaging with Indigenous content and addressing challenges that may arise in classroom situations 
when misrepresentations of Indigenous people or damaging remarks arise. Classroom Climate TA Training draws 
attention to the need to bridge knowledge gaps about Indigenous histories and contemporary realities, while also 
encouraging connections between disciplinary knowledges and Indigenous knowledges and perspectives. 

Modelling as a pedagogical strategy 

Modelling as an instructional strategy seeks to show in practice what a culturally sensitive classroom climate looks 
like. We use our TA training sessions to show TAs a number of pedagogical strategies they may use in their own 
teaching. For example, we start off each session by doing a land acknowledgement that recognizes our positionality 
on Musqueam lands. We also illustrate how our own positionality and social and institutional contexts shape the 
design of the TA training. We look for ways to give examples of forms of reciprocity beyond students’ learning in the 

https://intheclass.arts.ubc.ca/
http://www2.moa.ubc.ca/musqueamteachingkit/delta.php
http://www2.moa.ubc.ca/musqueamteachingkit/
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classroom. By doing so, we aim to offer TAs an opportunity to observe and practice some strategies they can 
implement on their own. 

Learning from real life scenarios 

We understand learning as a reciprocal process in which students also contribute to instructors’ learning. Students’ 
experiences have long informed our approach since the start of the WILICT project through the sharing of narrative 
examples and stories, and the development and use of case studies. Case scenarios help TAs to learn from real and 
relevant situations, share their own experiences, and learn from each other. Bringing case scenarios based on 
situations that happened in actual classrooms within their field, they can relate to allows TAs, facilitators and 
instructors to engage in a more reciprocal, respectful and meaningful manner.  

Value of peer-based learning 

While TAs value learning from instructors and more experienced facilitators, they also find it valuable to learn from 
their peers who are having the same experiences. When TAs are supported by peers, their learning is more 
authentic, and they are able to share about the vulnerabilities when their supervisors are not there. A peer-based 
learning model offers the opportunity for senior TAs to become facilitators and deepen their engagement with 
classroom climate through modeling and application. 
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OVERVIEW

• Faculty Development and Curricular Support
• TA Training Approach
• Staff Training



ISP ALIGNMENT

GOAL 2

ACTION 8
Provide free and publicly accessible educational tools, events and 
resources that promote the local and global implementation of 
Indigenous peoples’ human rights, the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission’s Calls to Action and the National Inquiry into Missing and 
Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls’ Calls for Justice.



ISP ALIGNMENT

GOAL 4

ACTION 16
Ensure all academic programs, undergraduate and graduate, include 
substantive content in at least one course which explores Indigenous 
histories and identifies how Indigenous issues intersect with the major 
field of study of the Faculty.



ISP ALIGNMENT

GOAL 7

ACTIONS 33 & 34
Create a professional development program that assists faculty and staff 
to foster safe and inclusive classrooms and workplaces. 

Develop and deliver Indigenous history and issues training for all faculty 
and staff to be successfully completed within the first year of 
employment at UBC and to be reviewed on a regular basis.



CTLT PROFESSIONAL 
DEVELOPMENT PROGRAMS
Teaching Development Program for New Faculty (TDP)

• Integrated into Program Outcomes “Learn about and consider the 
institutional contexts for diversity, inclusion, equity, and Indigenous 
engagement at UBC.”

• Centring UBC-V’s relationship with Musqueam and Musqueam 
educational resources

• Indigenous student experiences (What I Learned in Class Today)



TDP FOR NEW FACULTY (CON’T)
Feedback from mid-point evaluation:

“I have gained a lot of insight from the classroom climate and 
inclusive teaching workshops.”

“Learning other ways of teaching.  Specifically regarding the 
engagement of indigenous.”



FACULTY DEVELOPMENT AND 
CURRICULAR SUPPORT
Faculty of Arts Curriculum Committee (ACC)
• Arts Strategic Plan and changing degree requirements
• Support for service load of Indigenous-focused faculty (e.g. Institute 

for Critical Indigenous Studies)
Faculty of Applied Sciences
• Indigenous Initiatives Design Series (II-Design Series)
• Cross-disciplinary but faculty-specific professional development needs



TA TRAINING SUPPORT 
INDIGENOUS ENGAGEMENT & 
CLASSROOM CLIMATE 
• The role of TAs in classroom climate
• Alignment with 2020 ISP, Goal 7, Action 33 & 34
• TA training reach: 17 departments, +1000 TAs



TA TRAINING ASSET MAPPING
WHY IS OUR TA TRAINING UNIQUE?

Collaboration

Bridging the 
knowledge 

gap

Contributing 
to systemic 

change
Modelling

Learning from 
real case 
scenarios



TA TRAINING - EDI & INDIGENOUS 
INITIATIVES
• TA Training Programs Committee

• Collaborating with EIO colleagues, recognizing distinctions

• Separate plans with some overlapping areas of alignment

• Need to educate those unfamiliar with the differences between EDI 
and Indigenization/Reconciliation work



INDIGENOUS LEARNING PATHWAYS
OVERVIEW
• 5 Module online training program based in Workplace Learning 

Ecosystem
• Joint project between CTLT Indigenous Initiatives and HR Workplace 

Learning & Engagement
• Utilizes & focuses on existing UBC resources
• Partnerships across UBC programs & departments
• Staff focus
• First Launch date: July/August 2021



ISP ALIGNMENT
GOAL 7
Action 32 
Develop, communicate and keep updated a comprehensive online database of 
current Indigenous programs, initiatives and courses at the University. 
Action 33 
Create a professional development program that assists faculty and staff to fost  
safe and inclusive classrooms and workplaces. 
Action 34 
Develop and deliver Indigenous history and issues training for all faculty and sta   
be successfully completed within the first year of employment at UBC and to be 
reviewed on a regular basis.



BASE MODULES

1. Deepening Our Knowledge of (UBC Host Nations)

2. Colonization, Reconciliation, and Resiliency

3. UBC’s History and Relationships with Indigenous Peoples

4. Land Acknowledgements at UBC

5. Further Learning



RESPECT, MEANING, AND RESPONSIBILITY:
LAND ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS @ UBC



WHAT’S NEXT?

• Scan of existing resources at UBC to draw on for ILP content

• Photography and other graphic design for interactive map module

• Tracking increased faculty and unit-level engagements

• Anti-racist Teaching Series - contextualizing anti-Indigenous racism 
within broader anti-racism initiatives



WHAT’S NEXT?

• Revisioning Indigenous Initiatives Design Series and Learning 
Community

• TA Training info sessions for Coordinators

• Supporting increased capacity for peer-based facilitation of classroom 
climate TA Training



CONTACT

• Amy Perreault (amy.perreault@ubc.ca) 
• Janey Lew (janey.lew@ubc.ca) 
• Claudia Diaz (claudia.diaz@ubc.ca)
• Kyle Shaughnessy (kyle.shaughnessy@ubc.ca) 
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