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POINT OF VIEW EXERCISE: The time of childhood is for nurturing. Here are three 
articles from newspapers about a young native boy whose hair was cut by a teaching 
assistant in the spring of 2009; without prior consent of his parent: 
 
Each of us has our own perspective on issues. In Native Studies, the points of view of 
each of us is partly based on who we are.  We each come to the issues raised in the class 
with our own lens of how we see topics such as: values, cultures, traditions and issues.  
This is true of everyone. Journalists, writers, reporters, etc. are all people with specific 
biases and thought processes based in their culture, education, family values and 
experience. We are exploring Point of View in this first issue based task, because as we 
read content in Native Studies we have to be aware of the filtering writers have that 
impacts on how they tell stories.  When you research a Native Studies issue (or any issue 
in any course, in fact) you need to consider the source and decide how the writer’s 
background impacts on the “facts” and the viewpoint shared. Read each article and then 
do the POINT OF VIEW TASK. 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

ARTICLE ONE   Teaching aide suspended over hair cut  
Friday, May 22, 2009 

A Lakehead Public Schools board employee has been suspended and a family has hired a lawyer after their 
seven-year-old son‘s hair was cut while he was at school. The mother reported the incident to police shortly 
after the incident on April 16, Thunder Bay Police spokesman Chris Adams said Thursday. Police 
interviewed the aboriginal boy, his mother, the McKellar Park school principal and the teaching assistant, 
and then consulted with the Crown‘s office about laying an assault charge, Adams said. David MacKenzie, 
an assistant Crown attorney, said the decision to not lay an assault charge was made with strict accordance 
to Crown policy. That policy outlines the need for both a reasonable prospect of conviction and a public 
interest before a charge is laid.  

“The Crown attorney for the region has decided it‘s not in the public interest for the justice system to 
protect this child – that‘s unacceptable,” said Julian Falconer, a Toronto lawyer retained by the boy’s 
family. “It makes you wonder what public the Crown‘s office is representing when they speak of the public 
interest. “Certainly from a First Nations perspective, there can be no doubt that if a native teacher had taken 
a white child and cut his or her hair, I absolutely assure you that the good community of Thunder Bay 
would have reacted very strongly,” said Falconer. “It really sends the absolutely wrong signal to First 
Nations, that somehow they are out of the loop when it comes to public interest.”  
 
Falconer said the boy’s parents told the teaching assistant and principal last fall that both of their sons keep 
their hair long, usually tucked behind their ears, as a cultural practice. Both participate in aboriginal 
dancing. The boy is now upset and ashamed, Falconer said. The family had been waiting for the authorities 
“to do the right thing” before finally opting to go public, said Falconer.  

The public school board’s priority is making sure the student and his family feel welcome, and the board 
and school will do everything possible to make that happen, said Bruce Nugent, a spokesman for Lakehead 
Public Schools. “We view this as a very unfortunate incident,” said Nugent. The school board is 
investigating the matter, he said, adding that it is a personnel matter and he can‘t speak about the details.  

In April, the seven-year-old was picked up, put on a chair “and when he resisted, the scissors were placed 
against his forehead and he was told not to move,” said Falconer, who said 10 centimetres of hair was cut 
from the front. According to other information obtained by The (newspaper) that outlines the incident, the 
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boy was in a computer lab reading when a teaching assistant saw him having difficulty seeing due to the 
length of his bangs. The teaching assistant took the boy into the hall and trimmed his bangs with scissors, 
the information said, and when the employee admitted she had cut the student‘s bangs, she was suspended 
from her job. There was no evidence that the teaching assistant cut the boy‘s hair for any reason other than 
helping him to see better, sources say. They also say that the school board had addressed the situation by 
suspending the employee.  

The law is the law, said Falconer, and removing hair without consent is assault, adding 
good intentions is not a defence. 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

ARTICLE TWO Thunder Bay teacher's aide crosses a cultural line 
 
It was only two inches of hair cut from the head of a seven-year-old Aboriginal boy by a teaching assistant 
in Thunder Bay on April 16, but the significance of the act was so much more than just a school teacher 
stepping over the bounds of a student teacher relationship. 
 
The fallout from the haircut became a lesson in cultural awareness, and the message sent was clear: 
Tampering with the sacred and the traditional beliefs of the first peoples in Ontario will not be tolerated. 
"When you've chopped off someone's hair you have taken away their pride," said traditional healing 
coordinator Teresa Magiskan. She works with the the Anishnawbe Mushkiki Health Centre in Thunder 
Bay.  "The worst thing to do to someone, historically, is to take their hair," she explained. Magiskan was 
reminded of past centuries where men were shamed by their enemies in battles by having their hair taken 
from them. Magiskan, who has been involved with the cultural teachings program at the centre for the past 
five years, said even the length of hair and the way it is styled can be incredibly symbolic in Aboriginal 
culture. She said some traditionalists believe that the cutting of hair represents a time of mourning the loss 
of a loved one. 
 
The boy's mother who asked not to be named - was quoted in the Globe and Mail comparing the 
importance of hair to Aboriginal culture as the Kippot or yarmulke is to Jewish tradition. Hebrew men wear 
the caps on their heads as a sign of respect to their religion.  "You have to respect that," she said. "It's the 
same thing."  The reality is, however, most people are not aware of the symbolic nature hair has in 
Aboriginal culture. That was apparent in the reaction to the event after the hair cutting incident was 
reported to the public. A diverse range of opinions were voiced when it was reported that the teaching 
assistant would not face charges, but would be suspended from her job for choosing to cut another parent's 
child's hair without permission. 
 
Social networking sites and comment boards were the perfect places for people to vent. More than 12,000 
people joined a Facebook group that requested members sign a petition demanding "justice" and serious 
consequences to be faced by the teaching assistant and school board.  Many posted comments on sites that 
said the boy was a victim of discrimination and called for the teacher's aide to be charged criminally. 
"This is outrageous! If anyone cut my child's hair without permission, I would be demanding the police to 
charge them. I hope that this parent does take this T.A. to court and wins," read a comment on the CBC 
Web site on May 26. 
 

Others couldn't understand why there was so much anger towards a teacher, who some argued, was 
attempting to help the boy remove hair from his eyes. "Some hair was cut. Big deal. Unfortunate, but it 
grows back," read a comment on another site. 
 
The incident at McKellar Park Central Public School brought back bad memories for some Elders who 
experienced similar treatment in residential schools across the country. Mike Cachagee, executive director 
of the National Residential School Survivors Society, explained that this story stirred up painful memories 
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of his time in an off-reserve school in Sault Ste. Marie, Ont. during the 1950s.  "I remember when we were 
going to high school and the teacher said he would pay for [my brother] to go get a haircut," said Cachagee, 
who explained the intolerance towards Aboriginal students looking different. Cachagee said the teacher 
assumed his family couldn't afford to cut his brother's hair. He said the haircutting incident now 50-plus 
years later still suggested a great lack of understanding about the spiritual connection hair has in many 
Aboriginal ceremonies. 
 
"Even the use of Sweetgrass is a sacred element. It is the hair of mother earth," Cachagee said of the grass 
that is braided and then burned in many Aboriginal rituals. 

As a spiritual teacher in Shoal Lake, Man., Ron Indian-Mandamin is familiar with the traditional role hair 
plays in Aboriginal culture. He described how in the past hairstyles worn by both women and men 
communicated a variety of messages. "It has to do with our status in a certain tribe. You'll see men have 
two braids on each side and on the front of their head in a little crown. That denotes warriorship," explained 
Indian-Mandamin, who is Ojibway.  "We identify with that long hair. It represents power and strength." 
Indian-Mandamin said the information about that connection to hair is not necessarily available in books. 
Most of his teachings were passed down from Elders within his community. Still Indian-Mandamin 
understands the anger and frustration of the Ontario First Nation community over the incident. 
 
"Around here nobody touches your hair unless it is your husband or your wife," he said in a stern voice. 
"No one is allowed to touch your hair." 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

ARTICLE THREE Thunder Bay & Lessons Not Learned from Residential Schools 

Canada’s now defunct residential school system will go down in history as one of our grossest violations of 
human rights and dignity. On July 11, 2008 Prime Minister Stephen Harper issued a public apology to our 
Indigenous citizens saying:  “The treatment of children in Indian residential schools is a sad chapter in our 
history. The government now recognizes that the consequences of the Indian residential schools policy 
were profoundly negative and that this policy has had a lasting and damaging impact on aboriginal culture, 
heritage and language,” 

With the apology and the payment of reparations, many Canadians consider racism against our First 
Nations citizens a closed chapter in our history books, thus denying that our Indigenous citizens continue to 
face racism on a daily basis. Their culture is often constructed under the banner of the “noble savage” or 
the “long suffering sqaw.” 

It is quite common to hear Natives spoken of as though they exist with systemic privileges that are not 
possible within a racist white supremacist state. Not paying taxes or having the ability to cross the border at 
will does not compensate for the near destruction of a people, rape, theft of land, murder and poverty. 
Despite these so-called privileges, very few would be willing to give up the advantages that come with 
whiteness to trade places with the average Indigenous person in North America. 

In the supposed act of civilizing Indigenous Peoples, one of the first crimes committed against them was 
the cutting of their hair. Though not all tribes had long flowing hair, reflecting European beauty standards 
was/is often understood as accepting assimilation as the proper goal of all people of color. Some First 
Nation tribes wore Mohicans or what is known as Mohawks, forelocks, scalplocks, squash blossoms, 
butterfly whorls, and chongos. Hair played/plays a significant role in their culture and is often not cut 
unless they are in mourning. To cut the hair of an Indigenous person without permission is a violation of 
their cultural norms and is seen by many as a humiliation. 

A little boy in Thunder Bay, Ontario, was growing his hair so that he could participate in traditional First 
Nations dancing, when a teacher’s assistant at McKellar Park Central Public School, decided to cut his hair. 
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According to the CBC, she cut ten centimetres off, grabbed him by the shoulders and forced him to look at 
himself in the mirror, stating, “Look at you now.” Her commentary reveals that many still hold Eurocentric 
beauty ideals as the preferred norm, even as it erases evidence of culture and individuality. 

This incident was investigated and the Crown came to the determination that, “there were no grounds for 
criminal charges, and it wasn’t in the public interest.” The key words in the aforementioned Crown 
statement are “public interest.” Despite promoting diversity through Canada’s national policy of 
multiculturalism, a Canadian identity is still understood as white and therefore the public that the Crown 
seeks to pacify by not pursuing this does not include our Indigenous citizenry. 

How many will be triggered to remember the various incidents of criminal abuse that happened in 
residential schools by the shearing of this child’s hair?  Public apologies and reparations are meaningless 
unless a society commits to change. By not pursing this case, the government once again affirmed the 
whiteness of Canada and the right of said people to violate our First Nation citizens at will. It is in the 
public interest to affirm the rights and freedoms of all people, otherwise our much valued Charter of Rights 
and Freedoms is meaningless. 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Your challenge is to consider the point of view of each writer (newspaper). One is from a 
First Nations newspaper, one is from a mainstream daily paper, and one is from an on-
line e newsletter that deals with social issues. This is a task that has you consider Point of 
View.  To start, consider the following:  

Which writer illustrates a better overall sense of detail about the topic of cultural aspects 
of why this young native boy had long hair? Article One ___ Article Two ___ Article Three 

Give at least one piece of evidence for your p.o.v. (point of view): 

 

Which article seems to be more detailed in covering the story? Article One ___ Article Two 
___ Article Three  

Give at least one piece of evidence for your p.o.v. 

 

Which article seems to have a definite contextual point of view that condemns the 
behavior of the teaching assistant? Article One ___ Article Two ___ Article Three 

Give at least one piece of evidence for your p.o.v. 

 

Which article seems to give more evidence from a mainstream Canadian “officials” type 
of view: Article One ___ Article Two ___ Article Three 

Give at least one piece of evidence for your p.o.v. 
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Which article is written by a First Nations writer in your view? Article One ___ Article Two 
___ Article Three 

Explain why you think this?  

 

Which article gives the most balanced point of view?  

 

Do you think that each article is missing content that would help you form an opinion 
about the actual event that took place in an elementary school? Explain your view on this. 

 

 

After reading the three articles, what is your opinion on what took place, given the info. 
you now have? Was it a crime (assault)? Was it wrong? What should happen to the 
employee, etc.  

 

 

 
 

 


