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Background
The Tree of Research Ethics for Indigenous Education (TREIE) has been developed to guide the
research and policy work that the Centre for Policy in Aboriginal Learning (CPAL) is undertaking
within the field of education. Prior to its release it was peer-reviewed by Indigenous scholars,
community representatives and stakeholders.
CPAL, housed at Confederation College, was launched in 2013 to forward a vision of Indigenous
education whereby Indigenous knowledges, practices and principles are respectfully shared with all
learners.
A major focus of CPAL is to identify and undertake strategies to support Indigenous learning at
regional, national and international levels. This is accomplished through the following work:

1. .Facilitating conversations on Indigenous learning, through engagement with communities,
organizations, northern institutes, and policy makers.
2. Bringing wise practices, people and resources together for the benefit of Indigenous learners
and communities.
3. Developing policy that is informed by research and practice to support Indigenous learning
at elementary, secondary, and post-secondary institutions.
4. Guiding research in Indigenous learning and community development that has practical
use and is action-based.
5. Supporting Confederation College in their overall efforts to enhance Indigenous learning.

With Indigenous knowledge systems and customary philosophies and practices of collaboration as
our foundation, this document also provides a framework for partners, associates and collaborators
in relation to our shared work.
While the examples utilized in the framework arise from an education context, the main principles
can be applied more broadly to research involving Indigenous peoples. We welcome the use
and adaptation of this framework by other research centres, colleges, students, communities,
organizations, universities, or other parties who are involved in research with Indigenous peoples.
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Introduction
This framework acts as a guide for researchers when conducting research in the realm of Indigenous
education so that their efforts can contribute to the wellness of Indigenous peoples. For Indigenous
peoples, a relationship with the land is a common thread found within varying worldviews. This
framework seeks to remain inclusive by drawing on the Jack Pine tree as a model for conducting
ethical research; however the framework is most powerful when it can take on localized meaning,
creating an overarching framework where specific understandings, histories, teachings, values,
cultural practices and protocols can be enacted.
Historically and even in the present day, detrimental relationships between Indigenous peoples and
researchers have existed (PWHCE, 2004). Linda Tuhwai Smith (1999) a Maori scholar captured this
sentiment when she said that Indigenous peoples believe that they have been “researched to death.”
In an effort to promote positive relationships between Indigenous peoples and researchers in the field
of education this framework outlines fundamental ethical considerations regarding the foundations,
practices and outcomes of research in Indigenous education.

“The word ethics is defined as the capacity to
know what harms or enhances well-being…”
Ermine, 2007, p. 195

It is important to understand that the framework provides
general guidelines for researchers to follow, and how this
framework is applied in practice needs to be negotiated
with Indigenous communities. While this framework
can provide an overall guide to building relationships
with those involved and conducting ethical research, it
is only through meaningful and respectful relationships
with communities that the practice of ethical research
can be assured.
Each community is unique whether it be a particular
Nation such as the Anishinaabek Nation, a First Nation,
Métis, or Inuit community, urban or rural communities,
schools or organizations and you may need to engage with
multiple communities. Since some communities are not
defined by a geographical boundary or are communities
of interest they may not be readily apparent but are still
necessary and integral to the research process.
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Research Framework
The Jack Pine tree serves as a framework for conducting ethical research. Drawing from the
traditional uses and knowledges of the Jack Pine by Indigenous peoples, this framework
re-envisions these uses and knowledges in the current context of Indigenous education.
Through this re-envisioning, an ethical framework for Indigenous education research
emerges that encapsulates Indigenous perspectives, knowledges, and values.
The Tree of Research Ethics for Indigenous Education (TREIE) framework consists of three
foundations derived from Indigenous knowledges of the Jack Pine. The first is “Truth”. For
many Indigenous peoples, trees are a symbol of truth because they purposefully stand tall.
When researchers engage in purposeful and transparent relationships truth or validity can
be derived.

“When Aboriginal peoples speak about maintaining and
revitalizing their cultures, they are not proposing to go back
to igloos and teepees and a hunter-gatherer lifestyle. They are
talking about restoring order to daily living in conformity with
ancient and enduring values that affirm life.”
Brant Castellano, 2004, p. 100

Through an intimate relationship with nature, Indigenous peoples understand the resiliency
of the Jack Pine, and its ability to grow and carve out space in a variety of landscapes, as well
as the ability of the Jack Pine to balance extremes, needing both water and fire for growth
and renewal. These characteristics give way to the remaining foundations is “Creating Space”
and “Mutuality.” Researchers must work to create space for and value Indigenous knowledge
systems and voices, as well as mediate and draw on the strengths of differences to achieve
positive outcomes in Indigenous education.
The usage of the Jack Pine by Indigenous peoples also informs ethical practices and outcomes
in Indigenous education research. The roots of the tree can be used as thread, symbolizing the
need for “Indigenous worldviews and values” to thread together the research project. In difficult
times the inner trunk was used as a food supply, representing the need for nourishment during
research through “relationships, protocols, and ceremony.” Providing support and shelter the
boughs of the tree were used for housing and bedding signifying the need to use “Indigenous
and participatory approaches” which are supportive of Indigenous communities and ways of
knowing. Lastly, the pitch in the cones on the Jack Pine are used as a medicine. The outcomes of
research in Indigenous education should also provide “good medicine” to the people through
relevant, tangible and sustainable outcomes.
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Tree of Research Ethics for Indigenous Education (TREIE)

For the Jack Pine to function well, all of its parts need to work together. The roots must take nutrients
up the trunk of the tree to the various branches, the leaves must absorb nutrients from the sun,
and the cones must open during forest fires so that new generations of Jack Pines can be born. Like
the tree, which is a product of all of its parts, it is important to understand the interrelationships
between the foundations, practices and outcomes within the “Tree of Research Ethics for Indigenous
Education” framework. All are required and must work concurrently so that researchers can engage
in ethical research with Indigenous communities.
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Foundation One: Truth
For many Indigenous peoples, trees are a symbol
of truth because they purposefully stand tall. They
have a clear and transparent direction, growing
upwards toward the sun. When researchers engage
in purposeful and transparent relationships with
Indigenous peoples in Indigenous education
research this is where truth or what is often referred
to as “validity in research” is derived. According to
Kawakami and colleagues (2007) cultural identity,
relationships, place, contribution and service can be
thought of as forms of rigour, contributing to the
overall validity of research.
The Ontario Federation of Indian Friendship Centres
(2012) conveys that Indigenous knowledges do not
need legitimacy from outside Indigenous knowledge
systems. Instead it is the Indigenous community
who will ultimately assess the validity or truth of
the research.

“The means of validating knowledge in the
particular traditions under study should normally
be applied to establish authenticity…”
RCAP, 1993, p. 294

Only through positive relationships that are conducive to respect, sharing, trust and openness can a
researcher be able to derive in-depth and meaningful understandings of the topic of research from
an Indigenous perspective thus gaining validity.
Through purposeful and transparent relationships, researchers can come to an understanding with
those involved about the purpose and intent of the research, what methods will be used to conduct
research, and the lens and process from which the knowledge collected will be understood.
This concept of validity may seem foreign to some, but it is an important component to conducting
ethical research. Goudreau and colleagues (2008) share that when researchers fail to acknowledge
Indigenous ways of knowing and doing in research, aspects of Indigenous cultures are often silenced
causing potential detriment to communities (p. 74).
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Foundation Two: Creating Space
The Jack Pine is very resilient, growing almost everywhere and having the ability to carve out
space for its existence in a variety of diverse environments including sand, soil, permafrost and
rock. When conducting research in Indigenous education, researchers must embody the Jack Pine
and be committed toward creating space for Indigenous knowledges and voices in educational
and research spaces.
A first step toward the creation of space for Indigenous knowledges and voices is for researchers to
acknowledge the central role of education and research in efforts to colonize Indigenous peoples, as
well as the ongoing struggle for the inclusion of Indigenous knowledges and voices in both facets.
In 1908 the Minister of Indian Affairs, Frank Oliver, suggested that the education system would,
“elevate the Indian from his condition of savagery” and “make him a self-supporting member of the
state, and eventually a citizen in good standing” (RCAP, 1996, p. 4).

“The importance of gathering and documenting
Aboriginal students’ voices cannot be over
emphasized considering the silencing effects
colonization has had on Aboriginal peoples
in Canada.”
Young, 1999, p. 21

Through Indian Residential Schools and Indian Day Schools, First Nation, Métis and Inuit children
were removed from their families, community and culture so that they could be “civilized” and
assimilated into European culture (RCAP, 1996). Schools were operational in the 1800’s and 1900’s
with the last Indian Residential School closing down in 1996 in Duck Lake Saskatchewan. At Indian
Residential schools and Indian Day Schools many children suffered emotional, physical, sexual and
spiritual abuse and the effects are intergenerational and on-going.
At the root of the Indian Residential School System and other assimilation attempts was the belief
that Indigenous knowledge systems and peoples were inferior to European knowledge systems and
peoples (RCAP, 1996). Research played a major role in forming and maintaining this thinking. Shawn
Wilson (2008) outlines the history of Indigenous research, and explains that the main objectives of
research in the “traditionalizing” and “assimilationist” phases were to promote the inhumanity of
Indigenous peoples and fix the “Indian problem.” For example, in Indian Residential Schools in the
1940’s and 1950’s children were left malnourished so that nutritional experiments could be conducted
to determine the effectiveness of vitamin supplements (CBC, 2013).
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The Residential School System is only one example of many. Before conducting research in the field
of Indigenous education it is the responsibility of the researcher to undertake preliminary research
about Indigenous peoples and historical events before the onset of activities (Kenny, 2004). As you
develop relationships, those involved in the research may also direct you to further information or
people who can shed light on the history of Indigenous education, research, and specific information
on the community you are working with.
Secondly, researchers must acknowledge that research is inherently a political act. Researchers are
knowledge brokers, who have the power to construct arguments for or against ideas, theories or
practices, which can be used for or against Indigenous interests (UVIC, 2004, p. 2). In the past,
research has demonstrated a lack of understanding of and respect for Indigenous communities and
their beliefs, resulting in the misappropriation of Indigenous knowledges (AFN, 2009). However,
research can also be an opportunity to decolonize educational and research spaces through the
inclusion of Indigenous knowledges and voices.
Researchers must engage in research that fosters the latter. This does not mean that results should be
skewed to create desired outcomes but rather acknowledging that every approach has underlying
values and assumptions and making the conscious choice to engage in research that promotes
values and assumptions that are consistent with Indigenous ways of knowing and being. It is about
relinquishing total control of the process and working with Indigenous peoples. This applies in
knowledge production, authorship, and dissemination (OFIFC, 2012).
In addition, this concept of working with Indigenous peoples must also be differentiated from the
idea of empowering Indigenous peoples. One group or individual cannot empower another group
or individual, and this idea is based on assumptions of inequalities, furthering colonial relationships
and making power sharing models ineffective (Styres & Zinga, 2013).
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Foundation Three: Mutuality
The Jack Pine’s survival is dependent on water and fire. Water brings nutrients, allowing the tree to
grow and fire opens up its cones allowing the release of seeds needed for renewal. Although water
and fire can work against each other, the Jack Pine has found a way to bring them together in a
complementary manner, facilitating mutuality and fostering positive outcomes.
At the centre of mutuality is a respect for difference. Mutuality occurs when two parties are able
to draw from the strengths of these differences to contribute toward a larger whole, or common
vision. Many Indigenous concepts reference this meaning. For example, “two-eyed seeing”
means learning to see with the strengths
of each other, together (CCL Knowledge
Centre). Coming together with a good mind is
a Haudenosaunee concept that embodies the
need to respect mutual obligations, to share
and connect with each other with kindness
and honesty and in good faith (OFIFC, 2012).
While the concept of ethical space put forth
by Cree scholar Willie Ermine (2007) explains
the need for researchers to step outside of
their allegiances and roles and begin relating
to each other as human beings.

“The struggle is to live and thrive as peoples and
nations maintaining and expressing distinctive
worldviews and contributing uniquely to the
Canadian federation.”
Brant-Castellano, 2004, p. 102

Like the Jack Pine, the researcher must act as a facilitator of mutuality. Within Indigenous education,
this could be balancing the use of Indigenous and Western knowledge systems and approaches, or
institutional, researcher and community perspectives and beliefs.
Researchers need to reflect on their own intents, understandings, agendas and beliefs and their
impact on the research on an ongoing basis. It is also important to have discussions with the
Indigenous community to develop purposes and goals that are clear and have been mutually
agreed upon (Kawakami et al., 2007). Overall, researchers have a responsibility to deal with the
fallout from the colonial relations by promoting balance and restoring collaborative relationships
(Styres & Zinga, 2013).
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Harvesting the Roots: Indigenous Worldviews and Values
The roots of the Jack Pine and other trees can be harvested,
stripped and split, creating thread that can be used to
sew together a variety of objects. In Indigenous education
research, the roots of the tree must be understood as
Indigenous worldviews and values, and researchers must
use these as thread, ensuring that they are the ties that
bind the research project together. This understanding
is similar to Brant Castellano’s (2004) tree model of the
context of Indigenous ethics, in which the roots represent
the worldview or perceptions of reality, which like the roots
are not ordinarily visible.
Dr. Daes from the United Nations communicates that
Indigenous knowledges can only be understood from
Indigenous worldviews and ways of knowing because it
is in and of itself a complete knowledge system (MartinHill & Soucy, 2006, p. 11). Overall Indigenous peoples
have distinct perspectives and understandings that are
derived from their cultures, histories and experiences
embodied in Indigenous languages and concepts.
Research that has Indigenous peoples and knowledges
as its subject matter needs to reflect these perspectives and understandings (PWHCE, 2004;
RCAP, 1993).
Brant Castellano (2004) explains that an Indigenous worldview is transmitted via ceremony,
community, family and language. The inclusion of Indigenous community members is imperative
to ensuring Indigenous understandings are in place.
Researchers need to acknowledge the expertise of community members, Elders and Traditional
knowledge holders, and place them in the same regard as Western knowledge holders. This means
doing your best to accommodate them by meeting during their preferred times and location,
reimbursing them for their time and expertise (AFN, 2009) and respecting the ways in which they
transmit knowledge.

“Indigenous peoples should be recognized as
the primary guardians and interpreters of their
cultures, arts and sciences, whether created in the
past, or developed by them in the future.”
United Nations, 1995
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One way that knowledge may be shared is through stories. Through storytelling questions may not
be answered right away or may not be answered in a direct manner. Researchers must be respectful
of this practice by displaying patience, being open-minded and trusting the process.
It is also important to understand the limits of knowledge sharing in a research setting. Indigenous
knowledge systems are very complex and some concepts can take a lifetime to understand. There are
also pan Indigenous concepts that take on deeper and specific meaning at a localized level (Kenny, 2004).
For example, the medicine wheel is a symbol that was developed to provide a basic understanding of a
complex set of teachings and, while used throughout North America, the underlying teachings can differ
depending on the location. Generally, community members share Indigenous knowledges and practices
with researchers so that they have a foundation for gathering and relating to information in a way that
reflects Indigenous worldviews and values so that relevant and useful outcomes can be derived. As a
researcher you should not assume that if Indigenous knowledge is shared with you or if you participate
in ceremonies or other practices that you are an authority on Indigenous knowledges and are equipped
to practice and share Indigenous knowledges on your own. You should also not assume that you are the
owner of any community knowledge shared with you nor share it without permission.
There may also be instances when the community does not deem it appropriate to share information
with you. A researcher must respect the right of Indigenous communities to decide how and what
knowledges are shared (AFN, 2009).
As a researcher who intends to do research in the field of Indigenous education you should always
acknowledge where the knowledge has been derived from, follow community protocols and
accept that the community may want to maintain control and ownership of the knowledge (AFN,
2009). They should also seek informed and prior consent prior to any publication or presentation
(AFN, 2009). The community may also decide that they want to be co-presenters or co-authors.
Overall, each community may be different, but through dialogue you can identify whose permission
you must obtain and how to incorporate Indigenous worldviews and values in the research in a
respectful and appropriate manner.
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Harvesting the Trunk: Relationships, Protocols and Ceremony
In times of hardship, the inner bark of the Jack Pine tree could be eaten to provide nourishment for
Indigenous peoples. When conducting research in the realm of Indigenous education, researchers
must be culturally ethical (Smith, 1999), and “nourish the learning spirit” (Battiste, 2010) of self
and community through relationships, protocols and ceremony when appropriate.
Generally speaking, Indigenous worldviews are relational. All aspects of Creation are seen as
inter- related and interdependent. This fosters a research environment where relationships are
central. For example, Wilson (2008) approaches research as ceremony because like ceremony,
research should build strong relationships. When conducting research in Indigenous education
a researcher must engage in wholistic relationships. This means acknowledging the spiritual,
physical, emotional, mental and inter-generational aspects of persons and communities (Kenny,
2004). This can occur through formal ceremony and protocols but also through basic relationship
principles such as respect, patience, kindness, reciprocity and accountability. For example, as an
act of reciprocity you may be required to exchange tobacco for knowledge or you may receive
knowledge because you have been kind and helpful to the community.

“Research that seeks objectivity by maintaining
distance between the investigator and informant
violates aboriginal ethics.”
Brant Castellano, 2004, p. 10

In the case of formal protocols and ceremony, the community will be able to guide your actions. A
good approach is to discuss with the community the desire to approach the research in a good way
and to seek direction instead of assuming that certain protocols and ceremonies should be part of
the research process.
Lastly, it is important to understand that relationships do
not end when the research is finished. Researchers have
an ongoing responsibility to be accountable for how they
use the knowledge that they receive (Weber-Pillwax,
2001) and to fulfill any outstanding commitments. This
could mean acknowledging community ownership,
following protocols when sharing particular knowledge
if directed to, ensuring that any sensitive data is secure
and the community has copies of the final report, then
supporting the community in any ongoing initiatives.
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Harvesting the Boughs: Indigenous and Participatory Approaches
The boughs of the Jack Pine and other conifers have been used by Indigenous peoples for bedding and
dwelling, providing warmth and shelter. Like the boughs of the Jack Pine and other trees, Indigenous
and participatory approaches to research provide supportive environments for the inclusion of
Indigenous knowledges, ways of knowing and voices.
Historically research occurred within a positivist
paradigm, which privileged Western research
practices and promoted the concept of Western
ways of knowing as universal (Smith, 1999). More
recently there has been a call to decolonize research
so that it includes Indigenous knowledges, beliefs
and values, adheres to Indigenous protocols, involves
Traditional people, Elders and Indigenous researchers
in meaningful ways, employs partnership and
collaborative research designs, and uses Indigenous
methodologies (McNaughton & Rock, 2004).
Participatory approaches support the use of
local understanding, collaborative partnerships,
building trust, on-going community involvement
at all stages, informed consent, sharing findings in
appropriate ways, using local expertise, research
training where possible for community members,
relevant methods, removing language barriers,
allocating time for relationship building and safe
and expressive research environment (Kenny,
2004). They are also well known for linking
knowledge directly to action (OFIFC, 2012).
Researchers should note that participatory approaches have been criticized for not going far enough,
framing Indigenous communities as advisors instead of knowledge producers (OFIFC, 2012);
however, these approaches, like this framework, provide an outline to follow when conducting
research with Indigenous communities. Ultimately it is up to you as the researcher in collaboration
with the Indigenous community to interpret and enact approaches and frameworks in localized and
meaningful ways.
Indigenous scholars have also noted that while participatory approaches are invaluable there is a
need to conduct research utilizing methods that are inherent to Indigenous knowledge systems.
For example, instead of using grounded theory which creates space for meaning to occur out of
local practices, or open-ended interviews that create room for mutual learning, sharing, stories and
reciprocity, researchers could use relational theory and storytelling because they not only create space
for, but are rooted in Indigenous understandings and practices (Ray, 2012).
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Indigenous methodologies have emerged to fulfill the need for approaches that are rooted in
Indigenous knowledges and ways of knowing. Generally they operate in a relational context that
promotes relational accountability, emphasize meaningful participation, control of research by
Indigenous community and localized practice, acknowledge the inherent politics of research and
seek to promote wellness in Indigenous communities.
If you are a non-Indigenous researcher it is important to be aware that there is an ongoing debate
about whether a non-Indigenous person can employ an Indigenous methodology. Participatory
approaches provide a suitable alternative to Indigenous approaches because they possess some of
the same values and goals.

“Learning then, as Aboriginal people have
come to know it, is holistic, lifelong, purposeful,
experiential, communal, spiritual, and learned
within a language and a culture”
Battiste, 2010, p. 15

Alternatively, Indigenous methodologies can also be combined with participatory approaches.
For example, Bressette’s (2008) research which looked at the definition of success in Indigenous
education combined the participatory components of action research and the reflection components
of Meno-Bimaadziwin, an Anishinaabe word that translates to the “good life,” to create an approach
that was familiar to the Indigenous and research community (p. 116-117).
Ultimately, the final decision on what approach to use should be made in collaboration with
the Indigenous community, but as a researcher conducting research in the realm of Indigenous
education there is a responsibility to be aware of and promote approaches that allow for Indigenous
knowledges, ways of knowing and voices so that the research can be relevant and beneficial to
Indigenous communities.
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Harvesting the Cones: Creating Good Medicine for
Indigenous Communities
The pitch found within the cones of the Jack Pine can be used as a medicine, symbolizing the need
for researchers in Indigenous education to create good medicine for Indigenous communities in the
forms of relevant, useful, accessible and sustainable outcomes. The need to create good medicine
through research is at the foundation of Indigenous concepts of research which operates in the
everyday, seeking to resolve issues and problems (Kenny, 2004) and create tangible benefits for the
community, including ones that they will see in their members’ lifetime.
Community-driven and participatory research provides an avenue to identify, examine and resolve
issues in a way that is relevant, beneficial and sustainable to Indigenous communities (Kenny, 2004).
Brant-Castellano (2004) explains that it is important for researchers and communities to come to
a mutual understanding about how social benefit is defined and achieved so that the research can
satisfy the needs and expectations of both sides. While from a researcher’s perspective contributing
to the literature or a theoretical debate may be perceived as a contribution to society, this may not
be the case for communities. Instead, a social benefit may take on a localized, practical or ongoing
meaning. Process-oriented research can also facilitate relevant and useful outcomes. There has been
a tendency for Indigenous peoples to be problematized and pathologized by researchers (Styres &
Zinga, 2013). For example, is it common for dropout rates to be framed as a student issue instead
of as an institutional problem. Kawakami and colleagues (2007) explain that instead of asking why
Indigenous students are more likely to leave school, we should be asking why institutions are more
likely to fail Indigenous students.
Researchers must be cognizant of how they are framing their questions to ensure that they are
addressing systemic causes of the issues they seek to resolve, so that useful, relevant and sustainable
changes can be made. Young (1999) provides a good example of this reframing by asking what
programmatic and structural changes are required in order to meet the needs of Indigenous students
in post-secondary institutions.
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To ensure outcomes are accessible, the results of the research should be available to Indigenous
communities in appropriate formats. Documents can be translated into an Indigenous language
or languages where appropriate, but alternative forms of dissemination should also be considered.
This could include the use of visual displays, dialogue and storytelling, community gatherings,
reporting back to community leadership, or perhaps even social media. It could also include a “learning
by doing” (Simpson, 2000) component where knowledge is shared through practical application
of findings.

“Value is viewed in terms of practical and
respectful impact on the lives of peoples and
communities and endures after the completion
of the project.”
Kawakami et al., 2007, p. 333

Lastly accountability mechanisms should also be in place when conducting research in the realm
of Indigenous education to assess whether the research created “good medicine.” Any evaluation
should address the communities’ understanding of social benefit (Kawakami et al., 2007), and include
measures that are consistent with this definition. For example, if contributing to the larger theoretical
discussion on Indigenous education is not seen as a direct social benefit to the community then
setting a target of publishing two research articles would not be an appropriate evaluation measure.
Sustainability should also be included in the evaluation of a research project. This section of the
evaluation should address what are the ongoing benefits of the project and what happens after the
researcher leaves the community. Tangible ongoing benefits could include solidified partnerships
or skill development. Blueprints that were co-constructed with community for community use
including research proposals or an implementation plan can also address the “what now?” question.
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Giving Thanks
Within many Indigenous cultures giving thanks is a practice that is customary when gifts are received.
I would like to give thanks for the harvest of the Jack Pine tree and to those individuals who have
informed the thinking behind this framework.
The hope is that this document be perceived as a living entity, and like the Jack Pine, that it continues
to grow and extend its reach, whereby others derive their own meanings and teachings from the
Jack Pine in their efforts to engage in ethical research.
Chi-Miigwetch, Merci, Niá:wen,

Lana Ray, MPH, PhD
Project Manager of Research, CPAL
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