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Abstract

As the COVID-19 crisis continues to develop, communities around the world find
themselves living in new and uncertain times. School and university closures are
significantly disrupting the lives of students, educators and researchers alike. With
the sudden shift to online learning platforms, the limitations on research projects
and the lack of standardised policies and procedures, many concerns arise sur-
rounding the unequal impacts of this crisis. This article brings together diverse
perspectives on the effects of COVID-19 on post-secondary life for students and
scholars engaged in the field of Indigenous health research. The authors reflect on
how this time has impacted them as a graduating student, incoming PhD student,
junior faculty member and mid-career faculty member respectively. Their experi-
ences of teaching and learning at a large, research-intensive university in Toronto,
Canada have been profoundly transformed, and will continue to change the way they
work, research and interact at the graduate level. Working with Indigenous com-
munities and organisations requires relationship building, collaboration and cer-
emony. In these unprecedented times, scholars cannot simply continue “business as
usual”. They must adapt everything, including how they teach, learn and work with
Indigenous peoples, who are particularly vulnerable to this pandemic. Reflecting on
the impacts that have already occurred and those that are still likely to come, the
authors discuss what changes may need to be made in academia to support diverse
actors within their scholarly community. They suggest changes to their scholarship
with Indigenous communities in Canada to help them continue to work in a respect-
ful, reciprocal and culturally appropriate way.
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Résumé

L’éducation dans des temps incertains : la vie universitaire pour les chercheurs dans
le domaine de la santé des autochtones a I’heure de la COVID-19 — La crise de la
COVID-19, qui continue de prendre de 1’ampleur, plonge des communautés du
monde entier dans des périodes inédites et incertaines. Les fermetures d’écoles et
d’universités perturbent considérablement la vie des étudiants au méme titre que celle
des éducateurs et des chercheurs. Le brusque passage aux plateformes d’apprentissage
en ligne, les restrictions imposées aux projets de recherche et I’absence de politiques
et de procédés standardisés ont fait apparaitre des préoccupations concernant I’impact
hétérogene de la crise en cours. Cet article réunit différents points de vue sur les effets
qu’ala COVID-19 sur la vie des étudiants de troisieme cycle et des chercheurs dans le
domaine de la recherche sur la santé des autochtones. Les auteures se penchent sur la
facon dont cette période a impacté leur existence respectivement en tant qu’étudiante
en fin de deuxieme cycle, future doctorante et membres du corps professoral en début
et en milieu de carriere ; une période qui a profondément marqué leur expérience
de I’enseignement et de 1’apprentissage dans une université centrée sur la recherche
dans la ville canadienne de Toronto, et qui continuera a transformer leur facon de tra-
vailler, de faire de la recherche et d’interagir au niveau de 1’enseignement supérieur.
Travailler avec des communautés et organisations autochtones exige de construire des
relations et de collaborer avec elles, et de respecter leurs usages. En cette période sans
précédent, les universitaires ne peuvent pas faire comme si de rien n’était. Ils doivent
tout adapter, y compris leur facon d’enseigner, d’apprendre et de travailler avec les
peuples autochtones, particulierement vulnérables face a cette pandémie. Dans une
réflexion sur les conséquences qui se sont déja fait sentir et sur celles probablement
a venir, les auteures se penchent sur les changements susceptibles de devenir indis-
pensables dans la sphere universitaire pour soutenir différents acteurs de leur com-
munauté scientifique. Elles proposent des changements a leur travail avec les com-
munautés autochtones au Canada pour les aider a continuer a opérer dans le respect
et la réciprocité, et de facon adaptée sur le plan culturel.

Introduction

Historical and ongoing colonial violence against Indigenous communities in the
settler state of Canada has left many communities disproportionately unprepared
for the COVID-19 global pandemic. The Indian Act, instituted in 1876 (PC 1985
[1876]), allowed the federal government to systematically oppress First Nations,
Métis and Inuit people! by withholding basic autonomies such as the right to
self-identify as Indigenous (Smylie and Firestone 2015). As a direct result, many

! Canada’s Indigenous population consists of three main groups. The term First Nations refers to the
original people of this land (e.g. Algonquin, Cree, Dakota, Mohawk, Ojibwe and many more) who
are neither Métis or Inuit. Métis are those who self-identify and are from a historic Métis Nation and
accepted by that nation. Inuit are circumpolar peoples who have a distinct language, culture and tradi-
tions and live primarily in Inuit Nunangat (and parts of Alaska).
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Indigenous and Métis people are consistently excluded from census and health data
collections (Freemantle et al. 2015), calling into question the accuracy of data on the
impact of COVID-19 on Indigenous peoples in Canada. Under the same Act until
1985, Indigenous women who married non-Indigenous men lost their Indian status.
Despite subsequent changes, past legislation continues to have a significant impact
on subsequent generations. Loss of status has prevented thousands of Indigenous
people from receiving medical coverage and other valuable social benefits (Reading
and Wien 2009), an issue that becomes critically important during a pandemic.

While the impacts of this pandemic vary due to the diverse nature of Indigenous
communities, many face issues such as poor housing and lack of clean water which
make it difficult to adhere to public health recommendations such as self-isolation
and social distancing (Thompson et al. 2020). As it stands, the Indian Act designates
the Crown? as trustee of reserve lands. The existing channels for property ownership
are a significant deterrent to individuals and communities on reserves seeking to
legally own the land (Aragén and Kessler 2020). They are unable to obtain mort-
gages or sizeable loans from the banks, as the property cannot be seized. These sys-
temic barriers make it difficult for individuals to make investments in their housing
or provide healthy living conditions for their families. These issues of inequity, along
with many others, have long been and continue to be raised by many Indigenous
community members, activists and scholars across the country. While the COVID-
19 pandemic is undoubtedly a global health crisis, its impacts reach far beyond the
health sector (Humphreys 2020). Indigenous scholarship in particular is becoming
increasingly recognised as a tool for advocacy and social change (Allen et al. 2020;
Richmond and Cook 2016). As governments around the world heed advice from
local and international public health experts, making the difficult yet necessary deci-
sion to close college and university campuses (Canadian Press 2020), these closures
have significantly disrupted the learning and research of those engaged in the field
of Indigenous health research.

While reports and preliminary analyses outlining the impacts of COVID-19 on
post-secondary education continue to emerge, the majority of existing literature
focuses on two areas: (1) medical education (Almarzooq et al. 2020; Nic Dhonncha
and Murphy 2020; Rose 2020a) and (2) the mental health impacts of school closures
on students (Lee 2020; Nicola et al. 2020; Sahu 2020; Viner et al. 2020). There is
a significant absence of material pertaining to the specific implications for students
and scholars in the field of Indigenous health research.

The objective of this article is therefore to bring together diverse perspectives on
the effects of COVID-19 on post-secondary life in the field of Indigenous health, and
to discuss how the virus has impacted scholars’ experiences of Indigenous health
scholarship. As an incoming PhD student, a graduating student, a junior faculty
member and a mid-career researcher, we reflect on the varying impacts that online
learning platforms, research limitations and lack of standardised procedures and
protocols have had on our academic experiences. While these experiences at a large

2 Canada is a constitutional monarchy, and the Crown refers to its current sovereign, Elizabeth II, Queen
of the United Kingdom and 15 other Commonwealth realms.
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research-focused university in Toronto, Canada vary based on roles and responsibili-
ties, certain aspects of working in Indigenous health at the graduate and professional
level share commonalities.

As is traditional in Indigenous literature, we situate ourselves in order to provide
the reader with a better understanding of our perspectives in this article. Andrea
Bowra is an incoming PhD student from white settler ancestry currently working
as a Research Coordinator in Indigenous health. Tenzin Butsan is a first-generation
Masters student graduating as part of the inaugural cohort of the Master of Public
Health in Indigenous Health programme.® Tracey Galloway is an established scholar
with 10 years of experience using settler decolonising perspective* to identify struc-
tural and policy barriers to Canada’s northern Indigenous people’s health. Angela
Mashford-Pringle is an Algonquin early-career professor working with Indigenous
people to improve our collective health and well-being through reclaiming Anishi-
nawbe culture with and on the land.

Perspectives from Andrea Bowra, an incoming PhD student

A primary responsibility of academic institutions is to nurture the future leaders
who will foster society’s health and well-being. This responsibility is exemplified
in the duty we, as academics, owe to students — a duty which is compounded by
the culpability of institutions of higher learning in harms perpetrated on Indigenous
peoples under the guise of education and research.

Undergraduate and graduate students who enter academic institutions are seeking
knowledge and authority to address the challenges they face in their own lives. It is
essential that their experiences are understood so that they can be supported in their
learning journeys. This support can take many different forms, including in-person
supervision and discussion, classroom interaction, land-based learning5 with Elders,
Knowledge Keepers and community members, and connections to other networks
(Wildcat et al. 2014).

During the current pandemic, incoming students face multiple uncertainties,
which are overlaid with the existing pressures on graduate and undergraduate edu-
cation. Broadly, students describe these COVID-induced uncertainties as a general
lack of clarity on how classes, research and teaching assistantships will function
in the coming semesters. In non-pandemic times, students review and re-review

3 For more information about the Master of Public Health (MPH): Indigenous Health, visit https:/www.
dIsph.utoronto.ca/program/mph-indigenous-health// [accessed 6 November 2020].

4 Settler decolonising perspective refers to the use of a theoretical framework that “explicitly engages
with imperialism and colonialism at multiple levels” (Fortier 2017, p. 20) and that critically engages with
the power relations whereby Indigenous ways of knowing have been and continue to be marginalised and
delegitimised within Western-informed research theory and practice (Fortier 2017; Attas 2019).

5 The term land-based (e.g. in land-based learning) refers to the learning that takes place on and with the
land in an Indigenous way. Though practices vary to match the diversity of Indigenous peoples, in many
Indigenous ways of knowing, land is seen as the basis of all life, and is therefore the foundation for all
cultural and traditional teachings (Bowra et al. 2020).
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university and college communications to understand exactly what steps are required
to meet expectations. At this unprecedented time, as post-secondary institutions
rapidly experiment with new modes of student support and course delivery, this pro-
cess is much less straightforward. It is particularly confusing for incoming students,
who have no context from which to assess what is “normal” and makes the pro-
cess of getting started incredibly stressful for students. The lack of in-person support
means that many students experience delayed and often limited information on their
progress through admissions and course selection.

Some post-secondary institutions have announced plans to employ a blended
model of online and in-person classes from September.® This has left many students
uncertain as to what their courses and campus-related activities will look like in the
coming academic year. Though it is possible for most course content to be trans-
ferred to online formats, many peripheral benefits of in-person interaction will be
lost. In-person classes offer space for relationship building with other students and
instructors. Weekly interactions with peers allow students to form meaningful sup-
port networks with others who face similar academic situations. These networks are
integral to helping students meet and overcome the many challenges with which
post-secondary education presents them. Peers provide mental and emotional sup-
port in ways that other support networks may not, as they can relate to similar situa-
tions and offer practical, experience-based solutions.

In-person classes also offer important opportunities for students to build relation-
ships with their professors. As many of us who interact with academic institutions
know, competing priorities and high expectations create demanding work environ-
ments, busy schedules and inundated inboxes. The short times before and after
classes are spaces where students can connect with their professors to ask questions
and discuss course material. Potentially even more important than the discussion of
academic content itself, however, is the space that these interactions allow for build-
ing a meaningful relationship with professors. Professors are experts in their fields
and are therefore an invaluable resource for their students. As students look to move
forward with their learning, research and careers, professors are important sources
of information on relevant resources, connections to other scholars and potential
career opportunities.

Beyond course schedules and formats, many graduate students face further
uncertainties surrounding their own research projects and the projects that they are
involved in through research and graduate assistant positions. Many research pro-
jects that involve in-person interactions, whether on-site at a laboratory or in the
community interacting with the public, have been put on hold indefinitely. While
these are necessary precautions, many students are losing critical opportunities to
practise and develop the research skills they need to move forward with their educa-
tion and careers. Moreover, students are also losing valuable chances to learn from
experienced researchers and mentors, interactions which are vital for developing
scholars.

© This article was drafted in July 2020.
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Other significant academic experiences that have been and continue to be can-
celled or postponed during these times are academic conferences. As well as offer-
ing valuable opportunities for students to develop their oral presentation skills, con-
ferences allow students to learn from and network with leading academics outside of
their institutions. They offer unique spaces where scholars and community members
from across the country and around the world gather to discuss emerging research.
Conference presentations are an essential component of an academic CV and are
therefore indispensable for developing scholars. Presentations made at conferences
demonstrate to admissions and awards committees a scholar’s ability and commit-
ment to mobilising research knowledge within the academic community, a skill
which is highly valued across disciplines.

Perspectives from Tenzin Butsang, a graduating Masters student

Students reaching the end of a period of study face new pressures associated with
graduation and the transition to employment. Strategies developed to support them
during their studies have been suddenly and profoundly altered by the COVID-19
pandemic, in ways that are likely to have far-reaching consequences for their future
economic stability and well-being. The events of the past several months have also
called attention to a number of existing systemic and structural barriers which have
an immeasurable impact on graduating students at a critical point in their developing
careers.

To begin with, the loss of the traditional convocation (graduation) ceremony is
a hardship unlikely to provoke much public sympathy, yet it is deeply injurious to
students and their families. Post-secondary education is an arc of experience, begin-
ning with the expectancy during the application phase and culminating in the formal
conferral of the degree during convocation. For many students, including those who
are among the first in their family to obtain a post-secondary education, the loss of
this ritual represents a lack of closure for which an online ceremony, however care-
fully planned, is a poor substitute. For Indigenous students and families in particu-
lar, the ceremonial conferral of degrees may represent an opportunity for healing
and closure on a number of levels and across generations of the family’s collective
engagement with colonial structures of assimilation. The current situation offers an
opportunity to ask whether online ceremonies are a sufficiently meaningful marker
of graduation, and to consider how future ceremonies might better honour the par-
ticular experiences of 2020 graduates.

Graduating students face limited job prospects for the foreseeable future. With
many potential employers operating with diminished resources, new graduates are
left with the overwhelming burden of obtaining employment to meet their basic
needs — a dilemma which creates pressure to accept positions or wages which under-
value their knowledge and experience. The closure of “non-essential businesses”’

7 The term non-essential businesses has come into use during this pandemic to refer to the recreational
sector, such as restaurants, fitness studios, cinemas, concert halls, theatres and other event venues. Unlike
supermarkets, pharmacies, banks etc. they are classified as not strictly necessary to keep daily life going
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across the country presents another challenge for those whose financial circum-
stances necessitate casual or part-time employment during their studies (Watts et al.
2020). If a student is able to obtain employment, start dates for in-person positions
may be significantly delayed and others may be conducted remotely. For students
engaged in the field of Indigenous health, where much work depends on partnerships
created in-person and on the land, opportunities may be significantly limited until
physical distancing is no longer a necessity. As with the online learning initiatives
being undertaken by educational institutions, remote working requires resources that
may not be financially attainable for newly graduated students. Acquiring the neces-
sary technology, network connection, or even space to maintain a productive and
enriching work environment are just some of several potential barriers an individual
may face. As loans quietly accrue interest amidst disruption and uncertainty, a grow-
ing number of students find themselves more deeply constrained by the very sys-
temic and structural inequities which they study and endeavour to dismantle.

The abrupt disruption of supportive social networks and the transition of all
extra-familial social interactions to online formats also present challenges for many
newly graduated students. At a time when students are expected to develop new rela-
tionships with peers and within the broader community, the constraints of physical
distancing mean that these relationships can be significantly stilted. The act of mak-
ing connections with more advanced students or scholar mentors can become very
daunting over the internet, where every e-mail must be carefully constructed and
each response interpreted without the non-verbal context of in-person interaction.
Creating these meaningful networks is particularly crucial in the small but expand-
ing field of Indigenous health research. Meanwhile, maintaining relationships with
existing support networks can present its own set of challenges. With many individ-
uals spending more time in front of a screen, fatigue and the desire for disconnection
from the World Wide Web can turn friendly check-ins into a draining online exer-
cise. Finding comfort in connection with friends, peers and a wider social network
requires the difficult yet rewarding process of ongoing, honest communication.

For first-generation university graduates, losing the opportunity to celebrate a
milestone with family and friends is an unfortunate consequence of our unprece-
dented COVID-19 reality. However, for members of the first graduating cohort of
the University of Toronto’s Indigenous Health programme, the sadness and unease
weigh heavier as a result of the community and land-based advocacy rendered unac-
tionable due to the pandemic. There is a strong sense of personal responsibility to
act upon the teachings and experiences gained over the course of a graduate edu-
cation in Indigenous health, and to continue to support the Indigenous community
members and organisations who have contributed to this learning. The relationships
developed with staff and clients at several Indigenous-led community organisations
over the course of the past year and a half were largely a result of volunteering with
these organisations on a regular basis. These face-to-face interactions allow one to

Footnote 7 (continued)
during periods of lockdown where the top priority is to reduce personal contact among crowds so as to
bring down infection figures,
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gain some of the first-hand knowledge and experience necessary to begin to under-
stand the needs of the community our partners serve. This experience, critical for
any researcher planning to collaborate with Indigenous communities, and particu-
larly for those at the early stages of their journey, is no longer accessible to current
students and graduates, and this is not likely to change for some time.

COVID-19 has compelled emerging Indigenous health researchers to find new
ways to maintain meaningful and reciprocal relationships with community partners.
One option might be to return to land-based practices by supporting a community
garden initiative which serves as a gathering place for community members while
maintaining physical distance; another might be to offer COVID-19-related grant-
writing support. Thus, there are some avenues still available for continued relation-
ship building. While COVID-19 has put a spotlight on the glaring inequities fac-
ing Indigenous communities, including a lack of clean water, precarious housing
(Thompson et al. 2020) and food insecurity (Levi and Robin 2020), it also high-
lights the continued resilience of these communities in a global pandemic. Many
community organisations have developed and implemented innovative service pro-
vision methods that should serve as a guide for those attempting to adapt to our new
research reality.

In Indigenous health research, there are few relationships more important than
those which exist with Indigenous communities and community members them-
selves. Regular in-person meetings have had to transition into virtual meetings or
phone calls. At most times, but especially in a global pandemic, community lead-
ers are required at the front line of service provision to meet the changing needs of
their communities, which limits their availability for research-related tasks. Hear-
ing about the challenges many of our partners are facing has caused me to re-eval-
uate my own goals and intentions as an Indigenous health research trainee and to
question the value of the work we are doing for the community. How do we remain
engaged in partnerships at a time when we cannot physically support their work?
What must we achieve in the context of Indigenous health research that will directly
benefit communities, particularly in times of immediate need? Engaging in research
co-creation means that the answers to these questions should come from meaningful
dialogue and collaboration with our Indigenous community partners. By prioritising
the voices of the community, we are able to devote our time to actions which are
more likely to have a lasting and direct benefit for the communities involved.

Perspectives from Angela Mashford-Pringle, an early-career scholar

COVID-19 has highlighted many of the structural inequities within society, several
of which are reflected in higher education. Scholars who engage with Indigenous
communities through their research and teaching have a heightened awareness of
these inequities, as they colour every aspect of their engagements.

Indigenous populations face multiple levels of inequity in accessing public health
information and services. This is a consequence of arrangements for health service
governance and funding that stem from principles in the Indian Act. The result has
been a response to the global pandemic that leaves the burden of care for Indigenous
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communities, particularly those in remote and northern regions of Canada, up to
Indigenous organisations and communities themselves. Many jurisdictions have
responded by closing their borders. A few (such as Nunavut)® have found safety and
cultural resilience through on-the-land programmes that encourage well-equipped
families to seek isolation through harvest and time in camps.

From a research perspective, the closure of community borders is both a wholly
justified protective measure enacted on the part of First Nations, Métis and Inuit
communities for the preservation of life and well-being, and a considerable impedi-
ment to research engagement for the foreseeable future. Emerging and early-
career scholars whose work is centred in these communities, and whose participa-
tory approach requires community direction and engagement, must set aside their
research goals for the time being and do what they can to support research part-
ners in their efforts to obtain essential supplies and protective equipment while they
struggle with the closure of community borders. Similarly, those scholars working
with off-reserve and urban Indigenous communities must minimise non-COVID
research engagement in the interests of limiting potentially infectious exposure
through in-person contact.

We are not suggesting that concern for research interlocutors is unique to
Indigenous scholars. However, the particular inequities faced by Indigenous commu-
nities in Canada mean that investigators whose research involves deep engagement
with these communities are particularly affected by this crisis. As well as putting up
with practical impediments to their scholarly progress such as research delays and
cancellations, these researchers must also come to terms with the knowledge that
Indigenous people will bear a disproportionate burden of COVID-related disease
and death, and that this burden is preventable.

The very mode of Indigenous scholarly engagement, which rests so heavily on
face-to-face interaction, is hindered, perhaps rendered impossible, by the shift to
online communication. Virtual meetings can be tricky as technology fails, which can
disrupt discussion and leave important information unshared. For many communi-
ties, poor bandwidth means that online engagement is all but impossible, the only
alternative being conversations by phone. Under these circumstances it is challeng-
ing to exchange information, share ideas and engage in nuanced interaction on sub-
jects that are often difficult or trauma-informed. Even established researchers strug-
gle to maintain existing relationships, let alone develop new ones, with a quality of
trust sufficient to facilitate meaningful research engagement.

In this context, early-career scholars are struggling to maintain the levels of pro-
ductivity required by their academic institutions for review and promotion. Before
COVID, as an Indigenous researcher, it was possible to work with Elders, Knowl-
edge Keepers and Indigenous organisations to build a relationship informed by

8 Nunavut is a large, sparsely populated territory in the north of Canada which includes many islands
and remote villages. But, just as we are finalising this article, news has come in that unfortunately, the
pandemic has found its way here, too. The first case of COVID-19 among Nunavut’s Inuit population was
confirmed on 6 November 2020 (Frizzell 2020).

@ Springer



826 T. Galloway et al.

Ownership, Control, Access & Possession (OCAP™)’ created by and for research
with Indigenous peoples. Relationship building is a central component to any
research or policy programme. This has been rendered difficult as Indigenous com-
munities rightly turn their attention to dealing with immediate health concerns that
are not in alignment with academic, government, or other structural institutions’
spheres of planning, preparation and work. Virtual working contravenes OCAP™
principles and will likely have a detrimental effect on future relationships and
research currently in the conceptualisation or early planning stages.

It is understandable that the focus has now turned to working out how to provide
meaningful and effective online courses. However, by their very nature these do not
allow for land-based learning or interactions with Indigenous community members.
This is a major problem. The shift to online teaching may not be problematic in
all fields, but in fields such as Indigenous health, where understanding relationships
between humans, animals, plants, water and land are essential to a holistic world-
view (“all my relations”),'” the new format will mean yet more trauma and discon-
nection hindering the path to truth and reconciliation.

Conferences and travel have been halted during “The Great Pause”,'! which
will also have a negative impact on early-career researchers. All conferences in the
spring and summer of 2020 were cancelled, eliminating important opportunities to
share new and ongoing research. Conference presentations often lead to discussions
with other more senior academics who can provide insight, connections or chal-
lenges that expand a project’s knowledge base. Without these interactions, early-
career researchers will not have access to the new contacts and networks that often
lead to further research, guest lectures and potential examiners for graduate disserta-
tions and theses.

Perspectives from Tracey Galloway, an established scholar

While scholars with well-established research careers share many of the aforemen-
tioned anxieties and workload issues, those concerns are at least buffered by the
job security and academic freedom that accompanies tenured research and teaching
positions.'> While our days may feel stressful — incredibly so given the extent of our
networks and scholarly and administrative commitments — we may still be called
upon to contribute additional efforts in support of our students, trainees and under-
employed peers.

9 OCAP™ js a registered trademark of the First Nations Information Governance Centre (FNIGC). For
more information, visit https://fnigc.ca/ocap [accessed 8 November 2020].

10 Reference to “all my relations” extends beyond human relationships to include animals, plants, trees,
waters, lands, etc. (Kainai Board of Education 2004).

' In the context of the current pandemic, “the Great Pause”, refers to how the world came to a sudden
standstill in early 2020, especially in economic terms. Compared to the “Great Depression” of the 1920s
in the context of an earlier pandemic, the Spanish Flu (1918-1920), the “Great Pause” perhaps expresses
some hope of faster economic recovery.

12" A tenured researcher holds a permanent academic post.
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There are a number of ways in which we can support students at this difficult
time. One concrete step would be to marshal available research funds in support of
research assistants for tasks that can be completed in lieu of face-to-face data col-
lection activities in Indigenous communities. Stipends, bursaries and work—study
placements, however small, may alleviate some of the financial burden on students
and recent graduates struggling with the cost of living. Our time, too, is a valu-
able commodity: journal clubs,'® reading groups and other social learning experi-
ences, carried out through tele- or videoconferencing, can enhance “contact time”
with trainees and ensure that people retain a sense of connectedness with peers and
mentors. One potential solution involves adding an extra layer of weekly lab-group
meetings and bi-weekly one-on-one chats with students to discuss their concerns
navigating the “new normal”. As student mentors, it is also important that we widen
our circles of contacts to include students, those doing related, health-focused work,
and faculty colleagues in order to deepen students’ sense that there is a supportive
scholarly community engaged in their work.

Teaching is another area that requires the support of established scholars. The
shift to online learning is disproportionately burdening instructors with higher
course loads (Harris 2020; Executive Committee of Tenure for the Common Good
2020). Through our departmental administrative roles, we can examine each course
allocation and provide additional teaching assistant support for instructors moving
multiple courses online. The burden of online instruction should not be underes-
timated. Even under normal conditions, there is considerable risk of burnout and
exploitation among sessional and contract instructors.'* Wherever possible, tenure-
and teaching-stream'> faculty members can support other instructors through assidu-
ous monitoring of the working conditions of these valued peers.

Time can be used in other ways to support the efforts of trainees and early-career
scholars. For example, adjusting responses to peer review requests to include par-
ticular consideration of whether the given input might support the efforts of emerg-
ing academics. This involves allotting specific and significant time to peer review
activities, for both journals and funding agencies. As the window of job prospects
narrows, publications and grants are increasingly critical to the future job prospects
of early-career scholars. Similarly, as conferences move online and opportunities for
face-to-face networking decline, we must advocate within professional organisations
to retain annual conference cycles and provide opportunities for scholars to share
new research.

Established scholars can also advocate for their departments and divisions to pro-
ceed with new hires, to serve on search committees and to strengthen systems for
countering conscious and unconscious forms of bias and oppression within hiring

3" A journal club is a regular, extracurricular meeting held amongst scholars to discuss published
research.

14" A sessional instructor teaches course(s) on contract and is precariously employed (Rose 2020b). A
contract instructor has a short fixed-term contract to carry out a number of courses during an allotted
timeframe.

15 The main responsibility of a teaching-stream faculty member is to teach students rather than engaging
in research.
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processes that replicate exclusion of Black, Indigenous, People of Colour and Queer
scholars. Lack of face-to-face interviews and travel cannot mean that we postpone or
de-prioritise these hires. There is an urgent need to broaden representation among
tenure- and teaching-stream faculty members, both for the intellectual benefits that
accompany diverse ways of knowing and also so that students (current and future)
see their own identities and experiences reflected in their mentors and teachers.

Within our research communities, tenured faculty members may be called upon
to advocate for policy justice and fairness in COVID-related funding and services.
Many of us have published research in the areas of food security, child welfare,
health service access, Elder care and Indigenous self-determination. We can con-
tinue to do this, highlighting issues relevant to present concerns. Many of us also
have strong relationships with Indigenous scholars, leaders and community mem-
bers living and working in urban, rural and remote contexts across Canada. These
relationships can serve as pathways for the sharing of information in both directions.
For example, when contacted by a member of the media wishing to discuss a topic
relevant to Indigenous communities (these requests are now coming in frequently as
the media struggle to keep pace with the impact of the pandemic on these communi-
ties), we can contact our networks to see if a Chief or other leader has information
they wish to share. Keeping Indigenous voices and stories in the media reinforces
the hard work Indigenous organisations are doing to advocate for a fair and equitable
public health response.

This historical moment is one in which past injustices come to bear on the exis-
tential threat to communities presented by COVID-19. Through policy papers, “op-
eds”!® and media articles, in classes and seminars, and through our efforts to stay in
touch with communities and bear witness to their challenges and successes, we as
scholars can write, teach and act in ways that advocate for social justice, inclusivity
and fairness for First Peoples.

Concluding thoughts: return to “normal”?

As many wait for academic life to return to “normal”, we ask: to what “normal” do
we want to return?

At the heart of most Canadian post-secondary institutions are the dominant
Western systems that continue to perpetuate colonial harms to Indigenous commu-
nities, students and faculty members. With that in mind, we wonder if the present
substantial disruption might be seized as an opportunity to challenge the ways in
which our institutions function. The shift to online learning may allow students
more flexibility to learn in ways that work best for them. The move away from con-
crete classrooms and rigid schedules may also present an opportunity to privilege
the Indigenous ways of learning that have been practised since time immemorial.
Engaging in land-based learning — a pedagogy which centres traditional ecological

16" An op-ed is a newspaper item (often a personal comment, an opinion) featured opposite the editorial
page.

@ Springer



Education in uncertainty: Academic life as Indigenous health... 829

knowledge — and providing online learning options to remote Indigenous communi-
ties serve as two examples which could reduce community exposure to the virus.
Preliminary research in the area appears to show that the spread of COVID-19
could be minimised in outdoor versus indoor settings (Nishiura et al. 2020; Qian
et al. 2020), positioning land-based education as a viable alternative to indoor
classroom settings. As with other social and political movements, we find ourselves
at a unique juncture which carries great potential for positive change. Though fac-
ulty members are key advocates within their institutions, the responsibility does not
lie solely in their hands. Students can play an active role in their education and have
a powerful voice to advocate for their own learning needs.

This is not to say that this shift will be free of challenges. The task of re-imag-
ining a new “normal” is daunting in itself. On behalf of those whose graduations
are missed, or whose research is terminated indefinitely, we need to hold ourselves
accountable to find alternative ways of acknowledging and compensating people for
these losses. Those unfamiliar with online platforms have a great deal to learn in a
very short time. Those who are more experienced must exercise patience as they
assist their colleagues in rising to this challenge. This is crucial, because once we
have adapted, these online formats could open up opportunities to explore collabora-
tions that may not have been possible in traditional in-person formats. The options
for guest lecturers, for example, are no longer limited to those within the same insti-
tution or city. We have the opportunity to expand the Indigenous voices that students
hear to include those in rural, remote or distant locations.

To make all of this possible, we must acknowledge the central theme that runs
true across our collective experience. The need for clear and open communication
has never been greater. Communicating to students that something is unknown is far
more informative than no communication at all. We must adapt our communication
methods in ways that prioritise space for relationship-building. This extends beyond
students and faculty members to the relationships we have built with our Indigenous
partners. As communities find innovative ways to cope with their new realities, we
must leverage our academic and other privileges to support them in every possible
way. We must honour the importance of reciprocity in these relationships and use
our specific skill sets to assist the community partners without whom our research
would not be possible.
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