
Indigenous students’ learning 
in library spaces
Exploring perspectives through the 5R’s Framework

K. Alix Hayden, Librarian
Susan Beatty, Librarian Emerita
Cheryl Jeffs, Educational Developer
Shauna Rutherford, Librarian
UNIVERSITY OF CALGARY
Alberta Canada

January 2023
Hawaii International Conference on Education





Our Research Team

Susan Beatty, BLS, MCE, Librarian Emerita, Libraries and Cultural Resources

K. Alix Hayden, MLIS, MSc, PhD, Librarian, Libraries and Cultural Resources

Cheryl Jeffs, EdD, Educational Developer, Taylor Institute for Teaching and Learning

Shauna Rutherford, MLIS, Research Assistant, Libraries and Cultural Resources

University of Calgary, Calgary, Alberta, CANADA

Acknowledgement

The Indigenous students as partners in this study and their generosity to share their 
photographs and stories

Ethics Approval from University of Calgary

REB19-0601  /  REB21-0514

3



to explore and understand how 
Indigenous undergraduate 
students at the University of 
Calgary experience their learning 
in library spaces
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Our 
Research 
Purpose



Our
Research 
Approaches
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Pre-study Interviews
for both phases

Phase 1: Photovoice

Phase 2: Photo elicitation



Pre-study 
Interviews

• Same questions used for both study phases

• Purpose of the pre-study interview was 
• to learn about the student’s knowledge and 

understanding of themselves as an 
independent learner in informal learning 
spaces in the library and elsewhere. 

• to learn about their understanding of the 
research process
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Photovoice

• Undergraduate students who identified as 
Indigenous were invited to participate

• Workshops which included sharing meals 
and group discussions

• One workshop focused on ethical 
photography and the Photovoice 
methodology

• Students co-designed the research 
question; truly co-researchers

• Students tasked with taking photos 
questioning:
• Who am I as a learner? 
• Where am I in this space?
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Photo 
elicitation

• Undergraduate students who identified as 
Indigenous were invited to participate

• Interviews via Zoom

• Researcher generated photos of library 
spaces

• Students were asked to select 5-7 photos. 
Specifically asked to choose the images that 
inspire the strongest reaction for you (could 
be curiosity, annoyance, calm, etc. - any 
reaction is of valid interest!). 

• Students asked to think about:
• Who am I as a learner? 
• Where am I in this space?
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Photovoice & Photo-elicitation
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• Where am I in this photo?

• Who am I as a learner? 

• Where are you in this photo?

• Who are you as a learner? 

Photovoice: 
Participant-generated photo 

Photo-elicitation: 
Researcher-generated photo 



Five R’s of Indigenous Research Framework
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Respect Relevance Reciprocity

Responsibility Relationships

Tessaro et al, 2018



Data Analysis

• Initial analysis focused on what the students had to say about 
informal spaces for learning 
• Natural world

• Representation

• Acknowledgement

• In-depth analysis focused on what the students had to say about 
themselves as learners in informal spaces, using NVivo

11



“…that we’re just so connected in all 
of the spaces that we're in and we 
have the opportunity to connect in 
different ways” Student one

“Looking out that window, what do we see? 
Can we see ourselves in this space? …You can 
see the mountains …you can see the snow
and they're allowing us to flourish within their
space.. the university can do that for us. They 
can allow us to flourish within that space and 
provide us the opportunity to do so, and the 
space to do so.” Student two
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Natural world



“I'm walking around campus wondering 
where the *UNDRIP declarations are or 
the *TRC recommendations or the 
Missing Murdered Indigenous Women 
calls to justice. Where are those 
commitments as well” Student two

*UNDRIP: United Nations Declaration on the Rights of
Indigenous Peoples
*TRC: Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada

“When I think about more inclusive space for 
Indigenizing space, it's not only about nature, 
but it's about representation and where we can 
feel that space is comfortable and 
homey…There's just so much blank space and 
culturally, we utilize everything. …we don't 
waste. To me when I see blank walls, I see an 
opportunity to use up that space and make it 
purposeful.” Student two
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Representation



“…just felt acknowledged and we have 
space here. We're here already…. First I 
want to look around and see where I'm 
acknowledged in the first place before I 
begin to decolonize library space” 
Student one

“We're all on the same path towards the same 
destination of knowledge, and learning, and being 
inclusive and respectful. We can either walk by each 
other …or we can stop and have the conversation…this 
project is …saying, "let's stop," acknowledge each other 
and have a discussion and collaborate and find better 
ways to Indigenize these learning spaces here on 
campus.” Student two

Acknowledgement
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In Depth Analysis

• All the transcripts were entered into NVivo

• Inductive Coding: 
• Initial codes were created as each member of the team coded one 

transcript

• Codebook was then organized by the research assistant

• Once first round of coding was done, codes were reviewed for inter-
rater reliability

• As new codes were added, transcripts were reviewed for 
additional coding and inter-rated
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Student Voices

• The students expressed a deeper sense of self that required 
further investigation

• While the natural world was meaningful to them, their reasons 
enhanced their comments

• They were reflective and thoughtful about their learning in 
informal spaces
• Belonging

• Connecting 

• Being/Sensing
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Belonging

“You’re constantly walking in these two worlds 
of I’m an academic and also, I might not . . . I 
just don’t feel like I belong. And it’s making 
those spaces where you do belong  . . . So that 
you can exist within those structures because if 
you can’t exist, then you’re not going to be 
learning to your full potential.” Student three

“I am part of this campus, yet it doesn’t feel like 
I’m part of this campus.” Student one

“If I feel like I don’t belong then I just don’t want 
to be there, so then it’ll be hard for me to focus 
and pay attention.” Student four
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Connecting

“You could sit as an individual and study in 
silence but you still have your peers around 
you. I think that is helpful because as 
Indigenous people, it is so important to 
uplift each other.” Student five

“I think that for me, I want to be connected 
with people and with the spaces that I’m in 
and with being able to be just a part of the 
world.” Student three

“. . . having that common space between 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous students is 
probably a good idea.” Student six 
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Sensing / Being

“I think as Indigenous students a lot about 
Indigenous culture is circles, which are all 
interconnected.” Student three

“I could actually work in here because it’s not 
like everything’s being attacked in my brain with 
the senses” Student four

“. . . do I belong as a student here? . . . by 
entering a space that's been dedicated to 
support me and my learning, then those things, 
I don't have to worry about because I know it's 
there.” Student three

“Just being comfortable just helps me really get 
into my mindset so I can learn better. I feel like   
. . .  calming maybe.”  Student two 
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Discussion

• Our study has led to an appreciation of the value of students’ 
voices 

• As we are formulating recommendations, steps forward should 
involve Indigenous community members: Elders, students, staff, 
and academics

• While we can make changes to our physical spaces, moving 
forward in a good way with Indigenous learners includes making 
intentional changes in our relationships with each other

• Long term commitment to internal change – both at the 
organizational level and individual level
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Findings and 
Implications

Indigenous students as learners

Each told a personal story and each story is unique

• They were aware of:

• their learning goals

• their community and the connections 

• the importance of learning space

• They saw a relationship between the spaces and 

their own sense of being
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Limitations

• While this is a small study, it has brought forward students’ 
voices that have not necessarily been heard before. (Dexter & Seden, 
2012)

• We invited Indigenous scholars and student support staff to 
participate but they were unable to do so.  

• COVID-19 Pandemic 
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Moving toward 
reconciliation and 
Indigenization
in a good way 
at our library

Indigenous librarians and staff

Display of Treaty 7 art

Further alignment with U of Calgary 
Indigenous engagement strategy 
ii’taa’poh’to’p

Our final report and 
recommendations will be forwarded 
to the library leadership team and 
others for discussion and 
consideration
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Questions and Contact

• sdbeatty@ucalgary.ca

• ahayden@ucalgary.ca

• cljeffs@ucalgary.ca

Thank you to University of Calgary Teaching and Learning Grant

Thank you to the Indigenous students who have generously given 
their time and thoughtful participation
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