
 

Colonization Road Study Guide: 

Activities for Two Class Periods 

 

DAY 1: CHOOSE ONE 

 

Activity A:  

“A really powerful 

metaphor”  

Colonization Road 

 

Activity 1:  

“No history of 

colonialism” in 

Canada? 

 

Activity 2: 

“Squarely on our 

feet”  

Settler Colonialism 

 

Students take notes 

with a graphic organizer 

based on different ideas 

in the film. After 

watching, students take 

a closer look at four 

important quotes from 

the film and discuss or 

write their answers to a 

series of 10 questions. 

Depending on time and 

classroom dynamics, 

students can discuss 

(in small groups or with 

partners) before a 

whole-class discussion 

and/or write answers 

(independently or with 

partners) before 

discussion. 

 

In this activity, students 

explore the perception 

that many Canadians 

hold (including former 

Prime Minister Stephen 

Harper) that Canada 

has “no history of 

colonialism”. 

 

This activity helps 

students understand the 

ways in which settler 

colonialism continues to 

be an ongoing issue in 

Canada. Since many 

students may view 

colonization as 

something that 

happened a long time 

ago, they may feel like 

they have no part in it 

(especially if their 

families have only been 

in Canada for a few 

generations). 

 

 

DAY 2: ACTIVITY 7 - “Don’t Rock the Boat” 

 

Activity 7: “We want to be who we are” Culture and Assimilation 

Using one quote from Sir John A. Macdonald and a series of others from the film, this 

activity asks students to examine the reasons for and effects of cultural assimilation 

while also considering some future ways forward.  

 

 

All instructions, resources and handouts included 
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Activity A: Colonization Road 

Before the film: Distribute the graphic organizer below and encourage students to 

take a look at some of the ideas the film will be addressing.  

 

During the film: Encourage students to take notes in the graphic organizer. Their 

notes can include analysis, questions, and comments. Students can use the back of 

the handout if they need more space for additional comments. 

 

After watching  

Distribute the Activity A Quotes and Questions Handout. The quotes are from the film. 

Give students a little time read and/or discuss the quotes. After reading and/or 

discussion, direct students to answer the questions from the handout. They should 

incorporate the quotes and their notes from the film in their responses to the 

questions below. 

 

Options:  
● Students can work on different questions in smaller groups and share out in a 

whole group discussion. 

● Students can choose one or two questions to focus on and share as a smaller 

group. 

● Students can answer all the questions individually and hand in their answers so 

that you get a better understanding of student understanding of these 

important issues.  
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Activity A: Graphic Organizer Handout 

 

Quote/Idea Notes 

The perception of colonialism in 

Canada as “benevolent and kind” 

(Hayden King) 

 

 

 

 

Colonialism as “a structure and not an 

event” (Jeffrey Denis) 

 

 

 

 

They wanted our land for the settlers 

and they gave them our land for free 

(Ryan McMahon) 

 

 

 

 

Colonization Road as a metaphor  

 

 

Indigenous peoples are accepted on 

an individual basis in daily life as long 

as they don't rock the boat.(Jeffrey 

Denis) 

 

Connection from Canada’s past to 

Canada’s present and future  

 

 

 

 

The concept of the Wampum Belt   

 

 

 

Talking about Reconciliation, but not 

about land 

 

 

 

 

Shoal Lake  

 

 

 

Canada’s resource economy   
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Activity A: Quotes Handout 

 

“I don't know if Stephen Harper thinks there's no history of colonization. I think that 

he thinks that colonization was benign, was benevolent. So, we didn't have this awful, 

violent, bloody colonization. We had this peaceful colonization, where very nice 

European settlers came and made agreements with very nice but savage native 

peoples. And we helped them out, through Christianity and religion, and we taught 

them how to farm, and we paid for their school. So, that has been colonization, and 

it's been a very benevolent one.” (Hayden King) 

 

“All of our rights are inherent, that means they were here before anyone else came 

here. And we had those rights, because we were nations, and we had our own laws 

and our own territories, and these things all belonged to us before anyone else came 

here. So all the Royal Proclamation did was recognize that.” (Pam Palmater) 

 

“Well, I would forgive anybody for standing on my feet if they ----in' got off… Y'know 

what I mean?...and stopped doing it. But it doesn't end.” (Lee Maracle) 

 

“Colonization, you don't win… You lose. Indigenous peoples and Canadians, we can 

live the two row Wampum, each in our own canoe. We will honour the treaties in their 

full, original spirit and intent. We will affirm our place in our traditional territories with 

the return of our lands. We will speak our languages. We will share our stories. We 

will respect the land, the water, and the air that we all share. We will find strength in 

our communities again. We can even change the names of these roads… Because, in 

spite of everything we've gone through as a peoples, through the strength and the 

love of our Elders and our ancestors, we are still alive… We are still fighting… We are 

still here.”  (Ryan McMahon) 
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Use your graphic organizers and the quotes above to answer the following 

questions: 

 

1. What does it mean that “colonization is a structure not an event”? (Patrick 

Wolff) 

 

2. In what ways can roads and railways be seen as being “like an infection”? (Pam 

Palmater) 

 

3. In what ways is Colonization Road a “really powerful metaphor”? (Leanne 

Simpson) 

 

4. What does it mean that “the past and the present and future are actually 

alive”? (Al Hunter) 

 

5. How can the “Wampum Belt concept” help us move forward in reconciliation? 

(Pam Palmater) 

 

6. Why are we “talking about reconciliation, but not about land”? (Leanne 

Simpson) 

 

7. In what ways does the Freedom Road, Shoal Lake story fit in with the movie? 

What can we learn and what can we do about this issue? 

 

8. What might Al Hunter mean when he says that the resource economy is “short 

term gain for long-term pain”?  What connections can you make to current 

issues in Canada? 

 

9. In what ways is the government of Canada still “standing on” the feet of 

indigenous peoples? (Lee Maracle) 

 

10.What does Ryan McMahon’s quote at the end of the film mean to you?  
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Activity 1: Canada’s History of Colonialism 

 

Introduction to the Lesson 

The film includes an excerpt of the 2009 speech (at 00:28) by then Prime Minister 

Stephen Harper in which he asserts that Canada has “no history of colonialism”. In 

this activity, students will analyze and deconstruct Harper’s quote while also looking at 

two primary source documents in order to better understand what he likely meant and 

what it reveals about common attitudes about Canada’s history. 

 

Instructions 

1. If necessary replay the clip from the film (at 00:28) showing Harper’s speech or 

give students the text of the quote (Resource 1, below).  

 

2. Give students a copy of the 1910 map of Africa (Resource 2) showing the 

division of the continent by the colonial powers of Africa. As an alternative, 

project a copy of the map from Wikimedia Commons on the board for all 

students to see 

(https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=19624839).  
 

3. Give students the “Indian and Reserve Land Base in Canada” chart (Resource 3) 

published by the Ministry of Indigenous and Northern Affairs.  

 

4. Once they have all the materials, ask students to examine them independently 

for about 2 minutes, noting anything they might have questions or comments 

about. 

 

5. If students do not notice the statistic about the portion of land in Canada 

designated as reserve land (0.2% of the total land area of the country), write 

the following statistic on the board. 

a. Land for indigenous reserves = 2,600,000 hectares 

b. Total land mass of Canada = 998,467,000 hectares 

 

6. Present students with the following discussion questions either as a handout or 

on the board. Ask students to read them and then prepare some notes about 

things they would like to say in a group discussion.  

a. How is it that many people might not view Canada as having a history of 

colonialism? That is, what factors might make them believe that? 

b. Is Harper’s view of colonialism common today? Why? What would make 

them believe that? 

c. What are the differences between what happened in Africa and what 

happened in Canada? What is the reason for those differences? 

d. What other countries or parts of the world have experienced the type of 

colonialism that took place in Canada? What do they have in common 

with Canada? What is different? 
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7. In a moderated discussion, ask students to answer the questions above.  

 

8. At the end of the discussion, introduce the term ‘settler colonialism’. Working in 

small groups, ask students to try and find evidence of settler colonialism from 

the film. Students can also use examples from outside sources. 

 

Optional extensions  

 

1. Either as a graded or ungraded writing assignment, ask students to write a 

response to any of the questions above using examples and evidence. 

 

2. Ask students to take 3-5 photos of objects or places that might perpetuate the 

idea that Canada did not engage in colonialism. Each photo should have a 

caption that describes the photo and explains the student’s thinking.  

 

3. Ask students to take 3-5 photos of objects or places that are evidence of 

settlers colonizing Canada. Each photo should have a caption that describes the 

photo and explains the student’s thinking.  
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Activity 1: Resources and Handouts 

 

 

Quote (Resource 1) 

“We are one of the most stable regimes in history. There are very few countries that 

can say for nearly 150 years they've had the same political system without any social 

breakdown, political upheaval or invasion. We are unique in that regard. We also have 

no history of colonialism.” (then Prime Minister Stephen Harper, 2009) 

 

 

Map (Resource 2) 
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Activity 1: Resources and Handouts 

 

Table (Resource 3) 

The inventory comprises geoscientific information on 2267 Indian reserves.  Total land 

base of these Indian reserves is approximately 2.6 million hectares or 0.2 percent of 

the total land area of Canada. The table below summarizes the Indian reserve and 

land statistics contained in this inventory:  
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Activity 2: Settler Colonialism  

 

Introduction to the Lesson 

The first lesson introduced the term settler colonialism. This lesson introduces 

students to a formal definition of settler colonialism and seeks to develop an 

understanding of the ways in which settler colonialism continues to be an ongoing 

issue. Since many students may view colonization as something that happened a long 

time ago, they may feel like they have no part in it (especially if their families have 

only been in Canada for a relatively short time). As part of the lesson, students will 

explore the differences and similarities between settler colonialism in Canada and 

colonialist policies in other parts of the world.  

 

Instructions 

1. Either give students the definitions and descriptions of settler colonialism 

(Resources 1 and 2) or put them on the board for students to see.  

2. Have students form small groups (2-3 is ideal) to discuss them. They should 

consider their meaning and also note questions or comments that arise from 

the discussion.  

3. After a few minutes, start a whole class discussion about what the two quotes 

mean. Consider using the following questions to draw attention to key elements 

of what the term ‘settler colonialism’ means. If students are unfamiliar with 

some of the terms, explain them. 

a. In the context of Canada, what does/did it mean to “engineer the 

disappearance” of Indigenous people? 

b. What does it mean that settler colonialism is “more of an imposed 

structure than an historical event”? 

c. Using evidence from the film (or other sources they might be familiar 

with), what are some examples of things that happened in Canada that 

support the definition of settler colonialism? 

4. Have students read the ‘traditional’ description of colonialism (also known as 

‘metropole colonialism’) from Resource 3. [Note: this is ‘traditional’ in that it is 

what many people think of when they think of the colonial era.] Briefly discuss 

what this type of colonialism entails. 

5. After a brief discussion of the definition, have students complete the chart 

(Resource 4) about the differences between the two types of colonialism and 

answer the accompanying questions either in discussion or in writing. 
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Activity 2: Resources and Handouts 

 

 

Resource 1 

 

“Settler Colonialism: Large numbers of settlers claim land and become the majority. 

Employing a “logic of elimination,” as Patrick Wolfe put it in the American Historical 

Review, they attempt to engineer the disappearance of the original inhabitants 

everywhere except in nostalgia.” 

 

 

Resource 2 

 

“Settler colonialism has best been defined as more of an imposed structure than an 

historical event. This structure is characterized by relationships of domination and 

subjugation that become woven throughout the fabric of society, and even becomes 

disguised as paternalistic benevolence. The objective of settler colonialism is always 

the acquisition of indigenous territories and resources, which means the native must 

be eliminated.” 

[Note: Paternalistic benevolence describes an attitude that is similar to a 

father taking care of children. What examples of this exist in Canada?] 

 

 

Resource 3 

 

“Colonialism as a concept has its roots in European expansionism and the founding of 

the so-called New World. The European powers of the British, French, Dutch, 

Portuguese, Spanish and others established colonies in new places they "discovered" 

from which to facilitate trade and extract resources, in what can be thought of as the 

earliest stages of what we now call globalization. The mother country (known as the 

metropole) would come to dominate indigenous populations through their colonial 

governments, even when the indigenous population remained in the majority for the 

duration of colonial control.” 
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Activity 2: Resources and Handouts 

 

Resource 4 

 

Complete the chart noting the characteristics of the two types of colonialism. 

 

 Settler colonialism ‘Traditional’ colonialism 

Local population 

 

 

 

 

  

Local culture 

 

 

 

 

  

Land ownership 

 

 

 

 

  

Examples of countries 

or regions where each 

occurred 

 

 

  

 

Answer the following questions. 

 

1. Did First Nations experience both types of colonialism? Explain. 

2. How is settler colonialism continuing today? How are almost all of us settlers? 
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Activity 7: Culture and Assimilation 

 

Introduction 

Using one quote from Sir John A. Macdonald and a series of others from the film, this 

activity asks students to examine the reasons for and effects of cultural assimilation. 

Settler colonialism not only stripped First Nations of land but also, through policies 

various and practices, of many aspects of their cultures. In this activity, students 

reflect on the impact of assimilation and future ways forward.  

 

Instructions 

1. Give students the eight quotes, reminding them that the first is from Sir John A. 

Macdonald and the rest are from the film. Consider having students work in 

pairs. 

 

2. Each quote is accompanied by a question. Ask students to answer each 

question in note form.  

 

3. Once they are done, give students the following writing prompts and ask them 

to choose one to answer in detail. Answers should include their opinions as well 

as evidence/examples from Colonization Road and any other sources they have 

available. 

a. If you were making the decisions, what would be your process for 

choosing policies and programs to protect, support and reinvigorate 

Indigenous cultures?  

b. Why would people feel it is important to strengthen/support/revive 

cultural practices and languages as part of Reconciliation? 

c. Even if there were no official policies pushing assimilation, would there 

still be pressure to assimilate? Explain.  

d. How can non-Indigenous people support a resurgence of Indigenous 

culture?  
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Activity 7 Resources Handout  

(Aside from the first one, all quotes are from the film) 

 

1. “The great aim of our legislation has been to do away with the tribal system 

and assimilate the Indian people in all respects with the other inhabitants of the 

Dominion as speedily as they are fit to change.” (1887, Sir John A. Macdonald, 

first Prime Minister of Canada) 

Why would Macdonald (and Canada) want Indigenous people to 

assimilate? What benefit is there if they assimilate? What does it mean 

to assimilate? 

 

2. The current situation I would say is that Indigenous peoples are accepted on an 

individual basis on a daily basis as long as they don't rock the boat. As long as 

they know their place. But if you start talking about colonization, or treaty 

violations or land claims, what are you doing? (Jeffrey Denis) 

Why would some people who otherwise accept Indigenous people be 

hostile about issues like colonization or land claims? 

 

3. We hear it a lot over and over. Why can't you just be like us? What does that 

mean?... But we want to be who we are. We want our culture to be strong. We 

want them to know that the past and the present and future are actually alive. 

And we want respect for wanting that for ourselves. (Al Hunter, writer and 

former Chief of the Rainy River First Nation)  

Do Indigenous people feel this pressure more than other groups? What 

is unique about their situation when it comes to pressure to assimilate? 

 

4. I think that the objective is to kind of get rid of the Indian. And traditionally, 

the method has been very overt. "We're gonna eradicate your culture, "we're 

gonna eradicate your language, "get you off of the land, separate you from 

your family and your communities..." (Hayden King, Carleton University) 

Historically, what are some of the ways in which Canada has attempted 

to undermine or eliminate elements of First Nations culture? 

 

5. We want them to know that the past, and the present, and future are actually 

alive. (Al Hunter) 

What does Hunter mean by this? 

 

6. They didn't see how we lived with the land. They didn't see our networks of 

relationships. They didn't see our ceremony. (Leanne Simpson, writer and 

academic, Curve Lake First Nation) Why is this important? 

 

7. ...First of all, we're desperate people. And I know because my father went to 

residential school, and he was desperate for exoneration. He thought what 
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happened to him was his fault. And I know that because when Harper 

apologized [for the residential schools policies], at 88 years old, this man said, 

"Well, at least I know it's not my fault." He needed white people to tell him. 

Now, I didn't go to residential school, so I don't know, uh, why that's a need. 

But I do know it's a definite need. We need to be… We need to be exonerated 

from blaming ourselves when we were in those institutions, that we must've 

done something wrong-- and that our parents did something wrong in sending 

us there. (Lee Maracle, writer and traditional teacher) 

Why would Maracle’s father (and other Indigenous people) feel that he 

had done something wrong? 

 

8. The second hornswoggling that we're getting is that reconciliation is us forgiving 

them. Well, I would forgive anybody for standing on my feet if they ----in' got 

off… Y'know what I mean? ...and stopped doing it. But it doesn't end. 

They agreed that they separated us from our teachings. They agreed that they 

separated us from our language--  and that's the language pretty much 

destroyed in ourselves…They agreed that they separated us from our culture, 

and so we're culturally fractured and destitute. But nobody's going to help us 

bring it back together. And it's about establishing education in the culture, in 

the language. They're not gonna do that. They're educating us in their schools, 

in their culture, and in their language. It's still going on. They're still squarely 

on our feet. (Lee Maracle) 

What does Maracle mean when she says that ‘they’re still squarely on 

our feet’? 
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