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Language and Terminology 
There are multiple terms that are currently in use to describe Indigenous peoples. Knowing which terms are 
appropriate and when and how to use them is very important for everyday life, but also for making sense of your 
learning throughout the course.  
 
Each activity is marked holistically out of four marks using the rubric on the last page. 
 
Activity 1: 
Use the reading, Just Don’t Call Us Late to Supper by Chelsea Vowel –  https://bit.ly/3PDNG5u to complete the 
questions below: Note that you only have to read to the end of p.12. Where appropriate, use your copy of the text 
to provide textual evidence (quotes) to support your answers to the question. This may be in point form, or in full 
sentences.  
 
1. Vowel starts her text with listing names that someone should not call Indigenous Peoples. Why do you think she 

does this? 
 
Personal Response  
• Answers will vary.  

 
Textual Evidence  
• There is no “one size fits all” name for Indigenous peoples. Names and their connection to 

identity are complicated and vary depending on the person using them, the person being 
described, and the period of time being discussed. What was appropriate in the past, may not be 
appropriate now.  

• “I would sincerely like to help you avoid unintentionally putting your foot in your mouth.” (p.8) 
• “There is no across-the-board agreement on a term.” (p.8) 
• “Names are linked to identity, and notions of identity are fluid.” (p.8) 
• “What I’m okay with you calling me might really annoy someone else.” (p.8) 
• “Terms change; they evolve. What was a good term 20 years ago might be inappropriate now, or 

it has been worn out through constant repetition.” (p.8) 
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2. What does Vowel say is ultimately the best way to learn how to describe an Indigenous Person? 
 
Personal Response  
• As determined in question one, there is no one term that suits every person and purpose. If you 

are unsure, you should ask the person/people you are describing. Answers will vary.  
 

Textual Evidence  
• “Be prepared to listen to what people have to say about the term you use, and to respect what 

they suggest you call them instead.” (p.8) 
• “If I can swap out “Indigenous” with “Canadian” (which is always capitalized), then I use the big 

I.” (p.9). 
 

 
 
 
 
3. When should the term ‘Indigenous’ be capitalized? 

 
Personal Response 
• Answers will vary  

 
Textual Evidence 
• Whenever you are talking about a person you capitalize the term Indigenous. An easy way to 

remember is that in this course we will likely always capitalize the term. “Notice that I always 
capitalize the various terms used to describe Indigenous peoples. This is deliberate; the terms 
are proper nouns and adjectives referring to specific groups.” (p.9) 

 
 
 
 

 
4. Within her text, Vowel describes the use of the term “Indian.” When is it appropriate to use this term? 

 
Personal Response  
• The term “Indian” is still present in Canadian Legislation. One example of this is the Indian Act. 

It is used there but is considered outdated and offensive when used to describe Indigenous 
Peoples. Vowel explains that some people within the Indigenous community still use the term to 
describe themselves.  
 

Textual Evidence 
• “In Canada, Indian continues to have legal connotations, and there is still an Indian Act; so you’ll 

see it used officially, as well as colloquially.” (p.9) 
• “It is also a term that is often used internally. Please note this does not mean it’s always okay 

for others to use the term. I tend to suggest that avoiding this term is probably for the best, 
unless someone is specifically referencing the Indian Act.” (p.9) 

• “If you are interested in avoiding giving offence, this term is one you might want to drop from 
your vocabulary.” (p.9) 
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5. Within the following chart and using your text, explain the meaning of the other terms Vowel describes, and 
when it is appropriate to use them.  

 

Term Meaning 
NDN • “NDN is a term of more recent origin, in heavy use via social media. This 

shorthand term has no official meaning and is very informal. If you say it 
aloud it just sounds like Indian, so its use really only makes sense in text-
based situations.” (Vowel p.9) 

• Vowel states that, “NDN is more of a self-identifier than anything” 
indicating to the reader that it should only be used by individuals who 
identify as part of the Indigenous community. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Aboriginal • “Aboriginal (never aborigine) is a term of fairly recent origin, being adopted 
officially in the Constitution Act, 1982, to refer generally to First Nations, 
Inuit, and Métis peoples. It has become the most common official term used 
here in Canada.” (Vowel p.10). 
 

• Vowel states that she “tend[s] to use this term only within its legal context 
because, although it is not offensive per se, its use is incredibly generic and 
made increasingly obnoxious by overuse” implying that this is not a go-to 
term and could be replaced by more current and specific language.” (p.10) 
 

• “If you use this term, please try to remember it is not a proper noun. Do 
not, for example, refer to people as Aboriginals, but rather as Aboriginal 
peoples.” (Vowel p.10) 
 
 

Indigenous • “Indigenous tends to have international connotations, referring to Indigenous 
peoples throughout the world rather than being country specific. It can be 
both a legal and colloquial term; like Aboriginal, it includes First Nations, 
Inuit, and Métis peoples.” (Vowel p.10) 
 

• Vowel acknowledges that “it is possible that in five years [… she] will look 
back at […her] use of this term with shame” implying that language changes 
over time and that this may not always be a ‘go-to’ term. (p.10). 
 

• The term is often used in conjunction with peoples to acknowledge “the 
incredible diversity of Indigenous peoples as hundreds of culturally and 
linguistically distinct groups, rather than one homogenous whole.” (Vowel 
p.10) 
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Native • “For some people it refers only to First Nations, and for others (myself 
included) it’s another catcall term, but a more informal one than Aboriginal 
or Indigenous.” (Vowel p.11) 
 

• “Many Indigenous peoples use the term and are okay with it, but it’s a bit 
like Indian in that you are more likely to step on toes if you go throwing it 
around.” (Vowel p.11) 
 

• Vowel describes this term as ‘tricky’ because it has some negative historical 
connotations and can also be used in a lowercase version to explain someone’s 
birthplace. For example, a person born and raised in BC may refer to 
themselves as “a native of British Columbia” 
 
 
 
 

First Nations • “More specific, yet still quite general.” (Vowel p.11) 
 

• “First Nations refers to that group of people officially known as Indians 
under the Indian Act and does not include Inuit or Métis peoples. Because 
many First Nations people share similar issues – related to reserves, status, 
and so forth – it’s a good general term for a very diverse group of 
Indigenous peoples.” (Vowel p.11) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Inuit • Inuit refers to Indigenous Peoples of the North. It has replaced the term 
“Eskimo” which is considered outdated and offensive and should not be used: 
“using Eskimo here [in Canada] is probably going to get you dirty looks.” 
(Vowel p.11) 
 

• Vowel does explain that the term is still used in Alaska sometimes, as “it 
includes both Iñupiat and Yupik peoples while Inuit does not.” She 
emphasizes to “make sure you’re in Alaska when you’re saying it.” (p.11) 
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Métis • “A term that is not as common in the U.S. as it is in Canada, although there 
are absolutely Métis people there. In terms of official recognition, however 
it is a uniquely Canadian name.” 
 

• “Métis are also an Indigenous people.” 
 

• Not in the reading: 
• Métis people are a distinct people that are descendants of settlers and First 

Nations people who have their own language, culture, and traditions.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

Native American • Vowel does not go in depth re: this term in this section of the text. She 
does however specify that the term is used “more in the United States than 
in Canada” (p.9). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Specific Nations • “If you want to move beyond general terms, and I definitely encourage that, 
the learning curve can be a bit steep at first.” (Vowel p.11) 
 

• “If you get confused, don’t be scared to ask!” 
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6. Why does Vowel choose to not include the term Canadian? 
 
Personal Response  
• Answers will vary. 

 
Textual Evidence 
• Indigenous peoples were thriving in North America long before Canada came to be. For this 

reason, Indigenous peoples may not identify with term.    
• “This is a deliberate exclusion. Many Indigenous peoples do not identify as Canadian because, at 

no point, did they or their ancestor’s consent to becoming Canadian.” (Vowel p.11) 
 

 
 
 
 
Activity 2: 
Vowel acknowledges that “no one can be expected to know all of the different names for every single people and 
community across Canada” while also making it clear that language, and the terms we use to identify Indigenous 
Peoples are important, specific, and nuanced.  
 
Watch the YouTube video, “How to talk about Indigenous people” published by CBC, where Inuk journalist, Ossie 
Michelin, https://bit.ly/3Shsd4V, which explains how to use the proper terms.  
 
1. In a paragraph of 5-8 sentences, explain why this is a complicated discussion and which terms are most 

appropriate for you to use and when/why. 
 
• Answers will vary but should be checked for understanding. 

 
• Why is it complicated? 

• Language changes over time. 
• Multiple languages and groups of people are involved. 
• Different terms have different underlying meanings for different people.  
• Which terms will I use? 
• Students who identify as Indigenous may choose to use one or multiple terms to describe 

themselves. 
• Indigenous is an umbrella term that can be used to refer to any Indigenous person. 
• The best term to use is on a case-by-case basis, and a student may reference asking the 

person/people they are trying to describe.  
• Why will I use these terms? 
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When you are happy with your work for each of the activities, attach it to this worksheet (if necessary) before you 
hand it in. Your teacher will mark your work holistically using the rubric below. 
 
Assessment 
Your teacher will mark your work for each activity using the rubric below. 

 
Holistic Marking Rubric 

Emerging 
1 

Developing 
2 

Proficient 
3 

Mastering 
3.5 

Extending 
4 

● You demonstrate an 
initial understanding 
of the concepts and 
competencies 
relevant to the 
expected learning. 

● You demonstrate a 
partial understanding 
of the concepts and 
competencies 
relevant to the 
expected learning. 

● You demonstrate a 
solid understanding of 
the concepts and 
competencies 
relevant to the 
expected learning. 

 

● You demonstrate a 
clear and complete 
understanding of 
the concepts and 
competencies 
relevant to the 
expected learning. 

● You demonstrate a 
sophisticated 
understanding o the 
concepts and 
competencies 
relevant to the 
expected learning. 

● “I don’t get it yet, but 
I’m trying.” 

● “I’m just getting 
started and learn best 
with help.” 

● “I’m starting to get it.” 
● “I get some of it, and 

I’m beginning to do 
more on my own.” 

● “I get most of it” 
● “I can do the majority 

of this on my own.” 

● “I get all of it” 
● “I can do this on my 

own” 

● “I really get it and can 
teach others how to 
do it.” 

● “I go beyond what is 
expected of me.” 

 
 


