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in education Volume 30, Number 1, 2025 Winter 

Editorial 

Valerie Triggs and Gale Russell, University of Regina 

The winter issue for 2025 conveys the work of authors who are passionate about improving the 

well-being, mental health, and engagement of students as well as supporting the commitments of 

teachers and community programs for doing so. 

Maria Fjærestad and Constantinos Xenofontos share research data from a case-study 

involving semi-structured interviews with eleven teachers regarding the integration of digital tools 

in Norwegian primary school mathematics classrooms. Their article, Digital Tools in Mathematics 

Classrooms: Norwegian Primary Teachers’ Experiences, highlights ways in which digital tools 

enhance mathematics instruction through increasing student engagement and augmenting 

differentiated learning while also noting various challenges and limitations that arise in the 

practical realities that teachers encounter. 

In their article title, Pathways to Healing and Thriving: Culturally Responsive Mental 

Health Programs for Black Youth in Toronto, Marcella R. J. Bollers and Ardavan Eizadirad, 

provide research findings from surveys and focus groups with 55 racialized youth who attended 

education programming offered by a non-profit organization, Generation Chosen, that aims to 

support under-resourced Black youth with mental health, emotional intelligence, as well as civic 

engagement. Using Critical Race Theory, the authors provide an analysis and synthesis of 

improvements to life skills, fostering of identity development, and enhanced coping mechanisms, 

through the youths’ participation in the organization’s culturally responsive and trauma-informed 

guidance and mentorship. 

The third article in this issue is written by Jane P. Preston who provides an extensive 

literature review regarding educational experiences of international students enrolled in 

postsecondary institutions in the countries that are currently hosting the largest international 

populations: Canada, the United States, the United Kingdom and Australia. In this article titled 

Experiences of International Students in Postsecondary Education: A Literature Review, key 

findings are shared regarding influences that promote well-being and academic success of 

international students. These findings include student capacity for English proficiency, navigating 

and adapting to unfamiliar pedagogical approaches, as well as issues of acceptance, integration, 

and discrimination. Preston’s review generates important observations regarding educational 

experiences that constitute barriers or discomforts for students, as well as recommendations for 

improvement and for areas of future research. 

Michael Link and Will Burton share their research article, Teacher Perceptions of 

Teachers for Education for Sustainable Development: Before and During the COVID-19 

Pandemic. Possibilities for Education for Sustainable Development (EDS) have been narrowed 

due to the pandemic’s unpredictable learning environment that shifted back and forth between 

online and in-person contact, as well as its lack of opportunities for field trips and social 

interaction. Using semi-structured interviews with 12 teachers who integrate sustainability 

education into their teaching practice the authors found that the pandemic made teachers more 

aware of the central role that schools play in supporting social, emotional and academic well-being 

in youth, a role that may have previously been underestimated. The two authors also found that, 

despite difficulties in designing deep and immersive experiences as teachers had done prior to the 
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pandemic, teachers remained determined to put Education for Sustainable Development foremost 

in their teaching and in their classrooms. 

Our book review for this issue is written by Donna H. Swapp & Adeola S. Amos. This 

review provides a thoughtful and detailed response to the 2023 Canadian Scholars book by Ranjan 

Datta, titled Decolonization in Practice: Reflective Learning from Cross-cultural Perspectives. 

Swapp and Amos share how this edited book emphasizes individual responsibility for seeking 

knowledge about the places and spaces one occupies, as well as the collective responsibility of 

decolonization. The contributors to the edited book write from the perspectives of Indigenous 

peoples as well as from those of Black, Asian and European communities. As with the other authors 

in this issue Swapp and Amos elucidate challenges and commitments towards teaching and 

learning, and what these might mean for educational practice that promotes healing and co-

flourishing with mutual respect and understanding. They recommend this book to in education 

readers. 

We hope you enjoy this winter issue as you patiently wait for the coming arrival of spring. 
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Abstract 

This article explores the integration of digital tools in Norwegian primary school mathematics 

classrooms, focusing on teachers’ experiences. With the increasing use of technology in 

education, digital tools have the potential to enhance mathematics instruction by enabling 

personalised learning, increasing student engagement, and offering dynamic ways to visualise 

mathematical concepts. However, these tools also present challenges, such as the potential for 

student distraction and a lack of teacher confidence in using technology effectively. Using a 

collective case-study approach, we conducted semi-structured interviews with eleven 

mathematics teachers to examine how digital tools impact student learning, instructional 

practices, and the nature of mathematics education. The findings reveal both the potential of 

digital tools to foster differentiated learning and their limitations, including concerns about 

over-reliance on technology and difficulties in maintaining classroom focus. This study 

contributes to the ongoing conversation about digitalisation in education, offering insights into 

the practical realities teachers encounter and recommendations for optimising the use of digital 

tools in mathematics classrooms. 

Keywords: digital tools, teachers’ experiences, didactical tetrahedron, Norway 
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Introduction 

The growing integration of digital tools into education has gathered considerable attention 

worldwide, particularly as technology assumes an increasingly central role in classroom 

practices. The Nordic countries of Norway, Sweden, Denmark, and Finland have been 

frontrunners in adopting digital tools for education, with government policies strongly 

advocating for technology integration in daily teaching (Olofsson et al., 2021). In Norway, 

which is the focus of the present paper, this emphasis is reflected in policy documents such as 

the mathematics curriculum (Kunnskapsdepartementet, 2019) and the national strategy for 

digital competence and infrastructure in kindergartens and schools (Kunnskapsdepartementet, 

2023). As indicated by recent findings from the Programme for International Student 

Assessment – PISA (OECD, 2023), Norwegian students use digital tools more frequently than 

their peers in any other country. This is perhaps unsurprising given that over 90% of students 

in years 1 to 10 (ages 6 to 16) are provided with digital devices by their school districts (Amdam 

et al., 2024). However, Norwegian teachers’ levels of professional digital competence vary 

significantly. Also, despite the growing body of Norwegian literature examining the digital 

competence of prospective teachers (e.g., Tveiterås & Madsen, 2022), practising teachers (e.g., 

Folkman et al., 2023), and teacher educators (e.g., Lindfors et al., 2021) from a general 

education perspective, far less work has been undertaken specifically within the context of 

mathematics education. 

This study focuses on the experiences of primary school teachers in Norway as they 

contend with this evolving digital landscape in relation to school mathematics. Teachers are 

instrumental to the success of digitalisation initiatives, as they bear the responsibility of 

incorporating technology into their instructional methods and ensuring it supports rather than 

detracts from student learning. The effectiveness of digital tools is thus closely linked to how 

teachers perceive and use them. If teachers lack confidence in these tools or view them more 

as distractions than assets, the potential benefits of technology may not be fully realised (Loong 

& Herbert, 2018). Therefore, understanding teachers’ experiences is essential for evaluating 

the actual impact of digital tools on mathematics education. 

Three key questions guide our work, focusing on teachers’ experiences and 

perspectives. Each question should be read as beginning with “According to teachers, …” 

• RQ1: In what ways do digital tools impact students in the mathematics classroom? 

• RQ2: In what ways do these tools affect teachers and their teaching practices? 

• RQ3: In what ways do digital tools reshape the nature of mathematics as a subject? 

The work presented here is significant for its potential to inform teachers, policymakers, 

and researchers about the practical realities of integrating digital tools into mathematics 

education. While the theoretical benefits of digitalisation are widely acknowledged, a deeper 

understanding of teachers’ everyday experiences offers a more nuanced perspective on how 

technology affects teaching and learning. This study focuses on the views of those directly 

involved in the classroom, aiming to provide practical recommendations for optimising the use 

of digital tools in mathematics education. In the following pages, we first review relevant 

academic literature to provide context for the study. Then, we outline the research 

methodology, key findings, discussion, and implications.  

Digital Tools in Mathematics Education 

Meirbekov et al. (2022) describe digital tools as resources and services used in the educational 

process to develop key competencies such as critical thinking. These tools include online 

platforms that enable the creation of tests, logical tasks, real-time collaboration, and the visual 

presentation of information. In the context of mathematics education, Loong and Herbert 
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(2018) broaden the definition to encompass both physical devices and digital learning 

resources, such as tablets, computers, and educational games. For the purposes of this article, 

we use the term ‘digital tools’ to refer to both technological devices and learning software. The 

use of digital tools has grown significantly, particularly in mathematics classrooms, where 

traditional methods are increasingly supplemented or replaced by tablets, smartboards, and 

computers (Kunnskapsdepartementet, 2023). These tools, including tablets and software such 

as GeoGebra1, Excel, computer algebra systems (CAS), and various dynamic geometry 

software, support students with complex operations and enhance their understanding of 

concepts. This shift enables students to explore and manipulate mathematical ideas that were 

previously difficult to visualise without the use of technology (Swensen, 2014). 

Research on integrating digital tools in Norwegian schools and beyond stresses both 

their potential benefits and the obstacles they may present. One advantage lies in adaptive 

learning platforms that tailor activities according to students’ progress, offering personalised 

support in subjects such as mathematics (Swensen, 2014; Viberg et al., 2023). Digital resources 

open up possibilities for deepening conceptual understanding. For instance, software like 

GeoGebra enables students to explore geometric and algebraic ideas interactively, fostering 

stronger engagement and insight (Kunnskapsdepartementet, 2019; Swensen, 2014). 

Meanwhile, adaptive platforms respond to students’ progress by adjusting task difficulty and 

providing immediate feedback, allowing each learner to work at a level that challenges them 

appropriately (Kunnskapsdepartementet, 2023; Viberg et al., 2023). In addition, digital tools 

can significantly increase student engagement. Educational games and interactive simulations 

are particularly effective at capturing students’ interest, making learning mathematics more 

enjoyable and immersive. When learners are more engaged, they are more likely to participate 

actively in lessons and perform better academically (Deater-Deckard et al., 2013; Fadda et al., 

2022). 

Despite these promising attributes, studies highlight challenges that can compromise 

the potential of digital tools. One recurring concern is distraction, as devices may lure students 

into non-academic activities and undermine concentration on mathematical tasks (Klette et al., 

2018). While these tools offer opportunities for interactive learning, they also present 

temptations for students to disengage from the lesson, for example by browsing social media 

or playing games (Bergdahl et al., 2020). This challenge mirrors international findings, where 

teachers grapple with similar issues in tech-rich classrooms (e.g., Hennessy et al., 2007; Loong 

& Herbert, 2018; McCulloch et al., 2018). In addition, many teachers, in Norway and 

elsewhere, feel ill-prepared to harness technology fully, often reverting to traditional methods 

due to insufficient training and limited confidence (Kunnskapsdepartementet, 2023; Madsen, 

2020; Munthe et al., 2022). Some also remain cautious about overreliance on technology, 

stressing the importance of pen-and-paper methods in developing core mathematical skills 

(Kunnskapsdepartementet, 2019; Marpa, 2021). Finally, many teachers hold beliefs that an 

overreliance on technology may weaken students’ abilities to perform basic calculations and 

solve problems independently of digital aids (Beck, 2016).  

Theoretical Framework: The Didactical Tetrahedron 

Traditionally, educational theory has concentrated on the interaction between three core 

components: the teacher, the student, and the content (Mølstad & Karseth, 2016). These three 

components form the vertices of the well-known didactical triangle. More recently, in 

recognising the complexities of classroom realities, scholars have visualised these components 

in a three-dimensional shape (known as the didactical tetrahedron) by adding a fourth vertex, 

 
1 https://www.geogebra.org/  
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representing artefacts—namely, the materials or tools used in the classroom (see Goodchild & 

Sriraman, 2012; Jukić Matić & Glasnović Gracin, 2016; Rezat & Sträßer, 2012). In our work, 

we build on the ideas of Ruthven (2012), who encourages us to regard digital tools as a type of 

artefact. From this perspective, the didactical tetrahedron provides a robust and comprehensive 

framework for analysing how digital tools shape and transform the teaching and learning of 

mathematics. This approach recognises the significant role that digital tools play in mediating 

and reshaping relationships between teachers, students, and mathematical content. Within this 

expanded framework, technology is not merely a supplementary tool but an active agent that 

influences the nature of these interactions. For instance, technology enables teachers to present 

mathematical content dynamically, using tools such as dynamic geometry software to visualise 

abstract concepts in real time. This approach can enhance student engagement by creating more 

interactive and exploratory learning environments. Moreover, digital tools allow students to 

interact with content in novel ways, fostering deeper conceptual understanding through 

manipulation and experimentation. 

This framework involves various relationships (Ruthven, 2012). The teacher-

technology dynamic is crucial in enhancing instruction, enabling teachers to communicate 

content, deliver lessons, and facilitate interactive learning experiences. Teachers must 

continually develop their ability to manage and integrate these resources into their pedagogy. 

Similarly, the student-technology relationship encourages exploration, discovery, and a deeper 

understanding of content. Whether students engage with technology independently or under 

guidance, it offers them different levels of control over their learning. The content-technology 

interaction transforms static content into dynamic forms that can be manipulated, visualised, 

or simulated, greatly enriching subjects such as mathematics through tools like dynamic 

geometry software. Although the teacher-student relationship remains central, technology 

redefines this connection, positioning teachers more as facilitators who guide students through 

independent explorations using technological tools. 

Thus, the didactical tetrahedron serves as a valuable heuristic for examining both the 

potential benefits and challenges posed by digital tools in mathematics education. On the one 

hand, it identifies opportunities for creating more student-centred, investigative learning 

environments. On the other, it highlights the need for teachers to adapt their pedagogical 

strategies to effectively integrate technology into their instructional practices. By considering 

technology alongside the traditional elements of the learning environment (i.e., teacher, 

student, content), this framework ensures a holistic approach to understanding the evolving 

nature of mathematics education in the digital age. Interestingly, while Ruthven (2012) 

provides an extensive discussion on the didactical tetrahedron and its components, he does not 

provide any visual representation of it. For this reason, Figure 1 provides an illustration of how 

we interpret Ruthven’s ideas and the relevance of the framework to the research questions in 

this study, as outlined earlier in the introduction. 
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Figure 1:  

The Didactical Tetrahedron (Ruthven, 2012).  

 

 

This Study and Its Methods 

This paper draws on data from the master’s thesis of the first author, under the supervision of 

the second author. The study adopts a collective case-study methodology (Goddard & Foster, 

2002), an approach grounded in the premise that understanding selected cases can provide 

deeper insights and potentially contribute to improved theorisations of a broader range of cases 

(Stake, 2005). Here, we focus on the collective case of a group of eleven teachers working in 

the same school. Nevertheless, to emphasise the importance of acknowledging individual 

voices, participants were encouraged to share personal experiences as primary mathematics 

teachers, in keeping with the narrative research approach seen in other studies (e.g., Kaasila, 

2007). Narrative research seeks to explore how participants construct stories to make sense of 

their professional worlds, aiming to foster honesty and trust between the researcher and 

participants by prioritising the voices of individuals (Litchman, 2013). 

Context and Participants 

Despite the wide digitalisation of Norwegian schools (Amdam et al., 2024), not all schools in 

the country use digital tools in the same way, as their integration depends on several contextual 

factors. Variations arise from differences in regional and municipal funding, which influence 

the availability of technology and infrastructure (Rohatgi et al., 2021). Individual schools also 

exercise autonomy in selecting and implementing digital tools, leading to diverse approaches 

tailored to their specific educational goals (Ottestad, 2013). Furthermore, disparities in teacher 

training and digital competence create inconsistent usage patterns, with some teachers 

leveraging technology extensively for pedagogical purposes while others limit it to 

administrative tasks (Krumsvik, 2006). These variations are further amplified by differences in 

leadership priorities and the unique needs of each student population, resulting in a non-

uniform adoption of digital tools across schools (Ottestad, 2013; Krumsvik, 2006). Despite 
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Norway’s high ranking in digitalisation, such differences highlight the ongoing challenges of 

achieving equitable and effective use of technology in education (Amdam et al., 2024). 

This study involved eleven teachers working in the same primary school (covering 

years 1-7, ages 6-13), where digitalisation has been widely embraced, in a southeastern town 

in Norway. Following the 2010 generalist teacher education reform (International Association 

for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement [IEA], 2015), primary teachers in Norway may 

possess one of two types of qualifications: those qualified to teach years 1-7 (exclusively 

primary school teachers) and those qualified to teach years 5-10 (upper primary and lower 

secondary teachers). In our study, we did not differentiate between these two qualification 

types. All participants were selected through purposive sampling. The rationale behind this 

selection process was to ensure that participants had direct experience in integrating digital 

tools into their mathematics teaching. By choosing purposive sampling, the study targeted 

individuals who could provide valuable insights into both the benefits and challenges of using 

technology in the classroom (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015). The participants varied in terms of 

gender and teaching experience, ranging from early-career teachers to those with over two 

decades in the profession. Additionally, all participants were employed in a school that 

provided digital resources to students, such as iPads, in line with current practices in Norwegian 

schools, where digital competence is a growing priority. To maintain the anonymity of 

participants, the following pseudonyms are offered: Kari, Sofie, Lars, Anne, Ole, Nils, Astrid, 

Kåre, Sigurd, Solveig, and Ingrid. No further demographic information is provided (e.g., age, 

years of experience) for two reasons. First, these factors are not relevant to our work here. 

Secondly, since the participants work at the same school in a small town in Norway, such 

information may compromise their anonymity.  

Data Collection 

Data collection, conducted by the first author over a period of two months, was carried out 

through individual semi-structured interviews. This method was chosen for its flexibility, 

allowing participants to share their experiences in depth while providing a consistent 

framework for comparison across interviews (Xenofontos, 2018). Each audio-recorded 

interview lasted between 45 and 60 minutes, during which participants were asked about their 

use of digital tools, the perceived impact on student engagement, and any challenges they faced 

in balancing technology with traditional teaching methods. The interview guide was structured 

around key topics corresponding to three vertices of the didactical tetrahedron (Ruthven, 2012: 

the student, the teacher, and mathematics. Table 1 presents sample questions from the interview 

guide. Since the interviews were semi-structured, not all participants were asked the same 

questions, as some topics naturally emerged during the conversation. The flexible format of 

the semi-structured interviews enabled us to cover key topics without adhering to a strict order. 

Table 1 

The Interview Guide with Sample Questions  

Key Topic Sample Questions 

Students’ Use of 

Digital Tools 

How often do your students use digital tools in mathematics? Can 

you provide specific examples?  

What advantages have you experienced that make digital tools 

beneficial for students in mathematics? 

What challenges have you encountered that make digital tools less 

useful for students in mathematics? 
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Teachers’ Use of 

Digital Tools in 

Mathematics 

How often do you use digital tools in planning and conducting 

lessons? Can you provide specific examples? 

What advantages have you experienced that make digital tools 

beneficial for teachers in mathematics? 

Do you feel you have sufficient knowledge to guide students in a 

digital mathematics class? Why or why not? 

Digital Tools and the 

Subject of Mathematics 

Itself 

From your experience, which mathematical topics benefit from 

the use of digital tools? Can you give specific examples? 

Which mathematical topics can be influenced negatively? Can 

you give specific examples?   

In what ways has technology changed mathematics as a school 

subject? In what ways has it not? 

Data Analysis 

As noted earlier, this study is based on the master’s project of the first author, under the 

supervision of the second. Consequently, the primary data analysis was carried out by the 

former, with substantial input from the latter. As the master’s thesis supervisor, the second 

author acted as a ‘critical friend’ (Richards & Shiver, 2020), performing member checks on the 

transcripts. The interview transcripts were subjected to a thematic analysis, following Braun 

and Clarke’s (2006) six-step framework: familiarising with the data, generating initial codes, 

searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining and naming themes, and finally, producing a 

comprehensive report. This approach was selected for its robustness in identifying, analysing, 

and interpreting patterns within qualitative data, while also maintaining trustworthiness in 

qualitative research through systematic coding (Killi & Xenofontos, 2024; Nowell et al., 2017). 

The analysis began with a detailed reading of the transcripts to gain an overall understanding 

of the data. Initial codes were generated, focusing on themes such as the perceived benefits of 

digital tools in fostering student motivation and the challenges posed by digital distractions. 

Both inductive and deductive approaches were applied during the coding process. Pre-existing 

theories about technology in education informed some of the initial codes, while others 

emerged directly from the data, reflecting the participants’ unique experiences. The codes were 

then grouped into broader categories, falling under the three vertices of the didactical 

tetrahedron, which served as our broader themes.  

Ethical Considerations   

Ethical approval for the study was obtained from the Norwegian Agency for Shared Services 

in Education and Research (Sikt), ensuring that the research adhered to national guidelines on 

the ethical treatment of human subjects. Informed consent was obtained from all participants 

prior to the interviews. Participants were fully briefed on the purpose of the study, their rights 

as participants, and the voluntary nature of their involvement. They were also informed that 

they could withdraw from the study at any point without any repercussions. To maintain 

confidentiality, and privacy in qualitative research, as Brinkmann and Kvale (2015) emphasise, 

participants were assigned pseudonyms, while any identifying information was removed from 

the transcripts and final report. The recordings and transcripts were stored securely, and only 

researchers could access the raw data.  

Findings 

This section is organised using three vertices from the didactical tetrahedron (i.e., the student, 

the teacher, and the subject of mathematics) and how these relate to the fourth vertex, 
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technology, and, more specifically the use of digital tools. In doing so, we deliberately avoid 

quantifying how many teachers addressed an issue, as our purpose is to map, and not quantify 

their experiences. Readers should keep in mind that we present these findings without 

discussing or attempting to interpret them, as we wish to provide a more truthful depiction of 

teachers’ own experiences. Discussion of the findings and connections to the academic 

literature takes place in a subsequent section.  

The Student 

Personalisation and Adapted Learning  

Several teachers highlighted the benefits of using digital tools in mathematics to tailor 

instruction based on students’ abilities and needs. For instance, Anne appreciates how these 

tools automatically adjust levels of difficulty for children. In her own words, “[m]any of these 

maths platforms increase in difficulty when a student is doing well. It’s much easier to tailor 

tasks digitally instead of manually searching for appropriate exercises”.  Kåre agrees, pointing 

out that digital tools offer equal opportunities for students regardless of their background. He 

also emphasises their value for students with reading or writing difficulties, arguing that “[i]t’s 

been particularly useful for children with dyslexia or dyscalculia, who can use headphones to 

have tasks read aloud. This makes it easier for them to understand and complete the work 

correctly”. For Sofie (quote below), digital tools are invaluable in promoting independent 

learning. Instead of forcing students to complete tasks within a set time, they can work at their 

own pace with a variety of personalised tasks. Many platforms also provide instructional videos 

for additional support: 

The advantage is probably that it offers many differentiation options. You can choose 

which level to work at, so some students can push themselves further. [...] It’s very self-

instructive. And especially if they make too many mistakes in a task, a video will appear to 

repeat the explanation, and so on. It offers different approaches and types of tasks than the book 

allows. [...] Kikora2 is really good because you can choose – I can decide what they should 

work on, and they can also choose themselves, to some extent. And it adjusts according to their 

skills. You can take a longer time or less time. It’s great, especially for weaker students, as they 

can work at their own pace without having to rush and miss the last pages of the book.  

Overall, teachers agree that the use of digital tools in mathematics education offers 

significant advantages by providing tailored, self-paced learning experiences for students of 

varying abilities. From enhancing individualised instruction to supporting students with 

learning challenges, these tools help foster independence and ensure that all students can 

engage with the material at their own level and pace. 

Increased Motivation 

The 11 participants shared remarkably similar views on how the use of digital tools in the 

mathematics classroom enhances students’ motivation. Ingrid, for example, highlighted how 

these tools offer gaming experiences that transform students’ attitudes towards maths, making 

it less frustrating and more engaging. As she put it, “[i]t’s like those tools are self-motivating, 

you know. It’s timed, and you get a certificate and things like that. At least, I’ve found that 

students think it’s motivating”. Solveig echoed this view, noting how:  

[t]here are so many fun programmes that motivate. [...] It’s as if they [students] are in a 

game, solving mathematical problems. So, it has a lot to do with motivation. [...] I’ve 

also seen students who struggle with learning their times tables. If they use a 

 
2 https://kikora.no/  
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multiplication app, their brain somehow filters out everything to do with maths and just 

allows the gaming experience. 

Sofie also emphasised the role of motivation, focusing on how learning from peers 

sustains engagement. She described how digital tools create different types of participation in 

the classroom: “If you have an interactive smartboard in the classroom... I used it a lot, 

particularly with the younger students. You could project the book and other resources, making 

students more involved. It’s motivating because they pay more attention when they know they 

might be called on. It’s fun for them to come to the front, press buttons, and interact. That can 

be a real motivating factor”. 

The participants also mentioned that digital tools give students the chance to teach their 

teacher something new. As Ole explained, “Students are very knowledgeable. They’re 

incredibly skilled. I get a lot of help from them. They teach me a lot, and that gives them a 

sense of achievement, being able to teach older teachers something new”. Nils expanded on 

this, noting how this creates a sense of accomplishment for students: “They’re given the 

freedom to explore, and some of them might discover something I haven’t noticed. It becomes 

a shared learning experience. We learn together. I can say, ‘Wow, look at this! She’s found this 

answer or discovered this method.’ Then I’ll ask, ‘Can you explain how you did that?’ That’s 

great”. 

In conclusion, the interviewees agree that digital tools in maths offer adaptations that 

provide all students with the same opportunities for success, regardless of ability or need. Many 

programmes adjust the level of difficulty based on previous answers, promoting independent 

work. Additionally, several teachers noted that digital learning games ignite interest, making 

mathematics more motivating for many students. 

Negative Effects on Students 

While digital tools offer many opportunities, teachers also voiced concerns about the 

challenges technology presents to students’ learning. A common concern is that a wide variety 

of online tools encourages students to click through tasks without fully engaging, often rushing 

to complete them by guessing. Ingrid, for example, shared her experience: 

Sometimes they just sit and click through the tasks just to move on. We see this often. If 

websites and apps allow it, children will progress without thinking or critically assessing 

their answers. When they get something wrong, some don't even bother to ask—they just 

keep going. [...] It’s hard to stop this behaviour because it becomes automatic, and 

monitoring 22 students at once to see what each is doing is impossible. 

Kåre noted that notifications and lights from students’ iPads create a distracting 

environment and suggested that devices should be set aside for students to concentrate fully on 

classroom activities. He also stressed how digital tools often cause disruptions, as students’ 

familiarity with and interest in devices frequently pull their attention away from the task at 

hand: 

There are so many other things you can use an iPad for, and those distractions are always 

lurking in the background. It’s like having your phone on the table—you know a Snap 

could come in any moment, or that Messenger notification you’re waiting for could pop 

up. It’s the same for students with their iPads—there’s always something else tempting 

them. [...] It’s a massive distraction. 

Similarly, Ole observed how easy internet access can lead to distractions. He believes 

that digital tools often divert students’ focus from important learning: 
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I see individual students pushing boundaries, using the iPad or computer for things other 

than classwork. It’s so easy for them to switch between a subject page and another site 

like Safari or Google without us noticing. They pretend to be working. They quickly 

switch back when I approach. [...] They take advantage because they know more about 

it than I ever will. 

In summary, while digital tools offer valuable opportunities in mathematics education, 

teachers express concern over their potential to distract students and encourage superficial 

engagement. Many students rush through tasks without critical thought, often becoming 

distracted by the many features of their devices. Teachers also find it difficult to monitor 

behaviours effectively, as students can easily navigate between educational tasks and other 

online distractions, undermining their learning experience. 

The Teacher 

Adapted Teaching 

As previously mentioned, digital tools offer opportunities to tailor mathematics to students’ 

abilities and needs, providing better conditions for success within the classroom. The 

respondents claim that the teachers’ task of adapting lessons becomes significantly easier when 

using digital tools during planning. For example, Ole believes that technology allows for 

assigning tasks directly to students, rather than spending time photocopying for each 

individual: “I can assign tasks directly in Skolestudio3, for instance. It's great for adapting to 

each student’s level and development, so I can tailor tasks according to where they are. If a 

student is in Year 7 but works at a Year 5 level in maths, I can give appropriate tasks without 

wasting time at the photocopier”.  

Ole has noticed this saves a lot of time, a view shared by Kåre, who adds that “as long 

as there’s the internet, there are endless resources available”. Lars also takes advantage of 

digital tools for creating creative lessons, as the internet offers “room to find a bit of 

inspiration”. As he said, “[i]n maths specifically, there are so many apps and websites to find 

drills. I use maths puzzles as homework for those who want an extra challenge, so it’s primarily 

a tool for me. And there are many good tips out there, so I see it as more of a tool for myself”.  

According to Sigurd, teachers gain a clearer overview of students’ progress when 

working digitally, which helps them plan tailored lessons. As stated, “[i]t’s useful to get an 

overview of all the students – results, understanding – if the programmes are designed for that. 

You can check how long they’ve worked, what they’ve understood. It gives me an indicator 

that I can match with my own perception”. Ole experienced this when schools in Norway closed 

due to the Covid pandemic, and many teachers had to shift to digital teaching: 

Not all students can focus on a lesson in class, but digital tools can help by allowing 

students to receive instructions via Teams. This became very clear during the pandemic 

when we had to quickly switch to online teaching. Digitalisation really took off, and we 

had to adapt. It became much easier to give feedback directly in the text, without waiting 

until Friday to hand back a marked book. 

All in all, as teachers argued, digital tools in education offer significant benefits by 

allowing teachers to tailor lessons to individual students’ needs, streamline their workflow, and 

access a vast array of resources. Teachers find that digital platforms save time and enable them 

to provide quicker, more personalised feedback, which was especially valuable during the shift 

to online teaching. By offering better insights into students’ progress, these tools support more 

 
3 https://www.skolestudio.no/  
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effective and customised teaching, ultimately enhancing the learning experience for all 

students. 

Administrative Work and Planning  

Several participants highlight how digital tools have simplified administrative tasks. For Kari, 

daily life has become much easier since digitalisation, as she can now store everything in one 

place. With internet access, she can access all documents on her computer, phone, or iPad, no 

matter where she is. She explains: 

I have a much better overview of what I’ve covered and what I still need to cover because 

everything is in one document on my PC. I can also open it on my iPad or phone when 

I’m elsewhere. It’s stored in the cloud, so I can add things wherever I am without needing 

to carry a book. It’s made my daily life much easier.  

Anne relates to this and adds that communicating with students outside school hours has 

also become easier: 

I also distribute the weekly plan on Teams and communicate with the students. They can 

ask me questions if they’re unsure about something. [...] I can also acquire knowledge if 

there’s something I’m unsure about. [...] Yes, I use it a lot. [...] There’s no point in coming 

in on Thursday and saying you didn’t understand the homework because you have the 

opportunity to ask me throughout the week. If they’ve forgotten the homework at home, 

they can message me, and I’ll send it to them digitally. It gives them fewer excuses for 

not getting things done, and it significantly lightens the workload. [...] I find it practical 

for planning – doing things digitally and keeping them digital. Cloud storage allows me 

to access everything from both my iPad and PC.  

Anne sees mostly advantages in using digital tools, particularly for mathematics. For her, 

it has been a positive contribution to planning. Kåre agrees, adding that digital tools have been 

helpful for assigning homework. He shares that “[t]he availability of many online resources 

gives us another option for assigning homework, which can be useful. It provides variety for 

the students and allows me to follow up in different ways, beyond just collecting and marking 

or reviewing in class”. 

Overall, the majority of teachers report that the adaptation to digital tools has made their 

administrative work, especially in planning for mathematics lessons, significantly easier. 

Lack of Digital Competence 

The participating teachers’ use of digital tools in mathematics seems linked to their age. Anne, 

a younger teacher, feels confident using digital tools, having grown up with them. She explains, 

“I have sufficient competence [...] I enjoy it and probably learn most of it on my own. But it’s 

unfortunate that it depends on personal interest.” Ingrid shares a similar view, saying, “I 

remember some [tools] from university, but I’ve mostly kept up with them on my own. It hasn’t 

been an issue for me, but I imagine older teachers find it harder”. 

On the other hand, Ole is one of those who rarely use digital tools in mathematics, 

explaining that “I’m a bit old-fashioned, you know, so I use them very rarely, really”. Others 

of a similar age have stuck with traditional teaching methods, as this is what they feel 

comfortable with. Sigurd, for example, says that:  

[i]n primary school, too much goes wrong, I think. You try to show something on a 

screen, and it’s not synchronised. There’s just so much hassle, and I’m not that good with 

it. I’m not exactly a tech wizard. For me to use it, it has to work. When things don’t work, 

I struggle a bit. And we have to adjust, and the kids don’t have the software, or it doesn’t 
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come up, they make mistakes, ‘what am I doing wrong.’ There’s just so much of that, it 

gets a bit … It takes up a lot of time. […] And as I said, I’m not particularly comfortable 

using it. I can manage, but that’s about it. I feel it often takes a lot of time away from 

actual learning. 

For Sigurd, the use of digital tools detracts from time that could otherwise be spent 

teaching mathematics, a feeling also shared by others. Kari, for example, mentions that many 

teachers have to adapt because of how fast things have progressed. For her, this takes far too 

long. She believes this is one reason why some teachers choose not to incorporate digital tools 

in their mathematics lessons: 

It’s partly because progress has sped up a bit. You’ve been working in one way, and 

then suddenly you have to completely adapt. […] I think some teachers feel they don’t 

have the time to familiarise themselves with it properly, because their day is already so 

full. I think some see it as more of a time thief, and sometimes they don’t realise its 

value. If you’d invest the time, it might have made your day easier, but there’s just no 

time or energy to start that process.  

In summary, the use of digital tools in mathematics teaching seems to correlate with 

teachers’ age and ease with technology. Younger teachers tend to embrace these tools with 

confidence, while older teachers often prefer traditional methods, citing difficulties with 

technology and the additional time required for integration. The rapid pace of technological 

advancement has left some teachers feeling overwhelmed, viewing the adoption of digital tools 

as a time-consuming challenge rather than a beneficial resource for their teaching. 

The Subject of Mathematics 

Effective Support for School Mathematics  

The teachers provided examples of why they believe digital tools are effective for school 

mathematics. For Sofie, they are particularly useful for practising large quantities of tasks: “As 

I said, when we need to practise more. If I feel the book doesn’t have enough exercises, for 

example, the multiplication table or geometry, I use it for practice”. Similarly, Nils admits, 

“I’ve found the multiplication table to be really useful. I’ve used various websites and 

multiplication songs”. Astrid shares an example from her class: 

We use it a lot for number learning. [...] Especially geometry and things like that. For 

example, when working with volume, you can use Minecraft4. It becomes clear when 

you ask them to build something, pretending one block in Minecraft is a cubic centimetre, 

and they then build a cubic decimetre. The fact that the cubic decimetre contains so many 

more blocks than the centimetre is difficult for some students to grasp, but it becomes 

clear when you’re building block by block. [...] It’s also a platform the kids are familiar 

with, and I imagine they remember it better.  

Kari has also noticed that digital tools present mathematical ideas in ways a textbook 

cannot: 

I’ve looked at something called Brilliant5, a maths app. [...] It has great visualisations for 

understanding mathematics, showing how things look in practice. For example, when 

working with fractions, it provides excellent illustrations. I’m very focused on different 

models like that. [...] There are also apps for number lines, which you can generate with 

a few clicks instead of drawing them by hand.  

 
4 https://www.minecraft.net/en-us  
5 https://brilliant.org/  
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Overall, teachers’ experiences demonstrate that digital tools enhance the subject of 

mathematics by offering alternative methods and visual aids that engage students in new ways. 

These tools not only provide more practice opportunities but also allow for clearer 

demonstrations of complex topics and concepts, like geometry and number learning. By using 

platforms familiar to students, digital tools help motivate and support students in understanding 

mathematical ideas, making learning more accessible and effective. 

Challenges for School Mathematics  

For the teachers in this study, there is no doubt that school mathematics has changed over the 

years. For example, Sofie claims that “we are now more focused on understanding. […] There’s 

a bit less memorisation and more comprehension”. Ole, on the other hand, argues that the 

fundamental understanding of mathematics is lost if one solely relies on digital tools: 

I think they will miss out on the essential basic skills required. For example, in maths, 

physically using a protractor. How do you place it on the paper to get the correct angle? 

If it’s only done digitally, they will lose the basic skill of knowing what a protractor is 

and how to use it in the most elementary way. That will disappear.  

Ole believes that physical work with pen and paper is necessary for students to achieve 

the desired learning outcomes in mathematics. Lars also remarks, “I do think it’s unfortunate 

that so much has become digital, although it certainly offers opportunities. So, I think a good 

mix is important. Not just one or the other. […] No, it’s related to hand-eye coordination. So, 

I would never fully abandon pen and paper”. Kåre, in turn, gives an example of why he believes 

a combination is crucial: 

I think some students would feel less ownership if everything was done digitally. 

Research has also shown that holding a pencil triggers different processes in the brain 

compared to working digitally. So, I think it’s very important to do both. Of course, we 

need to include the digital aspect because we live in a digital world. We can’t rely only 

on pencils and books, but we can’t go fully digital either. I think we would lose something 

very important. […] I believe understanding might be slightly diminished, and students 

would have fewer tools to work with. They wouldn’t be able to just grab a grid book and 

sketch or make tally marks. They’d feel helpless if they found themselves without a 

computer one day. It could also affect their confidence and belief in their problem-solving 

abilities because there are always many ways to solve a problem.  

For the participants, the consensus is clear: while digital tools offer significant 

advantages in mathematics, they cannot entirely replace the value of physical work with pen 

and paper. They advocate for a balanced approach, combining digital and traditional methods, 

to ensure that students not only thrive in a digital world but also retain essential problem-

solving skills and the confidence that physical tools provide. 

Discussion 

The integration of digital tools in mathematics education offers both promising opportunities 

and significant challenges, as reflected in the experiences of the teachers interviewed. A 

prominent theme that emerged from the study is the potential of digital tools to enhance 

personalised learning. Several teachers shared examples of how these tools adjust to students’ 

individual needs, allowing for differentiated instruction that is difficult to achieve through 

traditional methods. For instance, tools like Kikora automatically increase the difficulty of 

tasks based on student performance, enabling learners to work at their own pace. This aligns 

with Swensen’s (2014) observations on the value of adaptive learning environments, 

particularly in subjects like mathematics, where student abilities vary widely. By allowing 

students to engage with material that matches their level of understanding, these tools foster 
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greater independence and confidence in learners, a conclusion supported by previous research 

(Viberg et al., 2023). 

In addition to fostering personalised learning, digital tools were reported to increase 

student motivation. Teachers described how the gamified aspects of many educational 

platforms transform mathematics from a subject, which students often find daunting into a 

more engaging experience. Several participants noted that students see these activities as less 

stressful and more like games, increasing the possibility of their active participation in lessons. 

This reflects the findings of Deater-Deckard et al. (2013) and Fadda et al. (2022), who argue 

that the interactive nature of digital tools can significantly enhance engagement, particularly 

when compared to more static, traditional learning methods. However, while motivation is a 

benefit, it is important to consider whether this heightened engagement consistently translates 

into deeper mathematical understanding, a question that remains open in the literature. 

Despite these advantages, the study also reveals significant concerns about the capacity 

for distraction when using digital tools. Teachers reported that students often become 

preoccupied with non-educational apps and websites, and this compromises their ability to 

focus on mathematical tasks. This issue is particularly acute in classrooms where students have 

open access to the internet or a wide range of apps, leading them to browse social media or 

play games during lessons. These findings align with those of Klette et al. (2018), who noted 

that while digital tools can enhance student engagement, they also introduce new distractions 

that are difficult for teachers to manage. Such distractions can impede the benefits of 

personalised learning, as students may fail to fully engage with the material, instead rushing 

through tasks without fully processing their answers. 

Related to the issue of distraction is the challenge of over-reliance on digital tools. Some 

teachers expressed concern that students, particularly those at the primary level, may become 

dependent on these tools for solving mathematical problems. As Ole pointed out, the frequent 

use of digital tools for calculations or visualisations could weaken students’ grasp of basic 

mathematical skills. This is consistent with Swensen’s (2014) suggestion that over-reliance on 

technology can impede the development of core competencies, such as mental arithmetic and 

manual problem-solving, which are essential for building a strong foundation in mathematics. 

While digital tools offer powerful ways to explore complex concepts, they must be integrated 

in ways that complement, rather than replace, traditional methods. 

Teacher competence with digital tools also emerged as a critical factor influencing their 

integration into mathematics education. Several participants, particularly those with more years 

of teaching experience, indicated a lack of confidence in using technology effectively. 

Teachers, like Sigurd, explained how they often avoid using digital tools due to technical 

difficulties and additional time required to integrate them meaningfully into lessons. This 

challenge reflects broader trends in the literature, where insufficient training and a lack of 

familiarity with digital platforms are cited as major barriers to the effective use of technology 

in education (Madsen, 2020). For digital tools to fulfil their potential to enhance mathematics 

instruction, teachers must receive adequate professional development that addresses both 

technical skills and pedagogical strategies for integrating technology into their teaching. 

Interestingly, the teachers in this study also emphasised the need for a balanced 

approach between digital and traditional teaching methods. While they acknowledged the value 

of digital tools for promoting engagement and individualised instruction, many expressed 

concerns that these tools alone are insufficient to develop a full range of mathematical skills. 

Ole’s reflections on the importance of manual tasks, such as using a protractor or completing 

problems by hand, underline the need to retain aspects of traditional mathematics education, 

which promotes foundational skills that technology cannot easily replicate. This perspective 
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aligns with the findings of Loong and Herbert (2018), who argue that a combination of digital 

and manual approaches is necessary to ensure that students develop both conceptual 

understanding and procedural fluency. 

In summary, while digital tools offer considerable advantages in mathematics education 

– particularly in terms of personalisation and engagement – they also introduce challenges that 

require careful navigation. Teachers must find ways to leverage these tools without allowing 

them to dominate the learning process, therefore ensuring that students remain focused to 

develop the necessary skills to succeed in mathematics. The findings of this study suggest that 

ongoing professional development is key to equipping teachers with the skills and confidence 

to integrate digital tools effectively. Moreover, a balanced approach that incorporates both 

digital and traditional methods may offer the best path forward, allowing students to benefit 

from the innovations of technology while preserving the strengths of manual problem-solving. 

Implications 

While this study was conducted within the specific context of Norwegian primary schools, 

some of the findings can be generalised to broader contexts, while others may remain unique 

to the local Norwegian educational system. Norway’s strong emphasis on digitalisation, as seen 

in government policies advocating for technology integration (Kunnskapsdepartementet, 

2023), provides a context where digital tools are more prevalent than in other educational 

systems. This has led to particular challenges and opportunities related to access, teacher 

training, and student engagement, which may not be directly applicable in countries with 

different levels of technological infrastructure or educational priorities. 

Regarding the context-specific interest of our findings, the teachers’ concerns about 

distractions from digital tools, such as students being tempted to engage with non-educational 

content during class, might be particularly heightened in Norway where individual devices are 

widely available to students (Klette et al., 2018). Additionally, the specific platforms and tools 

mentioned by the teachers, such as Kikora and Skolestudio, are tailored to the Norwegian 

curriculum, making some of the experiences and feedback context-specific. On the other hand, 

from a more global perspective, the broader pedagogical challenges of integrating digital tools 

into mathematics instruction (such as balancing traditional methods with digital tools, fostering 

student motivation through gamification, and concerns over students losing foundational skills 

due to over-reliance on technology) are themes that resonate with international research (e.g., 

Loong & Herbert, 2018; McCulloch et al., 2018). These findings suggest that many of the 

pedagogical strategies and reflections shared by Norwegian teachers could be relevant in other 

educational contexts where digital tools are being integrated into classrooms. 

Our study highlights implications for practice, teacher education, and policy, both 

within and beyond the Norwegian context. The effective use of digital tools necessitates 

significant investment in teacher education (Masoumi & Noroozi, 2023). Building teachers’ 

confidence and skills in utilising these tools is essential. Initial teacher education and 

professional development initiatives should prioritise equipping teachers with digital 

pedagogical expertise through hands-on learning, encompassing both technical and 

instructional applications. Digital tools have the potential to enhance engagement and enable 

personalised learning, but striking a balance between technology and more “conventional” 

approaches is crucial. Integrating the strengths of digital tools, such as visualisation and 

adaptive learning, with analogue approaches, including the use of concrete materials and 

geometric drawings, can promote a deeper understanding of mathematics (Sarama & Clements, 

2016). Furthermore, teachers need strategies to manage distractions in technology-enhanced 

classrooms. Measures such as restricting access to non-educational apps and websites can help 

maintain focus (Neuwirth, 2022). In addition, equitable access to quality digital tools and 
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reliable internet infrastructure is vital (Imran, 2023). Funding must address regional disparities 

and include regular updates to tools, devices, and technical support. Finally, curriculum 

guidelines should clearly define the role of digital tools in mathematics, ensuring alignment 

with learning objectives and their integration with traditional methods (Livingstone, 2019).  

Reflections on the Use of the Didactical Tetrahedron as a Theoretical Framework 

The use of Ruthven’s (2012) adaptation of the didactical tetrahedron in this study provided a 

comprehensive approach to analysing how digital tools shape interactions in the mathematics 

classroom. Incorporating technology as a fourth component within the traditional teacher-

student-content triangle proved particularly useful in understanding the multifaceted impacts 

of digitalisation. This framework allowed us to recognise not only the potential of digital tools 

in enhancing instruction but also the complexity of their integration into pedagogical practices. 

While the application of this framework provided valuable insights within the Norwegian 

context, it holds broader relevance for global educational settings as well. In any educational 

environment where digital tools are introduced, the didactical tetrahedron can serve as a robust 

model for understanding the interplay between teachers, students, content, and technology. By 

framing technology as an active agent in the learning process, this model encourages educators 

and policymakers worldwide to consider not just the availability of digital tools, but how they 

reshape teaching strategies and learning outcomes. This perspective can guide the 

implementation of technology in classrooms globally, ensuring that it complements rather than 

disrupts the learning process. Furthermore, the framework’s adaptability to various educational 

settings suggests that its use can transcend local specificities, offering a universal lens through 

which to examine the integration of digital tools. In contexts where digital tools are being 

introduced with varying degrees of teacher confidence or student engagement, the didactical 

tetrahedron helps in identifying and addressing challenges similar to those observed in the 

Norwegian context, such as teacher preparedness or student distraction. As educational systems 

around the world continue to embrace digitalisation, the didactical tetrahedron can offer a 

valuable framework for both researchers and educators to navigate these changes. 

Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research 

Overall, our findings support several previous studies in this field, contributing to the existing 

body of knowledge and enhancing the understanding of the topic. This strengthens the 

confidence in both our findings and the broader literature. However, like many qualitative 

studies, our research has limitations. One such limitation is that findings from a smaller number 

of participants may not be easily transferable to all contexts (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015). While 

the aim of this study is not to generalise to the wider teacher population of Norway, we 

acknowledge that a larger number of participants could have provided a more diverse 

foundation for exploring the possibilities and challenges associated with digital tools. 

On the other hand, focusing on one specific school allows us to delve deeply into how 

teachers there work to ensure good learning outcomes in alignment with societal developments. 

Although a smaller sample offers less variation, it provides detailed, context-rich insights, 

which are highly valuable in qualitative research. It is important to recognise that the findings 

from this particular school may not reflect the experiences of all teachers across Norway. 

Several factors, such as the municipality’s economy, access to digital resources, and individual 

teachers’ experiences with technology, could influence how digital tools are perceived and 

used in the classroom. 

Researchers and practitioners must be mindful of various measures to ensure the quality 

of the research despite these limitations. Furthermore, the formulation of our research questions 

acknowledges that the findings will be shaped by subjective experiences, opinions, and 
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interpretations, which is typical in qualitative studies. That said, these limitations present 

opportunities for further research. If there is a desire to expand this work, we suggest including 

a broader sample of teachers from different regions in Norway to compare findings and 

potentially increase the transferability of the results. Additionally, while this study focuses on 

teachers’ perspectives, future research could explore the views of other key actors, such as 

students, curriculum designers, teacher educators, and parents, offering a more comprehensive 

understanding of the use of digital tools in mathematics. 
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Abstract 

Black youth face unique challenges stemming from constant exposure to systemic and cultural 

racism, discrimination, and lack of access to culturally responsive services meeting their needs, 

which significantly impacts their emotional well-being, career trajectories, and civic engagement. 

The research project explores the benefits of a culturally responsive program called Catharsis 

offered by the non-profit organization Generation Chosen, which focuses on supporting Black 

youth with their mental health, emotional intelligence, and civic engagement. Data was collected 

between December 2022 and April 2023. Surveys and focus groups were administered to Black 

youth aged 15 to 20 in Toronto, Canada, who attended programming in the Jane and Finch 

community known as a racialized under-resourced neighbourhood. Twenty-nine surveys and two 

focus groups were administered, totalling 55 respondents. Critical Race Theory (CRT) as a 

theoretical framework was applied to centre the lived experiences of the youth and listen to their 

concerns and ideas as counter-narratives. Thematic analysis and triangulation of the data indicated 

that culturally responsive, trauma-informed programming can enhance emotional intelligence and 

lead to better coping mechanisms to manage stress and cope with systemic barriers. Participants 

reported improved life skills and mental health by accessing culturally responsive mental health 

service providers and engaging with staff who had similar lived experiences who modelled 

vulnerability as a form of strength and maturity. The research contributes to filling in the research 

gap in the Canadian context around the importance of culturally responsive, trauma-informed 

programming for Black youth and how it can foster healthy identity development and larger 

community benefits. 

Keywords: trauma-informed, mental health, Black youth, culturally responsive, emotional 

intelligence 
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Introduction 

In today's multicultural society, Black youth face unique challenges stemming from systemic 

racism, discrimination, and lack of access to culturally responsive services, which significantly 

impact their emotional well-being, career trajectories, and civic engagement (Alvarez, 2020; 

Bailey et al., 2023; Brandford, 2020; Colour of Poverty-Colour of Change, 2019; Eizadirad, 2017; 

James, 2017; Hanna, 2019; Maynard, 2022; McMurtry & Curling, 2008). Given the profound 

effects of systemic inequities, this research project explored the benefits of a culturally responsive 

program offered by a Black-led and Black-serving non-profit organization called Generation 

Chosen, focusing on mental health, emotional intelligence, and civic engagement. Emotional 

intelligence (EI) as defined by Generation Chosen (2024) examines how individuals function and 

perform under duress. It refers to “the ability to recognize, understand, and manage one's emotions 

effectively, as well as empathize with others” (para. 4).  

Using Critical Race Theory (CRT) as the theoretical framework (Leonardo, 2013), this 

study employed surveys and focus groups to engage predominantly Black youth aged 15 to 20 in 

Toronto, Canada, who participated in programming within the Jane and Finch community. This is 

a community in Toronto recognized for its racialized and under-resourced characteristics. The data 

collection process, conducted from December 2022 to April 2023, was designed to intentionally 

prioritize storytelling, ensuring that participants' lived experiences were expressed authentically 

and amplified. Twenty-nine surveys and two focus groups were administered, with 55 respondents 

contributing to the findings. Thematic analysis and triangulation were utilized to ensure a 

comprehensive understanding of the data. The objective was to gather insights about Generation 

Chosen's trauma-informed Catharsis program, designed to provide Black youth and young adults 

with the soft skills necessary to navigate adverse emotional disturbances and interpersonal 

relationships fraught with psycho-social tensions (Generation Chosen, 2024, para. 1). The research 

questions guiding this study include: What are the lived experiences, particularly barriers and 

significant stressors, for Black youth living in an under-resourced community in Toronto? What 

are the benefits of accessing culturally responsive, trauma-informed programming? How can such 

programming foster positive self-identity development and community engagement and facilitate 

healing from trauma?  

This study highlights the importance of providing spaces where Black youth can articulate 

their experiences, predominantly challenges in navigating systemic racism and connecting them 

with mental health services for healing and thriving. Although many studies have examined 

trauma-informed practices in educational and alternative community settings (McCallops et al., 

2019; Skinner-Osei et al., 2019; Zarifsanaiey et al., 2022), few have focused on racialized trauma 

within programs offered by non-profit organizations (Bailey et al., 2023; Eizadirad et al., 2024; 

Williams et al., 2013). This gap is crucial to address, given the increased systemic barriers faced 

by Black identities in their interactions with institutions and exposure to inequitable policies and 

practices outside of schools and in the justice system (Government of Canada, 2022). The COVID-

19 pandemic intensified these systemic disadvantages, particularly for Black identities from under-

resourced communities (Causadias et al., 2022; Eizadirad & Sider, 2020; Eizadirad et al., 2022; 

Gallagher-Mackay et al., 2021; Toronto Foundation, 2023). As Abdul‑Adil and Suárez (2021) 

point out,  

Youth exposed to community violence usually experience a myriad of adverse 

consequences with multiple difficulties reported even among those who are “fortunate” to 

survive violent exposures and incidents. Traumatic stress, one of the most commonly 
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reported consequences associated with youth exposed to community violence, is 

particularly prevalent among urban, low-income ethnic minority youth, many of whom are 

already suffering from significant socio-economic disparities and poly-victimization 

vulnerabilities. (p. 334) 

In response, there is a pressing need for programming that not only addresses emotional well-being 

but also acknowledges and incorporates the cultural realities and experiences of Black youth. This 

research contributes to filling a significant gap in the Canadian context by exploring the role of 

such programming in fostering positive self-identity development for Black youth. 

Author Positionalities 

Outlining the positionality of the authors in research exploring trauma in Black youth from a CRT 

perspective is critical to transparently acknowledge the researcher's own social location, biases, 

privileges, and influences. The information also provides a contextual understanding of the study's 

framing for the readers (Hanna, 2019; Lopez, 2003; Matias, 2016). This promotes reflexivity, 

allowing readers to assess how the authors' perspectives and lived experiences shape the 

interpretation and analysis of the data.  

Marcella Bollers (she/they) prefers to go by the name Nawesa. She is of Afro-Guyanese 

heritage and was born in downtown Toronto. They lived part of their early childhood in Regent 

Park, which historically has been another racialized under-resourced community in Toronto and 

recently undergone gentrification. She later moved to the east end with her family to the Upper 

Beaches neighbourhood. They graduated from the Factor-Inwentash Faculty of Social Work at the 

University of Toronto, specializing in Social Justice and Diversity.  

Ardavan Eizadirad (he/him) immigrated to Canada in 1998 as an immigrant from Iran and 

grew up in Toronto, Canada. His grade six teacher, Mr. Eric Tiessen, built a great relationship with 

him and mentored him to overcome the challenges of being an English as a Second Language 

learner. Mr. Tiessen encouraged Ardavan to play basketball as a tool to express his anger and 

frustrations. Ardavan fell in love with the sport, and the life skills and discipline he gained from 

playing competitive basketball helped him drastically. Through basketball, he was connected with 

numerous caring adults who supported him in navigating challenges in life on and off the 

basketball court. After high school, Ardavan attended university, where he met Dwayne and 

Joseph, the co-founders of Generation Chosen. They all pursued teaching as a career and have kept 

in touch through various community projects and activism initiatives. Ardavan is now an Assistant 

Professor in the Faculty of Education at Wilfrid Laurier University. The two co-authors met while 

Ardavan was teaching a graduate course titled ‘Social Work with Communities and Organizations’ 

in the Social Work program at the University of Toronto. 

History of the Jane and Finch Community:  

A Case Study of Systemic Oppression and Neglect 

The Jane and Finch neighbourhood is a well-known community in northwest Toronto that is not 

adequately resourced with opportunities and infrastructure compared to predominantly white and 

higher socioeconomic status neighbourhoods (Ahmadi, 2018; Eizadirad, 2017; Narain, 2012; 

Richardson, 2008; Williams et al., 2013). Our analysis prioritizes a neighbourhood-level 

comparison focusing on the Jane and Finch community as a case study. Gorski (2018) outlines 

various “dimensions of the educational opportunity gap” (p. 103), which are helpful in analyzing 

disparities in opportunities amongst schools and communities in different neighbourhoods. Some 
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factors to consider include differences in school funding, availability of resources, student-to-

teacher ratios, opportunities for family involvement, and the extent of access to various 

technologies. By extension, we refer to the term “opportunity gap” (Abudiab et al., 2023), which 

refers to the intersection of systemic inequities that create barriers for minoritized identities and 

communities to access opportunities to achieve their full potential. The opportunity gap can be 

compared in terms of individuals, schools, neighbourhoods, regions, or countries. Whereas the 

achievement gap (Knoester & Au, 2017) examines outcomes on tests as the barometer for 

identifying the magnitude of inequities in education, the opportunity gap (Colour of Poverty- 

Colour of Change, 2019; James, 2017) provides a more holistic community analysis going beyond 

the individual realm to explore the systemic inequities that serve as barriers impacting student 

achievement in schools across different social groups (Gallagher-Mackay et al., 2021; Williams et 

al., 2013; Carter & Welner, 2013).  

Historically and up until now, the Jane and Finch community’s identity has been 

characterized by unemployment, single-parent households, and a high percentage of racialized 

peoples, which makes it a constant target of negative media portrayals and stereotypes (Ahmadi, 

2018; Braganza, 2020; Richardson, 2008; Williams et al., 2013). The neighbourhood attracts 

newcomers and immigrants due to its lower rent and subsidized housing. Residents are 

predominantly from the Caribbean, Asia, Africa, South America, and India (Richardson, 2008). 

Initially, the land was taken care of by Indigenous Peoples (Downsview Weston Action 

Community with assistance from York University’s Community Relations Department, as cited in 

Eizadirad, 2017). In the 1400s, through colonial tactics associated with violence, Indigenous 

Peoples were displaced by European settlers. Subsequently, the land was claimed by the 

Government of Canada and appropriated for different uses, including accelerated building of 

apartments to meet housing demands after World War Two. As Eizadirad (2017) points out, “This 

linear style of hollow urban planning, without much thought to the internal infrastructure of the 

neighbourhood, led to the population of Jane and Finch expanding from 1,301 in 1961 to 33,030 

in 1971, which included the establishment of 21 high-rise apartment buildings” (p. 29). The 

neighbourhood continued to experience exponential growth into the 1970s and 1980s without 

adequate resources and infrastructure, contributing to the rise in unemployment and crime 

associated with a lack of opportunities for the residents (Ahmadi, 2018; Narain, 2012; Richardson, 

2008). Below are various statistics about more recent demographics of the Humber River-Black 

Creek neighbourhood, which includes the Jane and Finch community: 

• 78% are visible minorities compared to 56% city-wide. 

• Black (25%), South Asian (14%), and Southeast Asian (10%) are the most predominant 

visible minorities. 

• $37,240 is the average income which is $24,810 less than the Toronto average. 

• 31.4% of housing is subsidized housing. 

• 64% of the residents are first-generation immigrants, significantly higher than the 

Toronto-wide average of 53%. 

• 28% are refugees, a higher number compared to the Toronto average of 18%. 

• 41% of its residents have a post-secondary certificate, diploma, or degree compared to the 

City-wide average of 62%. 

• 58% labour force participation rate compared to 64% City-wide average (City of Toronto, 

2021; Statistics Canada, 2016; Statistics Canada, 2021). 
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The majority of the residents of Jane and Finch continue to be visible minorities and 

immigrants (Ahmadi, 2018). The neighbourhood continues to be a site of systemic oppression and 

institutional abandonment when it comes to the opportunity gap. Residents continue to experience 

systemic racism, state violence, and oppression, which shows up in the forms of inadequate 

housing, food insecurity, lack of resources, and inequitable social policies (Eizadirad, 2017; 

Richardson, 2008). The roots of the problems are in the intergenerational impact of colonization 

intersecting with poverty, racism, racial/ethnic, and gender inequalities (Braganza, 2020; Colour 

of Poverty-Colour of Change, 2019; Gorski, 2018; Government of Canada, 2022). We specially 

name and emphasize that the current conditions of the Jane and Finch community are largely 

influenced and driven by anti-Black racism, white supremacy, deficit thinking, and the devaluation 

of racialized persons (James, 2017; Maynard, 2022; McMurtry & Curling, 2008). 

Theoretical Framework: Critical Race Theory (CRT) and Storytelling 

The theoretical framework for this research project combines CRT with storytelling (Garo & 

Lawson, 2019; Solinger et al., 2008; Zarifsanaiey et al., 2022). CRT is crucial for understanding 

the multifaceted experiences of Black youth in under-resourced communities (Dixson & Rousseau, 

2016; Gajaria et al., 2021; Leonardo, 2013; Lopez, 2003). By examining how societal structures 

perpetuate disparities in education, access to opportunities, and extent of social mobility 

(Blackburn, 2019; Carter & Welner, 2013; Gallagher-Mackay et al., 2021; Gorski, 2018; James, 

2017), CRT moves beyond individual-level analysis to spotlight the influence of historical 

inequities and institutional factors contributing to creating magnitudes of disadvantage. 

A central tenet of CRT is the privileging of stories and counter-stories, especially those 

told by people of colour. Lopez (2003) highlights this approach, explaining that CRT scholars 

recognize two differing accounts of reality: the dominant reality, which appears “ordinary and 

natural” to most, and a racial reality that has been “filtered out, suppressed, and censored” (p. 84). 

This research applies CRT to centre the lived experiences and perspectives of Black youth as 

counter-narratives, captured through surveys and focus groups. These youths’ embodied 

experiences at school and in their communities, along with their emotions, are documented and 

interpreted as critical data reflecting how they navigate systemic disadvantage and, more 

importantly, how they cope with such challenges.  

The use of personal narratives in this context is not only methodologically significant but 

also serves a healing purpose by centring the lived experiences of the Black youth as told through 

their own words. Bowman (2018) argues that storytelling is a fundamental human need, allowing 

individuals to express their concerns and be heard. In alignment with CRT, our methodology 

triangulated data collected through surveys, creating opportunities for youth to expand on their 

stories and lived experiences further through the focus groups. The intersection of storytelling and 

CRT provided a framework that acknowledges the lived experiences and emotions of Black youth 

as valuable, insightful data. By centring their expressions of racialized pain and trauma, we present 

counternarratives to dominant discourses that are often proclaimed as neutral and colour-blind but 

are, in fact, harmful. These dominant discourses are often saturated with neoliberal and 

meritocracy ideologies that focus on individualistic factors rather than examining systemic 

conditions that impact access to opportunities (Hanna, 2019; Matias, 2016; Yancy, 2016). 

Therefore, centring counter-narratives is significant and vital for disrupting deficit thinking about 

Black identities and communities and amplifying their concerns in ways that advocate for personal 

and systemic change. The youth narratives help identify systemic gaps within institutions and how 

to address them to help Black youth thrive despite being in vulnerable circumstances (Chioneso et 
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al., 2020). Overall, CRT seeks not just to analyze but to catalyze meaningful societal 

transformation toward equity and justice, in the process empowering Black voices and fostering 

critical thinking and activism. 

Methodology, Data Collection, and Characteristics of Research Participants 

Generation Chosen (https://www.generationchosen.ca/) offers culturally responsive programs and 

services within the Jane and Finch community. As an organization, they focus on four key pillars 

which have trauma-informed practices embedded in their philosophical fabric. As Skinner-Osei et 

al. (2019) remind us,  

Developing a trauma-informed programming involves cultivating an environment that 

recognizes the impact of traumatic childhood experiences “while striving for a physically 

and psychologically safe environment for both youth and staff in detention” (Pickens, 

2016, p. 226) […] trauma-informed care [TIC] is an evidence-based practice that teaches 

service providers and their organizations about the triggers and vulnerabilities of trauma 

survivors and employs effective interventions to treat traumatic responses (2015). TIC 

“involves understanding, anticipating, and responding to peoples’ expectations and needs, 

and minimizing the chances of re-traumatizing someone who is trying to heal […]” 

(SAMHSA, 2015). (pp. 10-11) 

The four pillars of Generation Chosen are Mental Health, Emotional Intelligence, Education, and 

Civic Engagement. Led by Black staff and a team of professionals, Generation Chosen is devoted 

to enhancing the emotional intelligence of Black youth and young adults from underserved 

communities. They focus on interrupting the intergenerational cycles of poverty, 

disenfranchisement, and trauma by facilitating access to mental health providers, educational 

programs, financial literacy, mentorship, and financial support for post-secondary education and 

business startups.  

The research focused on Generation Chosen’s trauma-informed Catharsis Program. The 

program participants are Black youth who live in the Jane and Finch community. Through weekly 

evening programming led by Black mentors, the youth are encouraged to share their narratives 

reflecting their identities and lived experiences. The program is geared towards providing Black 

youth with the soft skills to navigate adverse emotional disturbances and psycho-social tensions. 

For those seeking therapeutic support, the program also offers free therapy with a wide range of 

therapy streams, including art therapy and cognitive behavioural therapy.  

The research project was funded by the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council 

(SSHRC) and approved by a university research ethics board. At the project's outset, we 

established a collaborative process with the leadership team at Generation Chosen. We held 

monthly meetings with co-founders Joseph and Dwayne to co-construct survey questions and 

finalize the timelines for administering the surveys and the focus groups. This collaborative 

approach ensured that the questions were culturally relevant to the Black youth participating in the 

study. 

The Catharsis program was offered in cycles from September 2022 to April 2023. Data 

was gathered in December 2022 and April 2023, coinciding with the conclusion of each cohort's 

4-month participation in the program. Surveys were administered anonymously to twenty-nine 

youth participants through Qualtrics, a secure data collection platform with servers located in 

Canada. The sample size of twenty-nine surveys was selected based on the availability of 
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participants in the program's cohort. While not large, it provides rich, in-depth qualitative insights 

(Creswell & Clark, 2017). The focus on a smaller group allowed for more detailed and 

individualized narratives. The survey took approximately twenty minutes to complete and included 

a combination of open-ended and Likert scale questions. It was designed to capture identity-based 

demographic information as well as participants' experiences in the Catharsis program. To enrich 

our understanding and ensure the validity of the data, we triangulated the survey results with 

insights from two focus groups. The first focus group was conducted in December 2022 with 10 

participants and the second in April 2023 with 16 participants. Both focus groups were held in 

person at Emery Collegiate, a high school where the program is offered on weekday evenings. 

Each focus group lasted 60 minutes and was facilitated by the co-authors. In total, we gathered 

data from twenty-nine survey respondents and twenty six focus group participants, with some 

overlap in participation. Among the 55 respondents, 15 identified as female and 40 as male. The 

average age of participants was 17 years old, with the majority coming from African Caribbean 

backgrounds, including Black, Somali, and Asian (South Asian and Filipino) communities. As a 

gesture of appreciation for their time and contributions, each research participant received a $25 

gift card.  

Data Analysis: Emerging Themes from Surveys and Focus Groups 

Data from surveys and focus groups were systematically examined by the authors using CRT as a 

guiding paradigm, alongside thematic analysis as a methodology (Clarke & Braun, 2017; Denzin 

& Lincoln, 2000; Plano Clark & Creswell, 2015). The authors read through the focus group 

transcripts and survey responses and compared notes to identify and code recurring keywords 

(Miles et al., 2014). These codes were not only grounded in the participants' lived experiences but 

also aligned with key trends in the literature review. For example, recurring keywords like 

‘trauma,’ ‘stress,’ and ‘supports’ were coded from participant narratives, and related codes were 

grouped to form overarching themes such as ‘culturally responsive programming’ and ‘supportive 

staff’s influence’. Through this process, the narratives of Black youth, particularly their 

descriptions of what effective programming looks like and how it aids their healing from trauma, 

were instrumental in shaping the study's thematic framework. This coding process facilitated the 

emergence of prominent themes, including the significance of culturally responsive programming 

in boosting confidence and engagement, the role of relatable staff in creating safer spaces, and the 

impact of accessing experiential learning opportunities to strengthen cultural community 

connections. These themes were then used to structure the findings, with examples from the 

participants' responses illustrating how the themes manifested in their experiences. Through this 

thematic analysis, the research team was able to draw meaningful connections between the 

participants' experiences and broader social and educational challenges faced by Black youth.  

Theme #1: Increased Confidence and Engagement Through Access to Culturally 

Responsive Programming and Access to Black Mental Health Practitioners  

Survey and focus group responses from Generation Chosen participants reveal the significant 

impact that culturally responsive programming has on their confidence and engagement. For 

example, one participant shared how learning about “the economy of society and the difference 

between rich and wealthy people” empowered them. They explained that this lesson, which 

focused on the topic of “generational wealth,” helped them understand systemic wealth disparities 

in relation to their own lived experiences, particularly how historical and structural factors in Jane 

and Finch have limited their access to economic opportunities. This understanding made them feel 

more prepared to make informed financial decisions and advocate for economic justice within their 
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community. The participant specifically remarked, “It made me realize how the rich get richer 

historically and how we can also make smart choices for our community.” This sentiment 

demonstrates how programming that integrates discussions of systemic inequities within culturally 

relevant contexts helps participants see themselves as agents of change, capable of addressing 

issues that directly affect them and their communities. 

Another participant highlighted the value of learning about “Black mental health and 

emotional intelligence,” a topic rarely covered in traditional education but highly pertinent to their 

personal and community challenges. They underscored the importance of such programming in 

providing culturally specific knowledge which addressed the stressors faced by Black youth, 

including discrimination, racial profiling, and cultural disconnection. These challenges, often 

compounded by underrepresentation and exclusion in school curricula for Black youth, have 

significant emotional and psychological effects contributing to increased stress, anxiety, and 

depression (Gajaria et al., 2021; Gallagher-Mackay et al., 2021; Maynard, 2002).  

Beyond creating spaces to talk about relevant topics with program participants, Generation 

Chosen connects participants with Black mental health practitioners, ensuring accessibility 

through no-cost services. Culturally responsive programming helped reduce stress in program 

participants by creating a space where Black youth can see themselves and their cultural realities 

reflected in the content, fostering positive identity development and facilitating healing from 

traumas (Azzopardi & McNeill, 2016; Braganza, 2020; Imad, 2020; McCallops et al., 2019). This 

type of programming is not just about imparting knowledge. It is about meeting the specific needs 

of Black youth in a way that acknowledges their lived experiences and neighbourhood realities. 

One participant expressed that through Catharsis, they “learned to love themself,” illustrating how 

programming that centres on Black identities can foster personal growth and self-acceptance. 

Another participant described the program as “A safe space where you can be vulnerable. They do 

not judge you, and you can talk about issues that impact you.”  

Culturally responsive programming is intentionally designed to address systemic barriers 

that impact Black youth while also providing access to opportunities that might otherwise be 

unavailable or unaffordable, such as learning about financial literacy education, explanations of 

debt and credit scores, experiencing outdoor excursions like camping, and support for 

entrepreneurial initiatives. These culturally nuanced activities offered by Generation Chosen to 

participants promoted a sense of belonging and cultural identity, contributing to improved 

emotional well-being. Additionally, incorporating culturally specific mental health practices such 

as meditation and traditional healing methods (e.g., djembe drumming, dance, healing circles, and 

storytelling) further enhanced emotional regulation and stress management among the Black 

youth. Many participants remarked that Generation Chosen “teaches life skills,” “talks to you on 

your level,” “provides the resources we need,” and “models the application of emotional 

intelligence in real-world scenarios.” These strategies, combined with culturally responsive 

practices, were significant in improving the mental health and confidence of program participants. 

As one participant noted, "We are given space to be ourselves, and this makes it feel more like a 

community.”  
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Theme #2: Relatable Staff Creating Brave and Safer Spaces by Modeling Vulnerability and 

How to Manage Stressors 

Survey and focus group responses emphasized the pivotal role that relatable staff played in 

creating brave and safer spaces for participants. Staff members were repeatedly mentioned as 

being influential by modeling vulnerability and providing guidance on managing stressors and 

talking about issues that impact participants in their neighbourhood. One participant noted, “The 

staff are great. They always listen to us and treat us like equals. I trust them with my problems 

because they’ve gone through similar things in the community.” This quote underscores how 

staff shared their own experiences with adversity, making them more relatable to the youth. By 

discussing their personal struggles with racism, economic hardship, or mental health, staff not 

only build trust but also showed youth how to manage similar stressors in their own lives and 

provide them with the hope that they can overcome challenges. For example, youth in the focus 

group and surveys expressed how they know “lots of people who went to jail or have gotten 

shot,” experiences that staff could relate to and help them navigate. This modelling of 

vulnerability allowed participants to feel safer discussing personal challenges, knowing that the 

staff can empathize and offer practical support based on lived experiences and, as an extension, 

connect them with mental health practitioners of the same race. 

Participants emphasized how transparency and relatability modelled by program staff 

fostered an environment where they felt understood and supported. For example, one participant 

remarked, “The staff talk to us, not at us, and that makes all the difference.” This reflects the effort 

of staff to engage youth in respectful, two-way conversations, further reinforcing a sense of 

empowerment among the participants. Additionally, the focus on shared cultural backgrounds and 

race between staff and youth helps solidify these connections. As one participant expressed, “The 

staff know what it’s like growing up in a place like this. They don’t judge. They get it.” Relatable 

staff who share similar cultural and community backgrounds created an atmosphere where 

participants felt safer expressing their emotions and being vulnerable to discuss life struggles or 

past traumas. This connection is not just about understanding but also about modelling emotional 

intelligence in real-time. Staff often shared stories about how they have handled stress, trauma, or 

failure, and this openness served as a real-life demonstration of coping strategies (Anucha et al., 

2017; Bailey et al., 2023; Blackburn, 2019; Day et al., 2016). For instance, one participant 

highlighted that a staff member shared how they navigated feelings of anger and frustration 

growing up in the neighbourhood and losing a friend to gun violence, which helped the participant 

open up and share and, by extension, learn to manage their own emotions more effectively.  

Through Catharsis, youth are encouraged to reflect on their emotions and learn how to 

manage external pressures such as peer pressure, love, and body image. These topics are central 

to the weekly programming, where consistency and staff modeling of vulnerability provide 

participants with tools for emotional awareness and coping. One participant shared, “At first, I 

didn’t want to talk about my feelings, but seeing how open the staff are made me feel comfortable. 

Now, I’m better at expressing myself.” This newfound willingness to engage in more forthright 

communication reflects how the program creates an environment of trust, enabling participants to 

confront their challenges in a supportive and affirming space. CRT supports this focus on fostering 

trust and emotional safety by centering the lived experiences of marginalized youth and validating 

the importance of culturally relevant and affirming spaces in overcoming systemic barriers (Lopez, 

2003; Matias, 2016). 
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Generation Chosen also ensures that youth have access to social workers and therapists, 

recognizing that mental health support must be both culturally relevant and accessible. For many 

participants, discussing personal topics related to violence, trauma, and systemic inequities can be 

emotionally taxing and triggering. The inclusion of culturally aligned social workers and therapists 

addresses this need, creating avenues for deeper healing and growth. Social workers, while distinct 

from the everyday staff, are integral to the program’s holistic approach. As one participant 

described, with the guidance of a social worker, they “learned how to talk about feelings within a 

year and articulate feelings without feeling anxiety.” This demonstrates the critical role of 

professional mental health support in equipping youth with emotional regulation skills and coping 

mechanisms.  

The program's relationship-building efforts, such as shared meals and discussions, further 

foster a sense of community. These culturally relevant practices align with CRT’s emphasis on 

creating counter spaces that resist deficit thinking and center collective well-being (Eizadirad et 

al., 2022). For instance, one participant noted, “I’ve seen so many people in my community end 

up in jail or worse, but the staff here get it. They’ve been through it and help us see other ways 

out.” This reflects how staff leverage their lived experiences to provide practical guidance, helping 

youth navigate not only emotional well-being but also broader life decisions. Another participant 

remarked, “Before, I used to overreact, and now I’m more calm,” underscoring the direct influence 

of staff guidance on participants’ emotional growth. These moments of connection and growth 

demonstrate how culturally relevant relationship-building promotes emotional resilience and self-

regulation among youth. 

Participants frequently highlighted the importance of having Black mentors and leaders 

within the program. These mentors, through their shared cultural and lived experiences, create a 

safer and trusting environment where youth feel understood and valued. As one participant shared, 

“I don’t feel safe going to my parents or even discussing certain issues with my friends, but I can 

talk to staff in the program.” This sentiment illustrates the critical role of relatable staff in providing 

youth with a secure space to explore sensitive issues that they may not feel comfortable addressing 

elsewhere. Additionally, participants reported significant benefits from working with Black social 

workers, including learning to articulate their feelings and addressing personal issues with greater 

clarity and confidence. By recognizing the effects of trauma associated with feelings of isolation 

or depression and equipping participants with tools to process and heal from it, Generation Chosen 

exemplifies CRT’s principle of centering the voices and needs of marginalized communities to 

disrupt systemic inequities. This program validates participants’ cultural identities and lived 

experiences, helping them build positive self-concepts and stronger connections to their 

community. In doing so, it fosters a sense of belonging, enabling youth to navigate systemic 

barriers and envision possibilities for their future (Alvarez, 2020; Anucha et al., 2017; Barnes, 

2019; Gajaria et al., 2021; Jones & Boufard, 2012).  

Theme #3: Strengthening Cultural and Community Connections by Creating Access to 

Opportunities Beyond the Neighbourhood 

Responses from participants emphasized the importance of strengthening cultural and community 

connections and accessing opportunities beyond their immediate neighbourhood as essential to 

their personal growth and identity development (Chioneso et al., 2020; Ticar & Edwards, 2022; 

Zarifsanaiey et al., 2022). One participant reflected on the value of these opportunities stating, “It 

allows us to meet a lot of new people that come with connections and gives us the opportunity to 

experience real-life scenarios and future opportunities.” This insight underscores how experiential 
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learning activities offered by the program, such as meeting Black mentors, community leaders, 

and professionals, created pathways for personal and professional development. These activities 

exposed participants to diverse perspectives and helped them expand their understanding of social 

and professional networks beyond the confines of their community. 

CRT provides a lens to understand the transformative impact of these experiences by 

emphasizing the need for counter spaces where marginalized individuals can challenge systemic 

barriers and connect with culturally affirming role models. These counter spaces are vital for 

fostering cultural pride and empowerment among Black youth, as demonstrated through activities 

like overnight camps. While one participant described the camp as “super memorable,” the 

significance extended far beyond creating lasting memories. Participants shared how the camps 

fostered teamwork, facilitated meaningful personal reflection, and cultivated cultural pride. For 

instance, one participant elaborated, “At camp, we had deep conversations about our cultural 

backgrounds and how we can support each other as a community. It made me feel connected to 

my roots in a way that school never does.” This example illustrates how the camp served as a 

counter space where Black youth could engage in meaningful cultural discussions within a 

supportive environment, deepening their understanding of their heritage while developing 

interpersonal and leadership skills to better their communities. Furthermore, the camps included 

guided activities that emphasized cultural traditions, such as storytelling and community-building 

exercises, which many participants identified as pivotal in strengthening their cultural identity. As 

one participant noted, “It made me realize the importance of knowing where I come from and 

using that to motivate myself.” These sentiments illustrate how these experiences helped 

participants reconnect with their heritage and develop a renewed sense of cultural pride and 

belonging. Through this lens, CRT highlights the critical role of culturally responsive 

programming in providing opportunities for Black youth to engage with their identities and resist 

systemic erasure in traditional educational spaces. 

The value of these experiences involving taking youth outside of their community lies in 

providing them with enriching opportunities that are culturally relevant and identity-affirming. 

Programs like Catharsis offer avenues to explore identity, culture, and personal growth through a 

variety of activities such as sports, entrepreneurship, and financial literacy workshops. One 

participant shared that “learning about financial literacy and how to manage money was 

empowering because we don’t get taught that in school. It made me feel like I could really plan 

for my future.” This comment underscores how these programs provide practical skills that are 

directly relevant to the participants’ lives and the challenges they face in their neighbourhood, 

helping them feel better equipped to navigate personal and community challenges. The 

transformative impact of the program was evident in how it fostered essential life skills. For 

example, sports activities were highlighted as important for developing communication skills and 

accountability. One participant explained, “Engaging in sports taught me how to communicate 

better with my peers and take responsibility for my actions. That’s something I now apply outside 

of the program, whether at school or home.” This quote reinforced the idea that these activities are 

not only recreational but also formative, in the process teaching critical social skills that youth 

apply in various aspects of their lives. Additionally, the program’s focus on scholarships and 

entrepreneurial opportunities was empowering for participants. As one participant explained, “The 

business plan competition helped me develop an idea, pitch it, and think about how to turn it into 

a real business. Winning the competition showed me that I could really succeed in something I’m 

passionate about.”  
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Culturally responsive programming empowers youth by giving them the tools and 

opportunities to pursue their ambitions, whether through post-secondary education or 

entrepreneurial ventures. The Catharsis program emphasized how students can experience multiple 

pathways to success and that the process is not always linear. The importance of these experiences 

goes beyond the individual; they contribute to strengthening cultural connections within the 

community. Through culturally relevant activities, youth were encouraged to explore their 

identities, fostering a sense of pride and belonging that supports their overall well-being. For 

instance, in one weekly activity, participants wrote letters to their future selves and read them a 

year later, which one participant described as “a powerful way to reflect on how far we’ve come.” 

This activity helped youth reconnect with their personal and cultural identities, reinforcing the 

value of self-reflection and cultural pride as part of their growth journey. 

Overall, the opportunities provided by Generation Chosen to program participants allowed 

the youth to celebrate their heritage, fostering a sense of pride and belonging that directly 

influenced their ability to succeed in a variety of contexts. The transformative experiences 

provided through culturally responsive programming serve as bridges connecting youth to broader 

networks, resources, and opportunities. Access to leadership training, financial literacy education, 

and outdoor camps empowered youth to transcend the limitations imposed by living in low-income 

and under-resourced communities. These experiences are not just educational but also deeply tied 

to the participants’ cultural identity. By offering culturally relevant experiences, Black youth were 

able to strengthen their cultural connections and recognize their cultural capital, while 

simultaneously building life skills necessary for their personal and professional development. 

Recommendations and Next Steps 

The themes discussed converge through the idea that culturally responsive, trauma-informed 

programming is a catalyst for holistic growth. Catharsis programming empowers youth by 

providing them with a strong cultural foundation through culturally responsive curriculum content, 

staff modeling vulnerability and resilience, access to Black mental health practitioners free of cost, 

and offering transformative experiential opportunities that extend beyond the neighbourhood 

where the program participants live. These interconnected elements create a comprehensive 

support system for Black youth that fosters emotional well-being, cultural pride, and the skills 

needed to navigate and overcome systemic barriers. The recommendations from the youth, shared 

via surveys and focus groups, are grounded in these interconnected themes. They call for a more 

comprehensive, empathetic, and long-term community-oriented approach that addresses the 

systemic barriers and inequities impacting their community. Below are their recommendations: 

1) Strengthen Cultural Identity through Relevant Curriculum Content: Implement programs 

that celebrate and affirm Black cultural identities, providing a foundation for youth to 

develop a strong sense of pride in their heritage. The youth emphasized how this was 

lacking as part of their schooling experiences.  

2) Invest in Creating Brave and Safer Spaces: Ensure that staff are relatable and culturally 

responsive, both in schools and in after-school and evening programs, modelling 

vulnerability and resilience to create environments where Black youth feel brave and safer 

to express themselves, their identities, and the challenges they are experiencing. 

3) Provide Access to Diverse Opportunities: Provide transformative experiences and 

experiential opportunities that extend beyond the neighbourhood such as field trips, camps, 

leadership capacity-building, and financial literacy training which are crucial for personal 
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and professional development. Costs should be subsidized so the opportunities remain 

accessible, particularly for youth from single-parent households and lower socio-economic 

status backgrounds.  

4) Long-Term and Sustainable Government Support and Investment: Greater government and 

institutional support are required to fund and sustain culturally responsive initiatives and 

programs, ensuring they are accessible to all youth, especially those from underserved 

communities.  

These recommendations offered by the Black youth attending Generation Chosen’s Catharsis 

program highlight the need for a holistic approach that integrates cultural identity, emotional 

support, and access to opportunities, all of which are crucial for empowering Black youth to thrive 

in the face of systemic challenges. It was clear that the recommendations aimed to break the cycle 

of blame and deficit thinking projected onto the community and instead championed solutions that 

aligned with the lived experiences and needs of the youth themselves. 

The findings from this study have significant implications for the field of education and 

schooling, particularly in the context of in-service and pre-service teacher training. The 

participants' recommendations underscore the need for a more culturally responsive curriculum 

that goes beyond superficial acknowledgments of Black history. This suggests a broader 

imperative for educators to integrate diverse cultural narratives and lived experiences into their 

teaching practices, ensuring that all students see themselves reflected in the curriculum. For in-

service and pre-service teachers, this means engaging in ongoing professional development 

focused on cultural competency, anti-racist pedagogy, restorative practices, and trauma-informed 

and healing approaches. Such training could help educators and other practitioners more 

effectively understand the unique challenges faced by Black youth and communities and equip 

them with the tools to create more inclusive and supportive learning environments. 

From the researchers' perspectives, the study highlights the importance of not only 

addressing the content in the curriculum, but also rethinking the delivery and structure of 

educational programs pedagogically to accommodate the diverse needs of students and their 

families, especially those in vulnerable circumstances (e.g., parents who are incarcerated or those 

who are constantly exposed to gun violence in their neighbourhood). This includes race and 

gendered dynamics that may influence participation, as well as the time constraints and family 

responsibilities that can limit access to educational opportunities. The insights gained from this 

research suggest that schools and education programs could benefit from offering more flexible 

and accessible programming, such as evening or weekend classes, childcare services, and 

transportation assistance, to remove barriers to participation for residents in marginalized 

communities. 

While the findings of this study are specific to a particular low-income community in 

Toronto, the implications go beyond this context. The challenges and needs identified by the Black 

youth, such as the importance of culturally responsive education, the need for systemic support to 

address poverty and violence, and the benefits of experiential learning opportunities, are relevant 

to other regions and organizations offering youth programming. These findings could inform the 

design and implementation of similar programs in different contexts, encouraging synergetic 

partnerships where educators and program developers (e.g., schools and non-profits working 

together) prioritize cultural relevance, accessibility, and community engagement. 
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Conclusion and Further Areas for Exploration 

Many Black youth continue to face systemic challenges stemming from intergenerational trauma, 

discrimination, and systemic racism, which profoundly impact their mental health and identity 

development. This study contributes to CRT in a Canadian context by illustrating how culturally 

responsive programming can serve as a counter space that centers the voices and lived experiences 

of Black youth, enabling them to navigate these challenges with greater agency and empowerment. 

CRT’s focus on counter-storytelling and its critique of systemic inequities provides a valuable lens 

for understanding the transformative role of initiatives like Generation Chosen’s Catharsis 

program. By integrating culturally meaningful healing practices such as storytelling, art therapy, 

and community engagement, the program facilitates emotional healing and promotes positive self-

identity development and community engagement (Sangalang et al., 2020). Additionally, such 

initiatives foster leadership skills, critical thinking, and social skills, empowering youth to be 

advocates and activists in mitigating systemic issues in their communities. 

The findings extend CRT by showing how culturally responsive programming empowers 

Black youth to disrupt deficit narratives and affirm their cultural identities. The program’s focus 

on building emotional intelligence, fostering leadership skills, and enhancing critical thinking 

exemplifies CRT’s emphasis on creating opportunities for marginalized communities to resist 

systemic oppression and advocate for systemic change. Participants’ experiences demonstrated 

how these spaces foster resilience and agency, equipping them to challenge inequities in their 

communities and beyond. This study aligns with and builds on existing CRT research emphasizing 

the centrality and impact of race in shaping lived experiences and accessing opportunities, by 

providing concrete examples of how race-conscious, trauma-informed programming can disrupt 

cycles of systemic marginalization and intergenerational trauma. 

While the Catharsis program demonstrated significant positive impacts, several challenges 

and limitations must be addressed to ensure broader and more equitable participation. Notably, 

gender disparities in participation suggest a need to reassess program structure and outreach efforts 

to engage more young women effectively. Additionally, barriers such as time constraints, 

transportation challenges, and safety concerns related to neighbourhood politics and polarization 

highlight the importance of flexible programming and targeted support services. These challenges 

underscore the need for future iterations of culturally responsive programs to be more adaptable 

to the complex realities of participants' lives.  

Future studies should consider more extensive approaches to address multifaceted 

challenges faced by Black youth. These studies should aim for larger sample sizes and longitudinal 

research to track student progress and wellbeing over extended periods, enabling a more 

comprehensive understanding of their experiences. It is also critical to explore school-community 

partnerships and synergies that better support Black youth and their families. Additionally, a 

comparative lens should be applied by conducting studies across various neighbourhoods to 

identify region-specific dynamics to more intentionally identify disparities in accessing 

opportunities (e.g., amongst race, socio-economic status, gender, etc.).  

Looking ahead, it is crucial to continue developing and advocating for the implementation 

of more culturally responsive, trauma-informed programming to empower Black youth and 

promote their emotional well-being, especially within the context of low-income communities 

similar to the Jane and Finch community. Culturally responsive programming that promotes 

emotional intelligence, affirms Back youth identities and their culture, and facilitates healing is an 
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integral approach to empowering these young individuals and meeting their needs, personally and 

as a community. As a collective, these considerations are vital not only at the local level but also 

on a national and international scale to develop holistic strategies, programs, and partnerships that 

authentically support the emotional well-being of Black youth to create, cultivate, and maintain 

the conditions for them to thrive and achieve to their full potential. 
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Abstract 

The purpose of this literature review is to describe the educational experiences of international 

students enrolled in English-medium postsecondary institutions. Because the United States, 

Canada, the United Kingdom, and Australia currently host the largest international student 

populations globally, enrollment statistics for each country are presented. A systematic review of 

70 peer-reviewed publications was conducted to identify key findings related to the experiences 

of international students in English-medium postsecondary education. Data were collected and 

analyzed to ensure the reliability and validity of the results. Findings indicate that academic 

English proficiency significantly influences the experiences of international students. Moreover, a 

key challenge for these students often lies in navigating and adapting to the unfamiliar pedagogical 

approaches employed within host institutions. Finally, the well-being and academic success of 

international students are significantly influenced by sociocultural factors, surrounding 

acceptance, integration, and experiences of discrimination. The paper concludes with a summary 

of the results and a discussion of possible avenues for future research.  

Keywords: international students, postsecondary education, higher education, 

experiences, barriers 
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Beyond academic credentials, many international students studying abroad gain life-changing 

experiences that significantly broaden their global perspectives. Despite encountering challenges 

related to unfamiliar academic structures, pedagogical approaches, and cultural norms, most 

international students successfully navigate within their new environment and thrive in their 

studies. In 2022, a remarkable 6.9 million students opted to pursue the transformative experience 

of studying abroad, showcasing the growing global appeal of international education (Project 

Atlas, 2024). The commitment to internationalizing postsecondary education has become a 

strategic priority for many nations. In the past decade, the four most popular English-delivery 

postsecondary destinations for international students were the United States (1,126,690 million 

students), Canada (842,760 million students), the United Kingdom (758,855 million students), and 

Australia (437,485 million students) (Project Atlas, 2024). 

 The purpose of this literature review is to describe the educational experiences of 

international students enrolled in English-medium postsecondary institutions. To address the 

research purpose, in what follows, I established clear research delimitations and provided concise 

definitions of key terms. Thereafter, I provide background information on international students 

in the United States, Canada, the United Kingdom, and Australia. Subsequently, I detail the data 

collection and analysis procedures. The findings are then presented and organized into three key 

themes: academic English proficiency, pedagogical approaches, and sociocultural issues. I 

conclude by providing possible suggestions for future research. 

Delimitations and Significance of the Research 

Delimitations define the scope of the study by explicitly specifying what is included and excluded 

from the investigation. Transparency regarding these factors is crucial for conducting rigorous 

research and enhancing the transferability and generalizability of the findings. The first 

delimitation is that the findings are limited to research published within the last ten years (i.e., 

2016–2025). This focus on recent literature is a strength of the paper, because the findings reflect 

current knowledge. This restricted timeframe also enabled me to present the findings concisely 

within the word limit required for a publishable academic journal article. Second, I limited my 

research to data gathered from Canada, the United Kingdom, Australia, and the United States, 

because these four countries are the most popular destinations for international students in 

postsecondary programs. As a final point, the terms “international student” and “postsecondary 

education” need to be addressed. Herein, international students are defined as “students who study 

at higher education institutions outside their countries” (IGI Global, 2022, para. 1), and 

postsecondary education is any level of institutional study after completing high school (e.g., trade 

schools, colleges, and universities). In this paper, the terms postsecondary education and higher 

education are used interchangeably. 

For myriad reasons, the topic of international students in postsecondary education is 

significant. Excluding the COVID-19 period, international student enrollment has grown 

significantly over the past decade, and international students constitute a substantial portion of the 

total enrollment in many English-medium postsecondary programs. With the international student 

population well-established in these institutions, it is essential to understand their academic, social, 

psychological, and cultural experiences. This knowledge enables educators to adopt effective 

pedagogical practices that enhance learning, support mental health, and promote overall student 

well-being. This research is also significant, because it supports collaboration and innovation 

among locally and internationally diverse populations. Such robust international collaborations 

cultivate a dynamic environment that both fosters academic excellence and drives cutting-edge 

in education

45 
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-No Derivative Works 3.0 Unported License. www.ineducation.ca



research within and across institutions. Furthermore, international students, like all students, have 

an inherent right to access high-quality educational services and support. However, many English-

speaking institutions, unfortunately, fall short of adequately supporting the unique needs of their 

international student populations. This shortfall includes limited academic resources, insufficient 

assistance with housing, and a lack of adequate scholarship opportunities (Monaghan, 2018). Such 

issues have been highlighted by researchers such as Turnage (2017), who noted that international 

students are often an “overlooked population” (para. 1). With increasing numbers of international 

students attending English-medium institutions, postsecondary organizations have a fiduciary 

responsibility to create culturally and social just, research-grounded policies and practices 

promoting international student success (Jabeen et al., 2019; Ma, 2022). This timely and crucial 

information is designed to assist researchers, policymakers, educators, and community leaders in 

developing comprehensive and inclusive strategies that effectively address the specific needs of 

international students.  

Background and Demographics 

Many educational institutions actively recruit international students due to academic, social, and 

financial advantages. International students foster stronger academic, economic, and social ties 

between their home countries and the host country. These ties are strengthened through increased 

business, trade, investment, research collaborations, and greater cultural understanding. However, 

international students often face significantly higher tuition costs, typically paying two to three 

times the amount charged to domestic students. This situation raises ethical concerns, with some 

critics arguing that international students are often treated as "cash cows" by institutions primarily 

focused on generating revenue (Weber et al., 2024, p. 538). The high tuition fees paid by 

international students often subsidize the shortfall in government funding for education. As Hurley 

(2024) starkly observed, “no university could function... without the revenue from international 

student fees” (para 20), highlighting the growing financial dependence of many institutions on this 

revenue stream. Furthermore, international students make significant contributions to the local 

economy by injecting substantial funds through tuition fees, living expenses, and spending on 

goods and services. This economic impact extends beyond universities, benefiting local businesses 

and communities. For example, in the United Kingdom during the 2018–2019 school year, the 

economic benefit of international postsecondary students was £28.8 billion, while the costs were 

£2.9 billion (Universities UK, 2022). Despite primarily pursuing academic credentials, 

international students also fill important roles in the host country's labor market (Crossman et al., 

2021). International students are a cornerstone of many universities, enriching academic life, 

fostering innovation, and contributing significantly to the economic and cultural development of 

the host nation. 

What percentage of postsecondary students in top-hosting countries are international 

students? In the 2022–2023 academic year, international students comprised approximately 6% of 

the total student population in U.S. postsecondary institutions (Stewart-Rozema & Pratts, 2023), 

or about 1.1 million international students (Open Doors, 2025). In Canada within the past decade, 

colleges and universities have experienced a significant surge in international student enrollment 

with the number of international students doubling. For the 2022–2023 school year, the 

international student populace accounted for 21% of Canadian postsecondary enrolments 

(Statistics Canada, 2024). International students currently account for more than 30% of 

undergraduate enrollment at the University of Toronto (2023), and the university aims to increase 

this number. Current United Kingdom (UK) statistics show that international students comprise 
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26% of the total student population (Bolton et al., 2024). The London School of Economics and 

Political Science in the UK boasts the highest international student enrollment, with a remarkable 

71% of its student body comprised of international students (UniScholars, 2024). According to a 

recent OECD (2024) report, international students account for 23% of all enrollments in Australian 

postsecondary institutions. A review of this information highlights that in Canada, the UK, and 

Australia, international students represent about one-fourth of the student population. International 

student numbers in the United States are also on the rise. 

Description of Data Collection and Analysis 

Fink (2020) defined a literature review as a “systematic, explicit, and reproducible method of 

identifying, evaluating, and synthesizing the existing body of completed and recorded work 

produced by researchers, scholars, and practitioners” (p. 6). This literature review commenced 

with a data collection phase. Utilizing the University of Prince Edward Island's library database 

system, Google Scholar, Sage Premier, and ResearchGate, an extensive online search was 

conducted. The resulting data encompassed a wide range of scholarly sources, including peer-

reviewed books, book chapters, journal articles, dissertations, and conference papers. Thereafter, 

a targeted search of specific journals publishing studies about international students and 

postsecondary education was conducted. Main search terms (and their combination) included: 

“international student,” “pedagogy,” “experience,” “culture,” “social,” “positive,” “challenges,” 

“acculturation,” “student adjustment,” “undergraduate,” “graduate,” “university,” “postsecondary 

education,” and “higher education.” The dominant exclusion criteria were non-peer-reviewed 

literature and peer-reviewed studies older than 10 years. 

During the initial screening phase, titles, abstracts, and/or introductory sections of over 120 

online documents were carefully examined to assess their relevance to the research topic. 

Subsequently, promising documents were electronically saved for further in-depth review. The 

search also extended to the local university library, where relevant books were identified and 

accessed. Following an initial review, a more rigorous examination of the saved documents was 

conducted. This in-depth analysis revealed that only 70 documents directly addressed the research 

purpose. A thematic data analysis was conducted on these documents. Utilizing a qualitative 

approach (Patton, 2015), the author systematically coded the data, identifying and categorizing 

recurring patterns, themes, and regularities. These identified themes were then sorted and 

analyzed. More specifically, each article was analyzed by carefully reading and noting keywords, 

findings, and significant phrases. After several documents were processed in such a manner, 

similar codes started to repeat, which created themes and sub-themes.  

Findings 

Analysis of the data on the educational experiences of international students in English-medium 

postsecondary institutions revealed three key themes related to the academic English language, the 

pedagogical approaches of host institutions, and the challenges and opportunities related to 

sociocultural acceptance and integration. Below, each of these themes is further elaborated upon 

using sub-themes. 

Academic English 

The academic English proficiency of international students significantly influences their overall 

educational experiences. These academic English experiences encompass a range of factors, 

including proficiency in understanding both written and spoken English, navigating local and 
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foreign accents, interpreting regional jargon, adapting to the rapid pace of spoken English, and 

building confidence to communicate effectively in front of others.  

Proficiency 

Research consistently highlights English language proficiency as the most significant academic 

challenge encountered by international students in the classroom setting (e.g., Alqudayri & 

Gounko, 2018; Bai & Wang, 2022a; Gautam et al., 2016; Heng, 2017, 2018; Igwe et al., 2020; 

Jackson & Chen, 2018; Le et al., 2017; Ma, 2020; Munna, 2020; Ogunsanya et al., 2018; Park et 

al., 2017; Tang et al., 2018). Even with a general understanding of written English, international 

students often encounter significant challenges when engaging with academic literature (Liu, 

2016; Schneider, 2018). International students have difficulty understanding local English accents, 

foreign English accents, and local jargon (Bai & Wang, 2022a, Le et al., 2017; Lindner & Margetts, 

2022; Ploner, 2018; Rao, 2017). In a study by Bai and Wang (2022a) with 22 Chinese students in 

Australian higher education, 19 reported significant difficulty understanding their instructors’ 

accents. Nine of these participants conveyed that they had little to no understanding of what their 

instructor was saying during the first one to two months. In Wang’s (2016) Canadian research 

focusing on five international Chinese students who quit their program before graduating, students 

revealed that their greatest obstacle was English speaking and writing. For many international 

students, local jargon, fast-paced speech, academic reading, academic writing, and local English 

accents are learning obstacles impeding postsecondary success. Hepworth et al. (2018) found that 

English proficiency levels, as measured by standardized tests, emerged as the most critical factor 

influencing academic success among international students. 

Reticence To Speak 

Research verifies that international students are often reticent to speak during class discussions 

(Kerridge & Simpson, 2021). Jackson and Chen (2018) conducted a comprehensive, multi-national 

study (123 survey respondents and 19 personal interviews) with Chinese exchange students in the 

United States, the United Kingdom, and Australia. Fast-paced classroom discussions were 

identified by participants as the most challenging aspect of their overseas learning experience. A 

significant number of international students experience anxiety, shyness, and embarrassment when 

participating in open-class discussions, hindering their active engagement in the learning process 

(Jackson & Chen, 2018; Lindner & Margetts, 2022; Matsunaga et al., 2021; Yu, 2018). Many 

international students lack confidence in speaking English, especially in front of their teachers and 

classmates (Bai & Wang, 2022b; Wang & Freed, 2021; Xiao, 2024). Some international students 

are concerned that, after answering or commenting on a question, they will not understand the 

teacher’s response (Bai & Wang, 2022b; Freeman & Li, 2019). The cognitive process of 

formulating thoughts in a second language and then translating them into English can be time-

consuming, a point often exacerbated by the limited response time typically afforded by instructors 

during classroom discussions (Heng, 2018). In Xiao’s (2024) qualitative study with six Chinese 

participants, students expressed a strong desire to participate in classroom discussions, but they 

felt they could not express themselves fluently and accurately. Both directly and indirectly, 

instructors and institutions sometimes foster a culture of silence for international students, thereby 

limiting their access to insightful, inclusive classroom discussions and enriching academic 

experiences.  
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Writing Challenges 

Many studies noted that international students often struggle to adapt to the conventions and styles 

of Western academic writing, including citation and referencing styles. While Chinese written 

discourse may emphasize subtlety and indirectness, Western academic writing typically values 

clear, concise, and direct expression (Bai & Wang, 2022a). In Heng’s (2017) research of 18 

international students (predominantly Chinese) studying in the United States, a significant 

challenge emerged. Participants were unfamiliar with the expected argumentative essay structure. 

This structure, common in Western academia, typically requires a clear introduction, a well-

developed body of arguments, and a strong concluding statement. Similarly, in Ravichandran et 

al.’s (2017) study of 15 international graduate students from 11 different countries, the researchers 

identified a range of challenges associated with navigating the conventions of Western academic 

writing. These issues included English grammar, English vocabulary, academic formatting, the 

organization of information, the flow or transition of information, the critical thinking process, the 

formulation of an argument, the provision of evidence, and the formation of new and concluding 

ideas. Likewise, in Rao’s (2017) study, both Russian and Chinese international students reported 

significant challenges in adapting their writing to the conventions of Western academic discourse. 

Specifically, the students struggled to incorporate key elements such as a clear thesis statement, 

well-defined topic sentences, and a concise concluding statement. In Chauhan's (2021) dissertation 

research, 10 international students at an American university reported experiencing significant 

challenges across various aspects of academic writing, including content development, 

organizational structure, vocabulary usage, genre awareness, grammatical accuracy, and proper 

citation and referencing practices. Mastery of these specialized Westernized writing skills often 

necessitates dedicated instruction, which is frequently absent from core academic curricula.  

Pedagogical Approaches 

The second theme focuses on pedagogical practices and classroom culture. Sub-themes include 

foreign teaching methods, open-ended assignments, independent learning, critical thinking, lack 

of international content, and unfamiliar mannerisms.  

Foreign Teaching Methods 

Many international students are confused by host-country teaching methods and learning 

expectations. Research consistently demonstrates that international students often experience 

surprise, frustration, and even anxiety when confronted with Westernized interactive learning 

methods, such as active learning strategies (e.g., including in-class discussions, debates, and group 

work activities), hands-on learning (e.g., activities emphasizing practical application and 

experiential learning), and dynamic assessment methods (individualized homework assignments, 

oral presentations, and creative projects) (Bai & Wang, 2022a; Cena et al., 2021; Leong, 2017; 

Newsome & Cooper, 2017; Preston & Boateng, 2024; Preston & Wang, 2017). In Heng's (2023) 

study, 18 Chinese undergraduate students in the United States experienced confusion and 

discomfort with dominant pedagogical approaches. They attributed this discomfort to the stark 

contrast between the Chinese emphasis on rote memorization, teacher-centered instruction, and 

respect for authority in their home country and the more student-centered, interactive learning 

environment prevalent in American higher education. In an American study involving eight 

graduate students in the Education and Tourism fields, international students were baffled by 

having a grade partially associated with active oral participation during class time. In their home 
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country, active participation was reflected in written midterms and final examinations (Sato & 

Hodge, 2018).  

Open-Ended Instructions 

Many international students find themselves initially surprised or even overwhelmed by the level 

of academic freedom and autonomy afforded to students while completing assignments. In Le et 

al.’s (2017) study involving 22 Vietnamese students in Australia, participants reported difficulties 

in adapting to the more student-centered, passive pedagogical approach of instructors, particularly 

when encountering open-ended homework assignments that emphasized independent learning and 

critical thinking. Participants anticipated a more teacher-centered approach to instruction, 

expecting their professors to primarily lecture and provide assignments with clear and direct 

answers. In Newsome & Cooper’s (2017) study of 18 international students at a British university, 

participants expressed discomfort with the ambiguity inherent in assignments where instructors 

provided only broad guidelines. In Bai and Wang's (2022b) study, international students sought 

guidance from their instructor regarding the appropriate format for completing an assignment. 

However, the instructor indicated that it was the students’ responsibility to determine the correct 

approach. For many international students, the shift towards personalized and creative learning 

demands can be a significant source of confusion and frustration, potentially impacting their 

academic performance and overall well-being (Heng, 2018; Kaya, 2020; Le et al., 2017; Lindner 

& Margetts, 2022; Liu, 2016; Matsunaga et al., 2021; Newsome & Cooper, 2017). 

Independent Learning 

In many English-medium postsecondary institutions, innovative pedagogical approaches often 

emphasize student autonomy, placing significant responsibility on students for independent 

reading and learning. In Jackson and Chen's (2018) study, undergraduate international Chinese 

students reported feeling overwhelmed by the volume and nature of independent reading 

assignments, which were crucial for active participation in ensuing interactive classroom 

discussions. Freeman and Li’s (2019) research with six international students in Australia revealed 

a stark contrast in host and host country course loads. In their home countries, international 

students were accustomed to enrolling in a significantly higher number of courses per semester, 

typically ranging from 10 to 15. At their host Australian university, they had four courses per 

semester. However, a major challenge for many international students was the increased level of 

independent learning required within each course, demanding significantly more effort and time 

compared to their prior educational experiences. This included key skills such as independently 

selecting assignment topics, conducting academic research, and completing creative projects 

(Freeman & Li, 2019). For Lucas’s (2019) narrative research involving Asian international 

graduate students in the United States, the instructor required international students to be 

inquisitive, independent thinkers in their written assignments. These studies collectively 

demonstrate that, ironically, successful academic integration for international students necessitates 

an ability to independently complete schoolwork.  

Critical Thinking 

In many Western, individualistic cultures, the ability to engage in critical analysis and express 

oneself through insightful writing is highly valued (Lucas, 2019). English-medium postsecondary 

institutions tend to prioritize the development of critical thinking and writing skills, integrating 

them across their curricula. Research consistently demonstrates that many international students 

encounter significant challenges in effectively integrating critical thinking skills into their 
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academic assignments (Jaffar, 2025; Lucas, 2019; Samanhudi, 2021; Zhong & Cheng, 2021). This 

critical thinking ability encompasses the capacity to reason, judge, analyze, argue, justify, and 

effectively communicate information. In contrast, the predominant collectivist cultures of many 

Asian countries often prioritize conformity and social harmony, which may not always align with 

the emphasis on independent creativity prevalent in some Western educational contexts. Li's 

(2016) qualitative study with 20 undergraduate and graduate international students revealed that 

participants struggled to grasp the concept of “critical writing,” highlighting potential differences 

in cultural understandings of academic discourse. In this study, some participants, either 

consciously or unconsciously, associated critical thinking and writing with challenging authority 

figures (i.e., instructors and established scholars). This perception, prioritizing respect for authority 

and harmonious relationships, can hinder the development of critical thinking skills in some 

international students. In other words, openly questioning a teacher’s ideas or critiquing subject 

matter may be perceived as culturally disrespectful (Rao, 2017). Many international students tend 

to harmoniously agree with instructors, people of authority, classmates, and/or published literature 

(Zhong & Cheng, 2021), which is often not conducive to critical analysis of content. 

Lack of International Curriculum Content 

Research suggests that international students studying abroad often have limited opportunities to 

engage with curriculum content from their home countries, which can both hinder their 

understanding of global perspectives and their ability to connect their own cultural experiences. In 

Heng's (2018) study, international students reported significant challenges in comprehending 

course content due to their unfamiliarity with the host country’s cultural context. Issues included 

a lack of knowledge about prominent authors, local companies, national historical events, political 

figures, and references to local religions. In Gopal’s (2016) Canadian research, the international 

student reported experiencing a graduate curriculum that predominantly focused on information 

and perspectives from North American and English-speaking countries, neglecting global 

perspectives. Moreover, when participants attempted to apply course concepts to their home 

country contexts, the instructor sometimes implicitly or explicitly positioned the Western 

educational system as superior, potentially hindering critical engagement with alternative 

perspectives and fostering a sense of cultural dissonance among the students. Research by Ai 

(2017) and Lyken-Segosebe (2017) suggested that acculturative pressure can arise from Western-

centric biases within some academic settings, potentially leading international students to feel 

compelled to conform to dominant perspectives and values. However, research shows that 

international students want their culture recognized in the host curriculum (e.g., Guo & Guo, 2017; 

Liu, 2017; Taveres, 2024). In a Canadian study involving 26 undergraduate students, Guo and Guo 

(2017) found a significant discrepancy between the program’s advertised focus on optimizing the 

experiences of international students and the students’ actual experiences. Participants reported 

feeling disconnected from the curriculum, citing a lack of relevance and a limited ability to connect 

course content to their own cultural experiences. Both Preston & Wang (2017) (Canadian research 

with 21 international students) and Wang and Freed’s (2021) (an American-based study with 10 

international graduate students) found that participants rarely, if ever, encountered references to 

their own cultures within course materials or discussions. Wang & Freed (2021) suggested that 

instructors teaching international students may have limited knowledge or experience regarding 

the cultural and lived realities of their students.  

Priya and Tapis’ (2016) research, which involved 10 international students studying in the 

United States, offered numerous examples of how a lack of cultural consideration can significantly 
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impact learning experiences and academic engagement. As part of a business course, one 

participant shared an experience in which students were tasked with creating a business plan for a 

funeral home. One international student struggled to comprehend the concept of a funeral home, 

as such an institution was nonexistent in their home country. Another student from India explained 

that in their culture, death was rarely discussed, making the assignment both unsettling and 

distressing. This highlights a key challenge for international students: while studying abroad is 

intended to provide valuable experience in the host country, it often comes with the pressure to 

abandon their cultural heritage and fully adopt the norms and practices of the host institution. 

Cultural Mannerisms 

Culture can be defined as the shared and accepted language, beliefs, attitudes, values, customs, 

behaviors, symbols, and artifacts that distinguish a particular group of people. Cultural differences 

can significantly impact communication and understanding. In Li's (2016) study, some 

international students expressed surprise or discomfort with certain classroom practices observed 

in their host country, such as instructors' casual attire, sitting on classroom tables, and allowing 

students to eat in class. Also, in this study, international students found it strange when instructors 

utilized humor, engaged in casual conversation with students, or promoted a relaxed and informal 

classroom atmosphere. Heng (2018) reported that some international students experienced 

difficulties in understanding and appreciating the humor used by their instructors. Cultural 

differences in humor styles and communication norms can lead to misunderstandings and potential 

feelings of exclusion for international students. These interactions, while common in some 

Western educational contexts, often differ significantly from the more formal and hierarchical 

teacher-student relationships prevalent in their home cultures. Some international students find it 

difficult to read cursive or handwritten English, either written on the whiteboard or as feedback on 

their papers (Kerridge & Simpson, 2021). In Newsome and Cooper’s (2017) research, one 

participant described feeling uncomfortable addressing the male instructor by his first name, a 

practice that differed significantly from their cultural norms, where addressing teachers with 

formal titles such as “Sir” is considered appropriate. This finding aligns with other research (Elliot 

et al., 2016; Jackson & Chen, 2018). In an Australian study, a Chinese participant observed that 

local students frequently interrupted the instructor with questions during class, which contrasted 

sharply with their own cultural norms where students typically defer to the instructor and ask 

questions after class (Bai & Wang, 2022b). This observation highlights the potential for cultural 

misunderstandings in classroom settings, as student-teacher interaction styles can vary 

significantly across different cultural contexts.  

Sociocultural Issues 

Across multiple studies, a third key finding is that international students frequently encounter a 

range of sociocultural challenges, including social isolation, feelings of exclusion, identity tension, 

and potential experiences of discrimination. These challenges can significantly impact their 

academic performance, social integration, and overall confidence and well-being.  

Social Disconnection and Alienation 

A prominent theme emerging from peer-reviewed research highlights the significant sociocultural 

challenges faced by international students (Arkoudis et al., 2019; Avenido, 2023; Contreras-

Aguirre & Gonzalez, 2017; Guo & Guo, 2017; Newsome & Cooper, 2016; Tang et al., 2018; Tran, 

2020). Preston and Wang (2017) found that, although most international students arrived in the 

host country with aspirations of forming local friendships, many ultimately experienced a sense of 
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social isolation from domestic students as they progressed through the program. Arkoudis et al.’s 

(2019) mixed-method research, which studied 393 undergraduate international students at an 

Australian university, revealed significant social fragmentation between domestic and 

international students, both on- and off-campus. Notably, in this study, only about 20% of the 

participants reported having a local friend, highlighting the extent of social disconnection. Some 

international students reported that, at first, they perceived local students as approachable and 

friendly; however, over time, they came to view this initial warmth as largely superficial and 

lacking genuine authenticity (Newman & Cooper, 2016). Liu’s (2017) narrative research, 

conducted with five undergraduate and graduate students in British Columbia, Canada, revealed a 

striking lack of social integration; participants consistently expressed that they did not have any 

local friends. Tran (2020) found that international students consistently identified the absence of 

local friends as the most dissatisfying and isolating aspect of their experience abroad. 

Tang et al.’s (2018) American study, which involved focus group interviews with 60 

international students in Business and Engineering, revealed that, while most participants 

expressed a strong desire to network with local students, they faced significant challenges in 

accessing these social circles and overcoming sociocultural barriers. In other studies, some 

international students did not interact with locals, because international students had difficulty with 

certain social behaviors and norms including the use (sometime excess) of alcohol (Elliot, et al., 

2016). Furthermore, research by Liu (2016) and Wang (2016) demonstrated that limited language 

proficiency serves as a significant barrier, severely hindering the development of social 

connections in social circles. When international students experience social disconnection with 

local students, they often gravitate toward forming friendships with peers from their own cultural 

background, seeking familiarity and shared experiences (Li, 2016). Furthermore, Li (2016) 

explained that while international students strive to maintain their own sociocultural values and 

behaviors, local students often expect them to assimilate to the norms and customs of the host 

country, creating a tension between cultural preservation and social integration. When their 

cultural background appears to hold little value in the host country, they often feel marginalized 

and disconnected, as if they are outsiders (Alqudayri & Gounko, 2018; Tavares, 2021). When 

international students encounter social divisions with local students, it often exacerbates feelings 

of loneliness and intensifies homesickness (Hunter-Johnston & Niu 2019; Meade et al., 2022; Park 

et al., 2017). 

Personal Marginalization and Discrimination 

Another key thematic issue in the experiences of international students in postsecondary education 

is discrimination. In Igwe et al.’s (2020) British study involving 45 international business 

undergraduate students, group discussions were often dominated by local students, effectively 

marginalizing international students and limiting their opportunities for active participation. In 

Matsunaga et al.'s (2021) qualitative research with six Japanese undergraduate students studying 

in Australia, participants reported feeling that their contributions in class were often sidelined, 

overlooked, or interrupted by other students, diminishing the international student’s sense of 

academic agency and inclusion. In Gopal’s (2016) study, international graduate students reported 

feeling ostracized when attempting to engage in discussions, as their accents and nonverbal 

communication, including body language, were often perceived as barriers, hindering their ability 

to express their ideas and connect with others. Other research has shown that international students 

often feel their perspectives are disregarded in class due to their accents or language proficiency, 

further contributing to their sense of exclusion (Guo & Guo, 2017; Wekullo, 2019). Additional 

in education

53 
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-No Derivative Works 3.0 Unported License. www.ineducation.ca



research reveals that international students frequently feel ignored, isolated, and shunned by local 

students and the broader community, deepening their sense of alienation and exclusion (Arkoudis, 

2019; Yakaboski et al., 2018; Yeo et al., 2019). In Ge et al.'s (2019) Canadian ethnographic study 

involving 12 international students, participants reported that some instructors consistently 

prioritized responses from local students over those of international students, reinforcing a sense 

of marginalization in the classroom.  

In Ritter’s (2016) study, which involved 47 interviews with international students, 

participants reported witnessing and/or experiencing racial discrimination from domestic peers. 

This discrimination manifested as a racial hierarchy, further entrenching feelings of inequality and 

exclusion. Domestic students were observed to selectively interact with students from certain 

countries, while avoiding engagement with students from other countries, reinforcing social 

divisions and exclusion. In an Australian study involving Saudi Arabian students, which included 

100 survey respondents and seven qualitative interviews, the findings revealed that the majority of 

participants experienced discrimination (Alsahafi & Seong-Chul, 2017). Van Horne et al. (2018) 

conducted a large-scale quantitative study involving nearly 4,000 undergraduate international 

students across nine American universities. The study found that, compared to their domestic 

peers, international students reported a significantly lower sense of belonging to their host campus 

and a diminished sense of respect while on campus.  

However, other research presents mixed findings regarding discrimination against 

international students. In Mwangi et al.'s (2019) qualitative study involving 33 Black international 

undergraduate and graduate students across various American universities, many participants 

shared experiences of racism and discrimination, while others reported that they did not encounter 

such challenges, highlighting the varied and complex nature of these experiences. Guo and Guo’s 

(2017) research revealed that while Latino students did not report experiencing discrimination, 

other international students in the study did, further emphasizing the varying experiences of 

discrimination based on cultural and ethnic backgrounds. Arafeh (2020)’s research with 10 Saudi 

Arabian in an American university revealed that they experienced “positive culture shock” (p. 

750). These women shared that while studying in an American environment, they did not feel 

singled out or judged for wearing traditional attire. Instead, they felt that their teachers and 

classmates showed them respect, fostering an inclusive and accepting atmosphere. This 

information suggests that international students experience varying levels of discrimination, 

ranging from none to high, with these experiences often differing based on culture, race, and 

gender.  

Campus Discrimination 

In many ways, international students face campus discrimination, particularly when compared to 

local students. International students often encounter fewer opportunities for research internships, 

part-time jobs, and other academic or professional experiences, exacerbating their sense of 

exclusion and limiting their academic and career prospects (Ge et al., 2019; Liu, 2017; Singh, 

2023). In Hunter-Johnson and Niu's (2019) study involving 15 Bahamian graduate students at 

American universities, participants reported experiencing a lack of financial support, limited 

teaching opportunities, and insufficient access to research opportunities provided by their host 

institutions. In a mixed-method study involving 28 survey respondents and six interviewees with 

international students in the United States, participants consistently expressed frustration with on-

campus employment. They reported feeling uninformed about the employment process and 

lacking the social capital necessary to secure quality local references, which further thwarted their 
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ability to access meaningful job opportunities (Gautam et al., 2016). Marangell et al. (2018) 

explained that many international students find it difficult to secure employment due to working 

regulations, lack of familiarity with employment processes, English language competency, or lack 

of previous work experience in the host country. Cultural discrimination manifested on campus in 

various ways. For instance, in Tavares’ (2024) Canadian postsecondary study, the university 

cafeteria offered limited food options, with international cuisine being particularly scarce. Despite 

being required to purchase meal plans, international students faced dietary challenges, which 

compounded their sense of exclusion.  

Summary of Findings 

The purpose of this literature review is to describe the educational experiences of international 

students enrolled in English-medium postsecondary institutions. A critical analysis of research 

literature highlights that international students’ academic English proficiency significantly impacts 

their educational experiences. Key challenges include understanding written and spoken English, 

overcoming difficulties with local and foreign accents, interpreting regional jargon, and adapting 

to rapid speech. Many students, particularly those from non-English speaking backgrounds, face 

obstacles in academic reading and writing, as well as speaking in class. Anxiety, reticence, and 

lack of confidence about speaking English hinder their participation in classroom discussions. 

Additionally, international students struggle with Western academic writing conventions, such as 

clear argumentation, citation styles, and essay structures. These language barriers are major factors 

affecting their academic success and overall experience.   

Many international students face challenges adapting to the pedagogical approaches of host 

institutions, which often differ significantly from those in their home countries. Research shows 

that students can experience confusion, frustration, and anxiety when confronted with Western 

teaching methods, including active learning, hands-on learning, and dynamic assessments like oral 

presentations and group work. Additionally, the academic freedom and autonomy in completing 

open-ended assignments can be overwhelming, because these students are often accustomed to 

teacher-centered approaches with clear and direct instructions. The emphasis on independent 

learning, critical thinking, and student autonomy in Western education can also be difficult for 

students from more collectivist cultures. Furthermore, international students may feel disconnected 

from the curriculum, which often lacks content relevant to their own cultures, leading to a sense 

of cultural dissonance. Cultural mannerisms, such as informal classroom practices and differences 

in communication styles, can also create misunderstandings and discomfort. These factors, 

collectively, highlight the need for a better understanding of the diverse learning needs of 

international students to improve their academic integration. 

International students often face significant sociocultural challenges in host countries, 

including social division, isolation, and marginalization. Research shows that many international 

students struggle to form meaningful connections with local students, leading to feelings of 

loneliness and homesickness. Despite desires for social integration, students frequently encounter 

barriers such as language proficiency, cultural differences, and varying social behaviors, which 

hinder their ability to connect with domestic peers. Moreover, when international students seek to 

preserve their cultural values, they may face pressure to assimilate, further exacerbating tensions 

between cultural preservation and integration. Experiences of personal marginalization and 

discrimination, whether related to accents, nonverbal communication, or racial biases, are 

common, with many students feeling excluded or overlooked in academic and social settings. 

While some students report positive experiences, the overall picture reveals that social divisions 
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and campus discrimination remain. The complex nature of these challenges highlights the 

importance of fostering a more inclusive and supportive environment for international students. 

Future Research 

The international student population is inherently diverse and multifaceted, necessitating the 

provision of tailored educational services and inclusive strategies to effectively support their 

unique needs and foster a truly inclusive environment. To effectively address and cater to the 

diverse needs of this student population, targeted and in-depth research is essential. Such research 

will provide valuable insights into the unique challenges and experiences faced by international 

students, enabling institutions to develop more informed, responsive, and tailored support systems 

that better serve this heterogeneous group.  

To begin, the experiences of immigrant students, as well as those with refugee status and 

spousal sponsorship, remain significantly understudied (D’Cruz, 2022). There is a critical gap in 

understanding the unique educational needs, career aspirations, and personal challenges faced by 

these students. What are their specific barriers to academic success? How do their backgrounds 

shape their career trajectories and personal goals? Addressing these questions is essential for 

developing targeted interventions and support mechanisms that promote equitable opportunities 

and outcomes for these often-marginalized student populations. 

While some research has explored the unique needs of Chinese international students (e.g., 

Preston & Wang, 2017), there remains a lack of focused studies on the lived experiences of 

students from other major home countries, such as India and various African nations. Research 

that specifically examines the experiences of international students from these diverse geographic 

regions would provide valuable, context-rich insights into their challenges, needs, and aspirations. 

Such studies would enhance understanding of the complexities and nuances of the international 

student experience, ultimately informing more tailored support systems and strategies for students 

from a broader range of cultural backgrounds.  

Furthermore, scholars emphasize that meaningful social engagement between international 

and host students is essential for fostering the academic success and personal well-being of 

international students (e.g., Ammigan, 2019). This raises an important research question: What 

types of curricular, extracurricular, and social interactions occur both inside and outside the 

classroom between international and host students, and how, if at all, do these interactions shape 

the educational outcomes and lived experiences of international students? Investigating these 

dynamics can provide a deeper understanding of how cross-cultural engagement impacts students’ 

academic development, social integration, and overall adjustment to life in the host country, 

ultimately, informing strategies for enhancing the international student experience. 

Future research should expand beyond traditional academic programs to explore the 

diverse experiences of international students in non-degree pathways. For instance, what are the 

experiences of international students who engage in short courses, such as summer programs or 

bridge programs, and how do these experiences influence their academic, professional, and 

personal development?  

Equally important, it is crucial to examine the lived experiences of international students 

who choose to discontinue their educational programs—understanding the factors that lead to such 

decisions can offer valuable insights into the challenges and barriers faced by this group, ultimately 

contributing to more effective support structures for all international students. 
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Lastly, to more accurately assess the long-term impact and effectiveness of postsecondary 

education, longitudinal studies that track the career trajectories and lifestyle outcomes of 

international students after graduation are essential.  
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Abstract 

This paper examines teachers' perceptions of Education for Sustainable Development regarding 

their practice before and during the COVID-19 pandemic. The study analyzes approaches to 

teaching Education for Sustainable Development and barriers faced. While teachers reported shifts 

in what was taught and how it was taught during the pandemic, most respondents remained 

committed to the core values of teaching Education for Sustainable Development. Barriers 

described by teachers before the pandemic included a lack of resources, time, and support, and 

barriers during the pandemic included a shifting and uncertain teaching environment burdened by 

video calls during lockdown periods and efforts to keep students safe during in-person teaching. 

Teacher insights included: spending regular time outdoors and framing the community as a 

classroom is a benefit for the health of students and their education; learning is inherently more 

powerful and productive when done socially; and teaching with technology has benefits but should 

not be the sole medium in which learning occurs. The aspects of school that were taken for granted 

and that were greatly diminished during the pandemic, social learning, guest speakers, field trips, 

and a predictable learning environment, were also those elements that were reported as being at 

the forefront of teachers’ plans for their students when the pandemic ended. This research may 

benefit teachers, school leaders, policymakers interested in Education for Sustainable 

Development, and scholars planning future research. 
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On March 23rd, 2020, Manitoba K-12 schools entered an unprecedented period. The government 

announced that classes for all Kindergarten to Grade 12 students would be closed for three weeks. 

Seven days later, all in-person classes were suspended for the remainder of the school year and 

moved to remote learning (Manitoba Public Health, 2020). While students returned on September 

8th, the pandemic continued to impact how schools operated for over two years, with additional 

shifts between lockdown and in-person schooling.  

This period of the COVID-19 pandemic created complex challenges for teachers. At the 

outset of the initial lockdown in the spring, teachers were asked to shift to an unfamiliar teaching 

mode: trying to teach students through video calls and online learning platforms. For many, this 

was new terrain, and they had to adapt quickly, trying to keep students engaged and interested 

through a screen. A colleague described this moment for teachers as “trying to fix the plane while 

it’s still in the air.”  

The government announced that students would return to in-person teaching in late August. 

Teachers quickly scrambled to alter their classrooms and common areas to newly announced 

school restrictions and protocols. Teachers now faced the prospect of educating students in an 

environment in which student interaction was limited, with tables removed and desks separated. 

Students had to be regularly screened for symptoms of COVID-19, protocols had to be enforced, 

shared materials had to be continually sanitized or removed entirely, and music programs that 

included wind instruments and choral singing were scrapped and replaced with alternative 

programming or cancelled. All aspects of schooling had to be rethought, and all measures had to 

be taken to avoid a COVID-19 outbreak. An additional layer of stress impacted teachers with 

children, partners, or elderly parents having medical conditions that made them more susceptible 

to hospitalization or death (Eblie-Trudel & Sokal, 2023). Teachers had to somehow create an 

environment where students could learn while at the same time keeping them protected from the 

threat of COVID-19. 

In the fall of 2019, just months before the SARS-CoV-2 virus emerged (the virus that 

causes the respiratory disease named coronavirus disease 19 [COVID-19]), a series of global 

protests erupted demanding action in the face of an existential threat, the climate crisis. Protests 

occurred in 4,500 locations across 150 countries (Milman, 2019). Laville (2019) claims that the 

climate strike that occurred on September 20, 2019, just before the United Nations Climate 

Summit, with 4 million people participating worldwide, is likely the most significant climate strike 

in history. The momentum of the climate movement grew, but when the pandemic arrived, climate 

activists went into lockdown, continuing to organize and plan for future action. While the climate 

movement has been largely youth-driven (and was born out of the Fridays for Future coalition and 

many other climate actions that were taking place across the world), many teachers are working to 

raise awareness and action through various pedagogical approaches to support a transition to a 

sustainable future. Those teachers who work for sustainability are the subject of this investigation. 

We wanted to know the impact of the pandemic on teachers who are committed to promoting 

education for sustainability. 

Our research investigated perceptions of teaching sustainability before and during the 

pandemic. Specifically, we wanted to know how these teachers described their teaching for 

sustainability before and during the pandemic. We were also curious about how they think they 

might teach after the pandemic. In the pages that follow, we will provide a review of the research 

literature that includes a global and local (Manitoba) history of Education for Sustainable 
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Development (ESD)1, the aims, features, and critiques of ESD and the major studies on ESD. 

Following the Methodology section, we present our findings of ESD teaching experiences before 

and during the Covid-19 pandemic.  

Literature Review 

What is Education for Sustainable Development (ESD)? 

UNESCO defines Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) as education that “employs 

action-oriented, innovative pedagogy to enable learners to develop knowledge and awareness and 

take action to transform society into a more sustainable one” (UNESCO, 2020, p. iii). The term 

‘sustainability’ was introduced by Lester Brown, founder of the Worldwatch Institute, in the early 

1980s. Since then, the notion of a sustainable society, one in which the human needs of the present 

are limited to maintain the survival of future generations, has been adopted into educational policy 

and research as a term of reference. Efforts to create a global framework for humankind to live 

with the natural world and within carrying capacity (living organisms that a region can support 

without ecological degradation) coalesced in the Brundtland Report (World Commission on 

Environment and Development, 1987) and launched into the wider global consciousness with the 

United Nations Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro in 1992. ESD frameworks and practices have been 

updated and relaunched in the twenty-first century through the Millennium Development Goals 

(2000-2015) and the Decade of Action for Sustainable Development and Sustainable Development 

Goals (SDGs) (2016-2030) (United Nations, 2015). Visually, ESD is often presented as a Venn 

diagram (Figure 1) with three overlapping circles of environment, economy, and human health and 

well-being, with the center of the overlapping circles containing quality of life.  

Figure 1  

Education for Sustainable Development (Manitoba Education, n.d., p. 16) 

 
 

At present, ESD is the preferred term by Manitoba Education in their published documents, 

resources and operational language. A significant push towards expanding sustainable 

development efforts in the province of Manitoba and from the Department of Education was made 

in the early 2000s. In 2005, the Manitoba provincial government under the national Canadian 

 
1 While there are many valid pedagogical approaches to address the climate crisis and issues of sustainability and 

equity, we have selected Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) for this study since it best represents the 

philosophy of the teachers interviewed. ESD is also the teaching model promoted in the Manitoba curriculum, 

following the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization’s ( UNESCO) model for sustainability 

education.  
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political party, the New Democratic Party (NDP), was ranked as the number one regional 

government in the world for combating climate change (Buckler & MacDiarmid, 2012). 

Manitoba’s well-regarded approach was achieved through the appointment of consultants 

responsible for overseeing ESD in the province, including coordinated professional development, 

a robust website with resources and distributing resources including funding for ESD projects. 

Following the election of the Manitoba Progressive Conservative Party in 2016, this position was 

ended, as were foci around ESD from Manitoba Education. The Government of Manitoba 

continues to host a website dedicated to Education for Sustainable Development featuring 

resources (See http://www.edu.gov.mb.ca/k12/esd/ for more details).  

Principles of ESD 

The central aim of ESD is to utilize educational spaces inside and outside of the classroom to 

engender knowledge, attitudes, and actions that transform the behaviour of individuals into those 

that reduce their personal and collective negative impact on the planet. Teasing apart these aims, 

Zhang (2019) summarized and listed the ultimate goals of ESD as: (1) establish sustainable 

development values; (2) learn scientific knowledge of sustainable development; (3) cultivate 

sustainable learning ability; (4) practice a sustainable lifestyle; (5) pay attention to and participate 

in solving practical problems of sustainable development. ESD aims to design learning experiences 

that pull these elements together for learners to demonstrate responsible citizenship in which 

sustainability is a central facet for the sake of natural resource conservation at the local and global 

level for present and future generations. (Bourn, 2008; Liu & Qi, 2021) 

While interpretations and resulting teacher practices of ESD vary across the globe 

(Kopnina & Meijers, 2012), there are a number of features common to instructional practices. 

Alampei, Malotidi, Psallidas, and Scoullos outline five elements that are often found in ESD 

pedagogy, namely:  

(1) interdisciplinary and holistic; (2) learner-centered and participatory; (3) value-driven, 

promoting critical thinking and exploring all stakeholders; (4) forward-looking, promoting 

medium and long-term planning; (5) locally relevant, encouraging multilateral 

collaboration among schools, local actors, and authorities, scientific communities, private 

sector, and NGOs, etc. and revealing global issues and connections as part of everyday life, 

whether in a small village or a large city. (2013, p. 110) 

In addition, work by Kohl and Hopkins (2019) has outlined how ESD has been a successful 

framework for drawing in Indigenous perspectives to K-12 education, which has also been 

supported outside of the global north (Vaioleti & Morrison, 2019). 

 An effective strategy for the widespread adoption of ESD is a whole-school approach. 

Mogren, Gericke, and Scherp (2019) compared whole-school approaches to those of individual 

and uncoordinated efforts. They concluded that the benefits of a whole-school approach went 

beyond just knowledge, attitudes, and actions conducive to ESD; they also concluded that school 

improvement was measured higher than schools without standard ESD practices and had more 

significant potential for teacher support networks and collaborative professional practice. Metz et 

al. (2010) analyzed ESD in Manitoba and a whole-school approach at a school in Costa Rica, 

where ESD permeated all school subjects. The authors concluded that knowledge and behaviours 

were far more pro-environmental due to the whole-school approach, advocating for ESD to 

become the foundational subject in merging grade 10 social studies and grade 10 science in the 

Manitoba curriculum. Doing so would:   
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make available the time needed to overcome scheduling difficulties and allow for a 

significant participatory component in the local community… [and] could lay the 

foundation for good science learning, civic participation, and awareness of, and informed 

action towards, the long-term health of local communities. Greater awareness of 

environmental issues should give such a proposal the necessary currency and advance a 

long overdue innovation in Manitoba’s schools. (Metz et. al., 2010, p.166) 

Indeed, holistic, interdisciplinary approaches to ESD are advocated widely in the literature (Borg 

et al., 2012; Burton, 2019a; Summers et al., 2005), which begins with teacher training programs 

(Agirreazkuenaga, 2019; Summers et al., 2005), and continues through in-school professional 

development learning (Summers et al., 2005). 

 Researchers have also made the case for the weaving of ESD with citizenship education 

(De Poza-Vilches et al., 2019; Westheimer, 2020). Westheimer (2020) points to significant overlap 

between the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), and notions of citizenship, 

whether global or democratic. SDG target 4.7 states that: 

All learners should acquire the knowledge and skills needed to promote sustainable 

development, including, among others, through education for sustainable development and 

sustainable lifestyles, human rights, gender equality, promotion of a culture of peace and 

non-violence, global citizenship and appreciation of cultural diversity. (United Nations, 

2015) 

Effective ESD instruction may include learners exploring beyond individual interaction with the 

natural world to understand and act in ways that benefit people and the planet as a whole, what 

Westheimer (2020) calls “knowledge, capacities and dispositions associated with a robust, 

civically engaged life” (p. 296). Documents such as the Earth Charter (United Nations, 2000), 

which emerged from the 1992 Earth Summit, explicitly outline how democracy, human rights, and 

environmentalism are overlapping causes. 

Barriers to ESD 

A central tenet of ESD is its interdisciplinary nature (Summers et al., 2005). Research indicates 

variance in interpreting ESD and its application in classroom practice, with many studies 

suggesting that as youth move through the education system and subject disciplines become more 

siloed, ESD is increasingly limited to courses in the natural sciences or social studies. These 

findings are evident in Manitoba, where the siloing of subjects into separate curriculum areas 

prevents effective teaching of ESD (Babiuk & Falkenberg, 2011; Belton, 2013; Burton, 2019a; 

Eckton, 2016; Hart, 2002; Jacques, 2012; Kraljevic, 2011, Metz et al., 2010; Michalos et al., 2015).  

Traditional teaching practices limit ESD to direct instruction within a classroom and single subject, 

meaning that holistic, place-based and critical perspectives that integrate economic and social 

aspects of ESD are marginalized (Anyolo et al., 2018; Ferguson et al., 2021; Jetly & Singh, 2019). 

Vare and Scott (2007) parsed apart the definition of ESD into ESD1 and ESD2. The authors 

found that ESD with a strictly environmental focus (what the authors called ESD1) was far more 

prevalent than ESD2, which included an intersection between the environment, society and 

politics, where teachers use this lens to encourage learning that is critical and explores or tests 

ideas around sustainable living. Other studies suggest that narrowing ESD to environmental 

focuses is due to the prominence of ESD within science curricula, often taught in a “fact-based” 

style, where the nuance of values present in social studies courses would both deepen and broaden 
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understanding (Borg et al., 2012; Summers et al., 2005). The ability to utilize science and social 

studies approaches simultaneously is stymied by subject disciplines siloed in the senior years 

(Manitoba Education, n.d.). 

Overwhelmingly studies have indicated that a lack of knowledge, resources, and time are 

the primary barriers to the incorporation of ESD into classrooms (Agirreazkuenaga, 2019; Anyolo 

et al., 2018; Borg et al., 2012; Larsen, Skamp & Simoncini, 2017; Summers et al., 2005; Vucic, 

2019). This is mirrored in the data from Manitoba, where several studies have found that a lack of 

knowledge, time, or an overly restrictive curriculum has prevented the effective inclusion of ESD 

into the classroom, particularly at the senior years level (Babiuk & Falkenberg, 2011; Belton, 2013; 

Burton, 2019a; Eckton, 2016; Hart, 2002; Jacques, 2012; Metz et al., 2010; Michalos et al., 2015).   

ESD grew out of a desire to connect youth with an understanding of the natural world and 

the human role in it initially through “environmental education” (Stapp, 1969). Since that time and 

in part as a result of concerns around ESD being incompatible with changes required to address 

the environmental/climate crisis (Babiuk & Falkenberg, 2011; Homer-Dixon, 2020; Jickling, 

1994; Stein, 2022), there has been a diversification in approaches to the knowledge, skills, and 

attributes associated with ESD. These include but are not limited to sustainable living (Stone, 

2010), ecoliteracy (Goleman et al., 2012; Orr, 1992), outdoor education (Breunig et al., 2015), 

place-based education (Grunewald, 2003; Gruenewald & Smith, 2014), ecojustice education 

(Bowers, 2001, 2002; Martusewicz et al., 2011), and ecopedagogy (Kahn, 2008, 2010; Misiaszek, 

2017, 2020). More recently, UNESCO has sought to draw elements of climate change education 

into ESD (Stevenson et al., 2017; Reid, 2019), as evident in the Berlin Declaration on Education 

for Sustainable Development (2022). While acknowledging this proliferation of theories and 

frameworks, this research utilized an ESD framework, as it remains the lens through which the 

curriculum is designed in Manitoba. 

Teacher Perspectives on ESD 

Teachers are often regarded as playing a crucial role in the presence of effective facilitation of 

ESD, and despite significant barriers, many persevere (Anyolo et al., 2018; Edwards et al., 2020; 

Larsen et al., 2017). In Manitoba, Jacques (2012) called these individuals Green Don Quixotes—

ESD leaders who shouldered the burden of representing ESD in schools. Often, classroom teachers 

were determined to be highly knowledgeable and competent in ESD yet struggled with carrying 

the weight of such work, which often bled beyond the scheduled school hours of the day, leading 

to burnout.  

Studies across the globe that have sought teachers' perspectives on ESD repeatedly found 

the belief that it was valuable content and experience for learners, yet there was a gulf between 

values and classroom practice (Belton, 2013; Boon, 2011; Gustafsson et al., 2015; Jacques, 2012; 

Larsen et al., 2017; Vucic, 2019). Conclusions are mixed on links between self-reported 

confidence and competency in teaching ESD, with Boon (2011) and Perkasa et al. (2020) finding 

that teachers overestimated their capacity to teach ESD effectively.  

When barriers to ESD are addressed, such as additional time, professional development, 

whole-school approaches and supportive leadership, ESD can flourish (Borg et al., 2019; Burton, 

2019b; Edwards et al., 2020; Green & Somerville, 2015; Larsen et al., 2017; Morgen et al., 2019; 

McNaughton, 2012; Perkasa et al., 2020; Sund & Wickman, 2008). A culture of support that 

models and encourages creative approaches to ESD, such as experiential, problem/project-based 
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learning and place-based education, has also been detailed to increase competency and enthusiasm 

from teachers and learners (Green & Somerville, 2015; McNaughton, 2012). 

ESD and COVID-19 

Research on ESD is emerging through the pandemic. Beasy and Gonzalez (2021) interviews with 

eight self-selected teachers engaged in ESD in Australia identified four common themes: changes 

to human behaviour are possible given a set of societal circumstances; they had hope that an 

extended lockdown would allow the planet to heal; perceptions of unequal access to healthcare 

became more evident across the globe; and that a slow-down in work, made possible by lockdown, 

had provided more time for reflection on their teaching practice.  

 The emphasis on using the global pandemic as a way to reflect, plan, and increase ESD 

capacity in education was also the focus of a paper by Kaukko et al. (2021). The authors mapped 

out three possible pathways for ESD in the ‘post-corona world’:  

“(1) to prepare children, young people, and adults to go back to the old ways (assuming the  

[pandemic] crises will pass); (2) to prepare them for new ways to live in, through, with 

and/or after crises; (3) to prepare them for an uncertain post-crisis future by travelling at 

the slowest possible pace commensurate with making enough change to satisfy enough 

people, while denying the excesses of the desires of the conservatives and the radicals.” (p. 

1567) 

Education, the authors claimed, is partly responsible for the ‘eco-crisis’ but new ‘practice 

architectures’ that focus on the possibilities that a global pandemic has presented should act as a 

catalyst for “drastic, global changes in education” (p. 1568), in which ESD in its holistic, 

interdisciplinary approaches fits well. 

 The last two noted studies of the COVID-era focused on the impact of the pandemic and, 

specifically, lockdown on youth. Rios, Neilson, and Menezes (2021) reported vastly different 

experiences with nature during the pandemic, determined by socioeconomic backgrounds. For 

example, while many youths reported fear and anxiety around the pandemic, this was mediated by 

opportunities to spend time in nature. Time in nature was more prevalent in youth who resided in 

rural areas or were from wealthier families who had access to nature spaces. In an action research 

study, Servant-Miklos (2022) found that youth who engaged in an intervention of ESD experiences 

prior to the pandemic demonstrated increased resilience throughout the early period of lockdown. 

The author suggested that ESD,  

“can catalyze a change of perspective on the purpose of education [...] bring about greater  

concern for others in times of crisis, help to develop greater awareness of the systemic 

underpinnings of crises, and spur some students to take concrete action for change” (p. 18).  

However, findings indicated that after an extended period following the end of the ESD 

intervention, youth began reverting to old and un-resilient patterns of thinking. The next section 

outlines the research methodology used in this study. 

Methodology 

Research Design 

This study was conducted in Winnipeg, Manitoba, between May and June 2021, just over a year 

into the declaration of the COVID-19 pandemic. The months prior to the launch of our study 

represented a period in which teachers shifted back and forth between online and in-person contact. 
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Using qualitative content analysis, the study was designed to describe the perceptions of teachers 

who are committed to promoting education for the sustainability of their classroom practices and 

the barriers they faced in implementing those practices before and during the pandemic. We also 

designed the study to describe teachers’ predictions of how the experience of teaching during the 

pandemic may impact the way they teach ESD in the future. Qualitative research strives to locate 

a phenomenological appreciation of a specific context, and describe the perceptions and lived 

experiences of the participants (Schreier, 2014). ESD teachers studied in this research shared their 

experiences in two semi-structured and in-depth video call interviews. The participants of this 

study included seven public education teachers: four in high school, one in middle school, and two 

in elementary school. Participants were interviewed individually via Zoom on two occasions in 

May and June of 2021 for a total of 14 interviews. The participants were identified through 

snowball sampling with the help of a prominent teacher for sustainability in Winnipeg and the 

education director of a local environmental education centre. Snowball sampling was conducted 

according to the following inclusion criteria: (a) teaching in a public K-12 school year 2020-2021; 

(b) teachers who integrate sustainability education into their practice; (c) teachers who were 

employed as teachers within the city of Winnipeg. The transcripts of teacher interviews are the 

data source for this paper. Seven teachers were recruited to participate. These teachers were 

identified as those who integrate sustainability education into their practice. Participants included 

in this study were those currently employed as teachers within the Winnipeg area. Of the seven 

teachers involved in the study, five of them were female, and the other two were male. Two of the 

participants were elementary teachers, two were middle teachers, and three were high school 

teachers. Participants received their interview transcripts to review and confirm their responses. 

Interviews were conducted that focused on the implementation of sustainability as a provincial K-

12 cross-curriculum priority. We investigated perceptions and self-reported classroom practices of 

teachers relating to ESD through the following research questions: (a) How did teachers in K-12 

school settings implement ESD in their classrooms before and during the pandemic? (b) What 

were the barriers that teachers perceived they faced in the implementation of ESD in the curriculum 

in each of these contexts? (c) How will the experience of teaching ESD during a pandemic change 

the emphasis on sustainability and global citizenship or how ESD is taught in a post-pandemic 

world? Semi-structured interviews were conducted using questions and prompts (see Appendix 

A). 

Data Analysis  

The qualitative content analysis based on the results from the individual cases was coded and 

categorized into themes. Qualitative content analysis seeks to aid in the validity and reliability of 

inferences through a system set of techniques for managing data (Schreier, 2014). In this study, 

qualitative content analysis was undertaken to apply Creswell and Guetterman’s (2019) six generic 

strategies: (a) organize data for analysis (per interviewer question); (b) read through data; (c) begin 

coding; (d) generate categories and/or themes based on coding; (e) decide how themes will be 

presented; and (f) interpret the data. No data analysis software was used in the analysis of the 

transcripts. The interview audio was transcribed and reviewed for an overall understanding. 

Transcripts were then organized into units (individual teacher interview transcripts), and then each 

unit was coded. Codes were categorized into groups based on similarities. Transcripts were 

reviewed by participants for accuracy. Participants reviewed the codes for accuracy. Transcripts, 

along with the identified codes and categories, were examined and confirmed by both researchers 

of this study. Data categorization and interpretation were organized, confirmed, and reported by a 

careful review of the data collected.  
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Findings 

In the following section, we discuss the findings of ESD teaching experiences before and during 

COVID-19. In the first subsection, we explore the commonalities of ESD teaching experiences 

before COVID-19 and common philosophies of teaching ESD, barriers, and catalysts. The second 

subsection explores the commonalities of ESD teaching experiences during COVID-19, 

examining the struggles, pandemic pedagogy, positive aspects of teaching ESD during the 

pandemic, and general takeaways of teaching ESD during COVID-19. 

ESD Teaching Experiences Pre-COVID-19 

Several commonalities emerged around how classroom teachers approached ESD instruction. 

Early and middle-year teachers (EY and MY) tended to start their lessons outdoors and provide 

space for learners' questions to emerge, which would then drive learning back in the classroom. 

This approach centred on nature and the community in ways that drew in ESD to the learners’ 

lives. One teacher enthused about the potential of the local area to inspire and act as a catalyst for 

learning, stating “And just the potential is, in our community, there's so much out there within a 

two-hour round trip walk or two-hour round trip bike ride. Geez. There's so much you can see.” 

Another teacher spoke to the power of the outdoors to make meaningful personal connections: “I 

just feel like when you are outside or when you’re talking about environment or place, literally 

every person in the room can connect to that.” Walking or hiking in the community as a starting 

point was found to be easier when built into the schedule, where learners and families came to see 

it as normalized. The EY and MY teachers who did this found that their students began to dress 

for the weather and understood the community as their classroom. Community experiences were 

supplemented with guest speakers and experts in relevant fields of knowledge (3 respondents).  

Across all age groups, there was a recognition that inquiry and a project-based approach 

fit well with ESD (6 respondents). Inquiry allowed learners to explore questions they had about 

nature and the community deeply and tangibly. The impact of this was that students began to 

embody the role of stewardship. For example, one EY teacher spoke of learners becoming 

concerned with urban sprawl taking away natural habitats for native animals, while another shared 

how a ditch, renamed by the students as “lava land” became a favourite place for the class to walk 

to and spend time with; when construction that changed the topography of the ditch happened 

between visits, students were “livid.” One school division had a purpose-built land-based learning 

centre, which featured prominently through several interviews as a space which was frequently 

visited to engage learners on the land, as was a larger outdoor education centre located in the south 

of the city, where teachers from Grades 1-12 and across school divisions would plan visits (4 

respondents). 

In the Senior Years (SY), outdoor or community visits were tied to a topic and used as a 

catalyst for action projects, or threaded throughout a unit to deepen context and provide space for 

hands-on learning. One theme that emerged from the interviews was that teachers at the SY were 

more intentional than EY or MY about how and why their classrooms explored ESD, purposely 

linking to specific curricula, learning outcomes, organizations with an environmental focus, or 

spaces that a unit could orient around. One example was a SY teacher who curated a “take action 

project” unit connected to the “Caring for Our Watersheds” competition, resulting in students 

having their community action project funded.  
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Philosophy of Teaching 

Philosophically, every teacher valued ESD as a priority in their work. Two teachers stated that 

passion for the environment was the primary reason for them entering the field of education. It was 

clear that every teacher could speak authoritatively about why this work was important and the 

pedagogical rationale for how they facilitated ESD with learners. One teacher spoke to how ESD 

should be taught proactively as a way to extricate youth from being encultured into a wasteful 

society; similarly, another saw ESD as a valuable tool for expanding youth horizons on the way 

the world works, and the implications of society and themselves in particular in those systems; a 

third was impacted by the work of Richard Louv’s “nature deficit disorder” as a motivator for 

getting learners outside every day. A teacher in the SY with high-level sciences on their course 

load spoke to the teaching of experiential and hands-on learning as “quality education [...] because 

if you aren’t addressing the bigger problems or issues in our world, you know, I think you're 

missing an opportunity with kids.” This teacher found that striking a balance between direct 

instruction and inquiry provided both curriculum content knowledge and space for deep 

engagement in topics of value to youth. 

 The commitment to ESD was maintained despite a number of barriers (which will be 

discussed later), owing to the benefits that teachers saw from students. Two teachers spoke to 

children being “transformed” as a result of being outside every day in terms of behaviour and 

engagement in their learning. The stewardship of spaces went home with learners, with one teacher 

referencing that their child took their family on walks to places that their class visited. To reach 

the point where teachers became recognized leaders in ESD, some mentioned that getting over the 

perspective of the curriculum as the starting point and sole arbiter of lesson plans provided them 

with the freedom to incorporate more ESD into their classrooms and be more responsive to student 

needs. One respondent reflected, “I started to shift my teaching practice away from the curriculum 

as much and more thinking of those important ideas and then how to work the curriculum towards 

fitting those ideas.” 

Aligning with Kohl and Hopkins’ (2019) findings, almost every teacher mentioned both 

the opportunity to incorporate Indigenous worldviews and the importance of doing so in their ESD 

teaching. This was particularly evident when teachers described the value of students reconnecting 

to the land and the role of land in reconciliation. It was not clear in the interviews whether valuing 

the teaching of Indigenous perspectives emerged prior to, or during their time in education or 

teaching ESD. Further targeting of questions around how teachers draw in elements of Indigenous 

perspectives into Manitoba ESD education would be a worthwhile line of future research. 

Barriers 

Many barriers and catalysts to teaching ESD that emerged in the literature review were present in 

interviews. The time commitment to prepare for ESD instruction (5 respondents), worries that ESD 

took time away from teaching “basic” skills such as reading, writing, and mathematics (2 

respondents), and fears of being questioned by parents on why traditional subjects and pedagogy 

was not the focus (2 respondents). Teachers also spoke more generally to concerns about the role–

or lack thereof–of ESD in the school system. This included a dearth of curricula outcomes 

explicitly linked to ESD (which could place them in vulnerable positions with unfriendly 

administrators or families), challenges of discussing topics like climate change that risked 

exacerbating already noticeable increases in student mental health struggles, or a lack of resources 

that would allow their programs to be effective. On this last point, teachers raised scheduling, lack 
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of resources, and struggles in accessing Indigenous elders as barriers. One teacher spent a 

significant portion of her time researching and applying for grants to increase the opportunities for 

learners to experience ESD. Three teachers, all from the same metro Winnipeg school division, 

expressed frustration in their inability to secure buses for field experiences, with one teacher 

desiring a bus that would be available before 9:30 am with a return time of no later than 2:00 pm.  

One teacher raised an issue regarding a perceived lack of attention that ESD received in 

post-secondary Bachelor of Education programs, using her experience with recent teacher 

candidates as an example. A 2012 Report by the Council for Ministers of Education found that in 

Faculties of Education there was, “modest but promising progress toward reorienting teacher 

education to address education for sustainable development” but that “ESD adoption is still 

primarily an individual faculty member commitment rather than a faculty-wide response” (pp. 3-

4). In 2019 the Association for Canadian Deans of Education published a position paper 

acknowledging that education was “complicit” in the climate crisis and environmental emergency 

and amongst other pledges sought “to supporting each other within ACDE to transform our 

practices in ways that add to the equitable and sustainable future of the planet, through reporting 

and sharing challenges and good practices” (p. 3). 

As discussed in the literature review, the double-bind of weak curricula connections (which 

vary from grade to grade depending on curriculum) and the siloed nature of curriculum and 

instruction of courses (particularly in the Senior Years), meant that teachers had to be highly 

creative in lesson plan design, well-supported by administrators, go to greater lengths to 

demonstrate the benefits of their programming, or be free from or resistant to scrutiny for them to 

infuse their work with ESD related experiences. 

Two teachers echoed findings in the literature review of ESD being pushed to the margins 

in other classrooms or schools and taught as an “extra-curricular,” an approach that was distinctly 

pushed back against by these interview participants. As the participating teachers were identified 

for their proficiency in ESD, pedagogical and content knowledge was only raised in one interview 

as a personal barrier to instruction. 

Interestingly, only two teachers directly referenced assessment in their interviews. One 

spoke to the multiple ways they tracked and presented assessments to learners and families, which 

included documentation trails, co-created assessments between teacher and student, self-

assessment and the use of rubric; this teacher, in particular, was informed by the work of Susan 

Drake (2014), who has published on effective classroom assessment through inquiry. Conversely, 

another teacher spoke to the challenges of aligning assessment to ESD practices, lamenting the 

siloing of curriculum on the provincial report card and the narrow opportunity to speak to the 

improved learning behaviours that present in outdoor education. 

Catalysts 

Support from adults outside of the classroom remained important. Positive administrative support 

(4 respondents) was offered as a catalyst, which speaks to the importance of prioritizing ESD at 

the divisional or provincial level with the intention that this permeates school plans and 

professional learning through school leaders. Only one of the interviewees was ambivalent about 

their current level of support from the administration, but all other teachers (6 respondents) seemed 

content in their school building and that they had found the space they desired to implement the 

ESD program that they wanted. For example, two teachers detailed how their ESD focus had been 

present to some extent throughout their teaching careers, but through professional growth and 
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support, it had flourished in their current teaching assignment. Three participating teachers had 

work experience in ESD-related fields and incorporated that learning into their current planning. 

Additional catalysts mentioned included having students for multiple or all their courses, which 

provided the capacity to integrate the curriculum into wider inquiry projects (2 respondents). 

Support is extended to families, too.  

Two teachers expanded the places they were able to access for outdoor learning by cycling 

with their classes. This was made possible by parent chaperones. 

ESD Teaching Experiences During COVID-19 

The Struggles 

Healthcare protocols initiated in schools during the pandemic had major implications for the 

teaching practices of participants, and for many, this meant teaching and designing learning that 

ran contrary to their experience of what good teaching for ESD looked and sounded like. Most 

significant of which was that teachers were unable to consistently plan for or execute exploration 

of the community as an initiation of, or as scaffolding for classroom content on ESD (6 

respondents) and field trips (6 respondents). Social distancing in the classroom meant that there 

was a definite curtailing of social learning (5 respondents) through group discussions or hands-on 

learning (2 respondents), and a shift away from whole-class learning to individual work. Two 

teachers noticed that they were spending more time talking in classrooms than students (2 

respondents), which for both philosophical and pedagogical reasons they did not believe led to 

engaging learning environments (4 respondents). One EY teacher stated: 

[There is] not a lot of spaces that we can go to, not a lot of things that we can engage with, 

you know, even if you think about games that you can play with kids and stuff like that. 

We’re very limited to, you know, if it's involving kids touching the same object, we can’t 

necessarily be doing that. So yeah, it’s just a very soiled experience for most kids.  

Another SY teacher listed the events that she and her learners benchmarked the year with that were 

cancelled because of the pandemic: whole-school assemblies, Earth Day, learning to maintain the 

Indigenous circle garden, and opportunities for student leadership with take-action projects. 

Interestingly, two teachers identified that they reverted to traditional teaching methods with an 

emphasis on direct instruction of mathematics and literacy without integrating ESD. [Name] 

Pandemic Pedagogy 

What emerged in most of the interviews was the hardship that both teachers and learners faced. 

Pedagogical practices undertook a significant shift for many teachers during the pandemic. Few 

teachers indicated that it was possible to use the weeks of low COVID-19 case counts to revert to 

their progressive style of teaching (referred to as an approach that encourages students to reflect 

on what they are learning, investigate their questions, and collaborate with their peers). Youth 

mental health was mentioned in a variety of descriptions, such as “lack of capacity,” “overwhelmed 

with negativity,” “survival mode,” “malaise,” “depression,” and “anxiety,” and was more 

pronounced with SY teachers than those at EY or MY. A SY teacher expressed the current state 

of his learners: “Kids are, their despair cups are so full that I don’t, I’m really cognizant of 

overloading their cups.” Teachers at the SY identified adaptations in content and pedagogy that 

mental health struggles required. These included increased use of articles as discussion starters (2 

respondents), videos (2 respondents), independent inquiry projects (2 respondents), and 

experimenting with the flipped classroom (1 respondent); there was a desire by one teacher to 
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“simplify” their teaching for both student and their own mental health, with another teacher 

expressing that well-being became the priority in their class. Teachers were designing units with 

less explicit focus on ESD, with greater emphasis on the ability of student learning to pivot 

between in-person and virtual classes; the threat of shifting to remote learning one day to the next 

became a primary consideration. At times, ESD was avoided as a topic for learning due to it being 

a “gloomy” topic. Teachers' rhetoric emphasized “hope” and students as “part of the solution,” 

pitching assignments to students that made these elements a focus or allowed escapism through 

utopian visions for the future. 

Pandemic Positives 

Nevertheless, some positive shifts did occur. As the science of how COVID-19 spread as an 

airborne disease became clearer, outdoor learning was recognized by schools as the safest space 

to learn. As a consequence, many teachers were empowered to get learners outdoors during the 

school day, building morning walks into the schedule. Yet one teacher spoke of the fear that 

community members would report them to the school for not having students’ social distance while 

out in the community, confiding, “There’s always people walking around the school, and it’s, 

we’re quite under the microscope.” Some teachers spoke of having developed new skills or 

understandings that they would take with them into ‘post-COVID teaching.’ These included being 

more capable of reading students’ body language and being more adept at using technology as an 

organizational tool or for outreach. A number of participating teachers admitted to pitching away 

from an ESD focus toward the Black Lives Matter movement. A French Immersion teacher also 

discovered that facilitating their language program while being outdoors broadened the 

opportunities for vocabulary development. 

Takeaways from COVID-19 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, the narrowing of possibilities for ESD teaching during the pandemic 

presented several epiphanies for interviewed teachers, but interestingly, these perspectives were 

not explicitly located in their work. For example, the role of the human/nature divide. One teacher 

relayed how he linked the pandemic response to ecological crisis: “What I tried to have them 

acknowledge is that a lot of the strategies we’ve learned from COVID, both global cooperation 

and communication will very likely need to be applied to address climate change” and that 

“individual action is not enough.” Another teacher echoed this, saying they believed now more 

than ever that “worldviews do shape actions” and that education plays a critical role in this work.  

There was also greater awareness of the central role that schools played in supporting 

social, emotional and academic well-being in youth, with teachers highlighting the need for 

students to learn in person (2 respondents) and that the social aspect of school for youth was 

probably underestimated before the pandemic. There were mixed responses regarding the role of 

technology in the classroom, with one teacher more open to its utility for organizing students' 

learning and another seeing the continued potential of drawing guest speakers into the classroom. 

Another teacher committed to using less technology, stating, “Here’s the thing: anything that’s 

good about virtual meetings, you can probably do in a classroom and do better.” 

Pedagogically, teachers expressed their desire to double down on ESD teaching once it was 

safe and logistically possible to do so and that outdoor and community-based learning should be a 

part of the school day (4 respondents). One teacher enthused about how they wanted to orient 

future ESD around reconciliation and learning on the land, claiming:  
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I'm really going to come [at], and everything around sustainability global citizenship from 

the perspective of connecting the importance of connecting with the land, connecting with 

other people, connecting with his importance of slowing things down and of connecting 

two things through story… at the end of the day you can't get the sustainable development 

without human connection between people. 

Discussion 

Without the passionate and intentional work of ESD champions, youth knowledge, attitudes and 

actions on ESD would be diminished. Without this work, efforts at promoting the idea that injustice 

lies at the centre of the climate crisis and the wider work of climate change mitigation and 

adaptation would all look bleaker in whichever part of the globe one inhabits. While we, as 

researchers, are cautious not to draw too significant of conclusions based on the small sample of 

participants, the interviews with seven educators in Manitoba resoundingly supported the wider 

research around catalysts and barriers to ESD education reported in the literature review. Though 

there were repeated stories of significant shifts in what was taught and how it was taught during 

the pandemic, the commitment to “what matters” (Sund & Wickman, 2008) may have shifted for 

some of our participants, but the commitment to children remained a primary concern of these 

educators. This was despite a reduction in resources, in-person contact time, and support, along 

with the ever-changing landscape for teaching through the 2020 to 2021 school years. 

As the literature detailed in the first half of this paper stated, teaching ESD might be vital 

in times of social and ecological crises, but the structure of public schooling and networks of 

support are not conducive to nurturing it. During the COVID-19 pandemic, of the five elements of 

ESD that Alampei et al., (2013) detail, the first three (interdisciplinary and holistic; learner-centred 

and participatory, as well as value-driven; promoting critical thinking and exploring all 

stakeholders) were able to continue and even deepen during COVID-19 as opposed to before, 

while the final two (forward-looking, promoting medium and long-term planning, and locally 

relevant, encouraging multilateral collaboration among schools, local actors, and authorities, 

scientific communities, private sector, and NGOs, etc., as well as revealing global issues and 

connections as part of everyday life, whether in a small village, or a large city) were curtailed due 

to the limitations of knowing the future of education and communities and being isolated from 

engaging deeply in them. Educators simply were not able to design deep and immersive 

experiences to the extent they had pre-pandemic, or wished to because of the instability of not 

knowing whether they would be in schools or remote from one day to the next. 

What was interesting to note was that the COVID-19 pandemic itself was not used as a 

topic for inquiry for many of these educators, despite the abundance of resources and entry points 

for inquiry. Doing so would have broadened the scope of teaching to meet Vare and Scott’s (2007) 

aim of meeting ESD2, where the content was drawn from the intersection of environment, society 

and politics, as would Westheimer’s (2020) consideration of citizenship and ESD overlap in the 

Sustainable Development Goals. Many of these teachers were attuned to the needs of their learners 

and instead decided to begin with what students needed at that particular moment: remaining 

committed broadly to ESD, but looking at other content areas as a distraction from the horrors 

playing out in their communities. This finding supports the conclusions of Servant-Miklos (2022) 

who claimed that teaching ESD during the pandemic can change the objectives of education. In 

this way, as participating teachers in this study under “normal teaching conditions” were dedicated 

to teaching ESD in order to equip their learners to engage meaningfully in the world as it is and 

might be, during the pandemic, this practice was adjusted in response to the mental and physical 
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health needs of their learners in the moment. All were committed to re-engaging deeply and 

meaningfully in their ESD work when it was safe to do so. 

Digging through the responses from these teacher interviews, epiphanies emerged: 

spending regular time outdoors and framing the community as a classroom is good for the health 

of students and their education; learning in K-12 is inherently more powerful and productive when 

done socially; technology is a wonderful tool, but should not be the sole medium in which learning 

occurs. When what teachers took for granted before the pandemic—social or communal learning, 

sourcing guest speakers, field experiences, a predictable learning environment from one day to the 

next—crystalized how respondents would engage in their work once restrictions were lifted.  

Conclusion 

What remains to be seen is how the pandemic impacts the possibilities open to teachers, the focus 

of national and regional governments to commit to an ESD focus in K-12 and the capacity and 

interest in youth to ESD learning itself. For example, will community and online resources for 

ESD expand or shrink? Will the economic and social impacts of COVID-19 lead to greater 

emphasis on “back to basics” education? Will youth and families determine issues or content as of 

more importance? The Province of Manitoba’s abandonment of Bill 64 in the summer of 2021, 

which would have removed decision-making from local school authorities in the metro Winnipeg 

area, and focused on a “back to basics” approach to K-12 education, as well as the failure of anti-

vaccination/conspiracy theorist school board trustee candidates in fall 2022 suggest a platform for 

permanently embedding ESD in Manitoba curriculum is possible, despite much regression from 

its primacy in the late 2000s and 2010s. Yet this is also contrasted with a surge in the “Parental 

Rights Movement” in the lead-up to the 2023 Manitoba Provincial Election, which in the United 

States and parts of Canada has targeted teaching ESD issues such as 2SLGBTTQ+ rights, anti-

racism, and climate change as unfit content for public schools. Time will tell whether Beasley and 

Gonzalez’s (2021) hopes that the COVID-19 pandemic will have acted as a launchpad to improved 

conditions for ESD teaching or whether teaching in isolation has set back efforts to shift from the 

lone Green Don Quixote (Jacques, 2012), to the whole-school approach to ESD advocated by Metz 

et al. (2010). 

Many educators will connect the dots between how the COVID-19 pandemic emerged and 

humans' unhealthy relationship with nature. What is almost certain is that a new cohort of 

educators that have grown of age during a time of environmental degradation and climate 

emergency are joining the workforce and doubling down on their determination to put ESD front 

and centre in their classrooms. The extent to which recognition of “climate justice” as a wider 

conception of how climate, environment, colonialism, and capitalism intersect (Klein & Stefoff, 

2021) and the critical role of Indigenous peoples at the front line of this struggle (Thomas-Muller, 

2022) as the lens in which K-12 educators are framing learning experiences for their students is an 

important yet unexplored area of research. 
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APPENDIX A 

Semi-structured Interview Questions 

1. What was your approach to teaching Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) 

before the pandemic? What kinds of things did you do? What are some examples of your 

approach?  

2. Was integration of ESD across the curriculum part of your approach? If so, how did you 

do this? What are some specific examples? 

3. Thinking back on your experiences, what were some of the major barriers you faced 

trying to teach ESD before the pandemic? What were some of the minor ones? 

4. What kind of stresses do you face during the pandemic that are specific to your teaching 

of ESD? 

5. How has the pandemic changed your approach to teaching ESD? What kinds of things do 

you differently? What are some examples? 

6. What was your approach to teaching ESD during the pandemic? What kinds of things did 

you do? What are some examples of your approach during the pandemic?  

7. At any time since the pandemic began, did you connect the students’ experience with the 

pandemic to your teaching of ESD? If so, how did you do it? Examples?  

8. Thinking back on your experiences, what were some of the major barriers you faced 

trying to teach ESD during the pandemic? What were some of the minor ones? 

9. What has the pandemic taught you as a teacher of ESD? How will the experience of 

teaching ESD during a pandemic change your emphasis or the way in which ESD is 

taught in a post-pandemic world? Is there anything that you will do differently? What are 

some examples? 
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A review of Ranjan 'DWWD¶V��(G����Decolonization in practice: Reflective learning from cross-

cultural perspectives  

Donna H. Swapp, University of Regina 

Adeola S. Amos, University of Regina 

5DQMDQ� 'DWWD¶V (2023) Decolonization in practice: Reflective learning from cross-cultural 

perspectives explores its titular theme across 15 chapters of this new edited book. The ERRN¶V�

appeal is in bringing together perspectives from Indigenous and non-Indigenous settler Canadians 

from diverse racial and cultural backgrounds regarding how to move decolonization from 

discourse to practice. As two racialized colour settlers to Canada ourselves (one of us is from 

Africa and the other from the Caribbean), we were particularly drawn to the book. The book is 

divided into five parts, with a short introduction to each of the parts. Author biographies are placed 

at the front, and a half-page section titled What is Next (Moving Forward) is at the end of the book. 

The book aims to move decolonization from discourse and theoretical inquiry to the realm of 

everyday practice. A supporting premise is set early LQ�WKH�ERRN¶s introduction, stating, ³>P@DQ\�

academic researchers introduced decolonization in their work; however, they have not explained 

what it means to think of decolonization as a source of reflective learning from and within our 

HYHU\GD\�SUDFWLFH´��S������The editor positions the book to address this gap.  

The first part of the book directly unpacks the overarching theme of decolonization in 

practice, exploring Indigenous community reflections from Anishanaabe, Cree, Métis, and 

Mohawk scholars. Herein, the authors H[SRXQG�RQ�HSLVWHPRORJ\�LQ�DVVHVVLQJ�³KRZ�ZH�NQRZ�ZKDW�

we know and why and how to learn to do things differently in ouU�HYHU\GD\�SUDFWLFH´��S����. Across 

the six chapters, authors explore this focus through a number of pedagogical framings, such as 

Indigenous dance as transformative decolonial pedagogy, Indigenous storytelling to transform 

university pedagogy, land-based education as transformative pedagogy, anti-racist community 

building as critical pedagogy, and transforming colonized mindsets to decolonized dreams. The 

main insight from this part of the book is how decolonization could occur from a pedagogical 

perspective, in the sense that when learners have encounters with teachers, knowledge keepers, 

and Indigenous elders, they have the opportunity to learn, unlearn, and relearn the history of 

Canada and understand a way forward. This section of the book advances the argument that we, 

as settlers, have a responsibility to the Indigenous peoples and the Indigenous land on which we 

all live.  

In the second part of the book, racialized immigrant women and children share community 

reflections on decolonization in practice. In the four chapters, these settler authors of colour 

contribute their voices to the theme RI� GHFRORQL]DWLRQ� LQ� SUDFWLFH�� HPSKDVL]LQJ� LQGLYLGXDOV¶ 

responsibility to seek knowledge about the places and spaces they occupy, and describing this 

responsibility as sign of respect to both the lands and the peoples who have inhabited these lands 

from time immemorial. Each contributing aXWKRU¶V�UHIOHFWLRQV�FRQYH\�GHHS�UHVSHFW�DQG�UHYHUHQFH�

for Indigenous lands and customs. Particularly for us��-HEXQQHVVD�&KDSROD¶V�FRQWULEXWLRQ�VWDQGV�

out. This author shares her practices as a newcomer, racialized, settler woman from a privileged 

mainstream Muslim background in Bangladesh, learning the Indigenous significances of land 

acknowledgements, proposing how this learning has helped her create a strong sense of belonging 

and community with Indigenous peoples and the land. 7KLV�DXWKRU¶V work in a community garden, 

in bringing gardeners and community guests together, and participating in activities including 

FKLOGUHQ¶V anti-racist art workshops, talks on the environment, talks by Indigenous Elders, 
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education movie nights, and presentations on the benefit of gardening are inspiring examples of 

committed intent and follow-through by a racialized Canadian settler towards decolonization and 

reconciliation. This section of the book situates these actions by colour settlers as a sign of respect 

to the land and of embracing and showing reverence for cultures and traditions of Indigenous 

peoples. The authors demonstrate their understanding of what it means to live together with 

Indigenous communities in a relationship borne out of and executed in mutual respect and 

understanding.  

The final three sections of the book are short, containing two chapters each in the third and 

fourth parts and one in the final part of the book. The third and fourth parts continue to carry the 

theme from the second part of the book, that of community reflections on decolonization in 

practice, with the author centering ³colour settler perspectives´ in the third part and ³Black and 

Asian´ perspectives in the fourth. A key takeaway from the third part of the book iV�LQ�WKH�DXWKRUV¶�

demonstration of how decolonization is meant to occur not only in schools but in every aspect of 

life, including our daily activities. In this sense, the authors show, through their own lived 

examples, how decolonization is a collective responsibility and what it means to act on this 

responsibility. Decolonial stories of learning, unlearning, and relearning are shared. In honest and 

vulnerable detail, the authors share their actions in acknowledging and honouring Indigenous 

ceremonies, traditions or protocols and implementing them in everyday practices. In part four, the 

first of two chapters attempts to connect decolonization through climate research from the 

perspectives of Sub-Saharan African immigrant communities in Western Canada, and the second 

RIIHUV�WKH�DXWKRU¶s anti-racism activism in building a decolonial community in a Vancouver Asian 

district. We found this second chapter particularly effective and noteworthy. The author begins by 

acknowledging her $VLDQ�FRPPXQLW\¶V�GLVFULPLQDWLRQ�DJDLQVW�%ODFk people and sets this prejudice 

against the backdrop of xenophobia being experienced by Asian residents LQ� 9DQFRXYHU¶V�

Chinatown. The author is part of a community resistance effort towards gentrification and racism 

in this district and relates how Asian residents came to confront their own ignorance and prejudice 

and reorient their claims of µownership¶ to the lands on which their community resides. Through 

community collaboration, the Asian residents were able to build relationships of solidarity, respect, 

and reverence with Indigenous residents. The last part of the book is comprised of only one chapter, 

and here, the author discusses the responsibility of building decolonial communities through anti-

racism education and action.  

While we found the book informative and insightful, we think that a reorganization of the 

five sections would help these sections be more evenly weighted. For example, we propose that 

the organization of the text might be simplified by dedicating the first part of the book to 

Indigenous community reflections on decolonization. By recategorizing WKH�WHUPV�³FRORXU�VHWWOHU´�

DQG�³%ODFN�DQG�$VLDQ´�DV�³UDFLDOL]HG´, the second part of the book would be focused on racialized 

immigrant community reflections on decolonization in practice and research. This would leave a 

last and third section to involve work of Black, Asian, and European contributors exploring 

research and action-based decolonization. 

Another critique of this book regards the lack of robust discussion and follow-through in 

two of the chapters. For instance, while Chapter 10 is particularly appealing to us²the authors are 

two teenaged children of colour settler Canadians and are actively involved in community practices 

of cross-cultural decolonization²a few missed opportunities to more fully flesh out key terms and 

positions put forward weakened the chapter. For example, tKH�DXWKRUV¶�PRELOL]DWLRQ�RI�WKH term 

land-based storytelling is particularly noteworthy, but the authors do not define or explain the term 
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to readers. In other instances, they fail to always flesh out Indigenous teachings around the cyclical 

and interconnected relationships between humans and our ecosystems. One such example occurs 

when, in advocating for more physical connections with the land and with plants and animals, they 

state WKDW�³>K@DUPLQJ�RQH�LQVHFW�ZRXOG�KDUP�PDQ\�RWKHUV´ (p. 183) without explaining how this is 

so and/or making an explicit connection to the cyclical and interconnected nature of humanV¶ 

relationship or responsibilities with and to Mother Earth.  

Lastly, tKH� HGLWRU¶V� own co-authored chapter on the sub-Saharan African immigrant 

FRPPXQLWLHV¶�SHUVSHFWLYHV�around climate risks missed important opportunities to connect more 

H[SOLFLWO\� ZLWK� WKH� ERRN¶V� RYHUDUFKLQJ� WKHPH�� GHFRORQL]DWLRQ� LQ� SUDFWLFH�� In this chapter, the 

authors use the term decolonial often, referencing ³GHFRORQLDO� GDWD� DQDO\VLV´� �S�� ����� ������

³GHFRORQLDO�ILQGLQJV´��S��������DQG�³GHFRORQLDO�OHDUQLQJ�MRXUQH\´ (p. 235), but the chapter does 

not reflect LQ� ZKDW� ZD\V� WKH� UHVHDUFK� RU� WKH� DXWKRUV¶� SRVLWLRQLQJ relative to this research is 

decolonial. In fact, though the authors purport to use decolonizing phenomenology to explain how 

sub-Saharan African immigrants in western Canada cope with climate risks, they neither explain 

what this term means nor demonstrate how their results are unique to the sub-Saharan perspective 

as opposed to other people in western Canada experiencing the same climate disaster risks. For us, 

the lack of a final concluding chapter summarizing each chapter¶V key contributions, anchoring 

key learnings, and/or emphasizing important takeaways made these missed opportunities more 

apparent.    

Overall, however, this book stands out and makes a strong contribution to the field. There 

are few books dedicated to unpacking what decolonization looks like in everyday practice, and 

HYHQ�IHZHU�GHGLFDWHG�WR�UDFLDOL]HG�VHWWOHUV¶�SUDFWLFDO�XQGHUWDNLQJ�RI�GHFRORQL]DWLRQ�LQ�WKH�&DQDGLDQ�

context. As two Black immigrant women settlers to Canada, we find the examples and lessons in 

this book relatable and practical. The emphasis on learning, unlearning, and relearning was an 

underpinning premise artfully and consistently woven throughout the chapters. The book did an 

excellent job of illuminating how people from different backgrounds relate to the challenges of 

colonization and how these experiences foster a sense of solidarity and respect for Indigenous 

peoples, customs, and traditions and a strong commitment to reconciliation and decolonization. 

*LYHQ�&DQDGD¶V�ODUJH�DQG�JURZLQJ�GLYHUVLW\��LW�LV�LPSRUWDQW�WR�GHHSHQ�RXU�XQderstanding of what 

it means to live on Indigenous lands. This book centres racialized perspectives, effectively 

situating reconciliation and decolonization as a collective responsibility and demonstrating the 

practical contributions settler immigrants of colour are making, and could make, in achieving these 

aims. We therefore recommend this book to readers of in education. 
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