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On a trip to visit his older sister, who moved away from the family home in Alberta 
to Salt Lake City, a young boy and his mother are asked a simple question with a 

not-so-simple answer. Are you Canadian, the border guards ask, or American?

“Blackfoot.”

When the guards will not accept their citizenship, mother and son wind up trapped in 
an all-too-real limbo between nations that do not recognize who they are.

A powerful graphic-novel adaptation of one of Thomas King’s most celebrated 
short stories, Borders explores themes of identity and belonging, and is a poignant 
depiction of the signifi cance of a nation’s physical borders from an Indigenous 
perspective. This timeless story is brought to vibrant, piercing life by the singular 
vision of Métis artist Natasha Donovan.

EDUCATORS’ 
GUIDE

EDUCATORS’ GUIDE TEXT BY KAREN MCBRIDE
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ABOUT THE BOOK 
On a trip to visit his older sister, who has moved away from the family home on the reserve to 
Salt Lake City, a young boy and his mother are posed a simple question with a not-so-simple 
answer. Are you Canadian, the border guards ask, or American?

“Blackfoot.”
And when border guards will not accept their citizenship, mother and son wind up trapped 

in an all-too-real limbo between nations that do not recognize who they are.
A powerful graphic-novel adaptation of one of Thomas King’s most celebrated short stories, 

Borders explores themes of identity and belonging, and is a poignant depiction of the signif-
icance of a nation’s physical borders from an Indigenous perspective. This timeless story is 
brought to vibrant, piercing life by the singular vision of Métis artist Natasha Donovan.

Note: When teaching this graphic novel, be mindful of the students in your class who identify as 
Indigenous. Be conscious of the fact that they cannot be a touchstone for answers to the ques-
tions and themes presented in the story. Similarly, be mindful of students who may have experi-
enced difficulties with immigration or are refugees, as they might find some of the border crossing 
descriptions troubling.
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My daughter’s 
Blackfoot, too.

I’m going to visit 
my daughter in 
Salt Lake City.
We don’t have any 
guns or beer.

It’s a legal
technicality,
that’s all.
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
1. Define identity. Think of all of the things 

that make up who we are (culture, likes/
dislikes, hobbies, gender, sexuality, etc.). 
What are the different elements of iden-
tities? What are the ways we identify 
ourselves? 

2. Think of the title, Borders. Who creates 
borders and what do they do? How are 
borders between nations defined? Have 
they always existed in this way? Can you 
think of examples of borders in everyday 
life? Find examples in the classroom and 
beyond.  

3. Why does the mother drive so slowly as 
they approach the border crossing? What 
could she be feeling? Are the mother and 
son being singled out? Why?

4. When the mother and son approach the 
border, they are questioned by a Border 
Security agent. He asks for their citizen-
ship and the mother responds, “Black-
foot.” Is this answer acceptable? Why or 
why not? What is citizenship and what 
role does it play in the story? Does our 
understanding of citizenship change 
after reading the story? If so, how?

5. Is there a difference in the way they are 
treated at the Canadian and American 
borders? If so or not, explain.

6. Why do reporters begin to show up? 
What impact do they have on the story? 

7. One of the reporters asks the son how it 
feels to be a person without a country. 
What do you think is meant by this? 

8. How are the mother and son able to get 
through the border crossing? 

9. Think about the relationships between 
mother and son, mother and daughter, 
brother and sister, traveller and authority 
figure. What are they like in the begin-
ning? Do they change by the end of the 
story? If so, how?

10. What role does colour play throughout 
the graphic novel? How does the artist 
use colour to tell the story?

11. Many of the panels in the graphic novel 
do not have words. Choosing an exam-
ple, explain how the illustrator tells the 
story without using any words at all. 

12. Why do you think the author chose to 
tell the story from the boy’s point of 
view? Why do you think the boy and his 
mother are never given names? How is 
this choice significant?

13. Think about the characters in the 
graphic novel. What do we know about 
their identities? How is their experience 
of the world shaped by their identities? 
For example, consider cultural and racial 
identities that both coexist and clash as 
a result of deeply rooted systemic issues. 
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Just outside of Milk River, 
Laetitia told us to watch 
for the water tower.

Laetitia packed her things, and 
we headed for the border.
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ACTIVITIES
1. Understanding Identity: This activity helps 

the class define and understand identities 
and the ways that we identify ourselves. 
This can be done either before or after 
reading the graphic novel. The activity 
can also be done in a more open and shar-
ing environment using a talking circle or 
other less formal discussion formats.

a. Materials needed: SMART Board or 
blackboard, writing instrument

b. Description: 
• As a class, share answers from ques-

tion 1 of the Discussion Questions 
or brainstorm answers together. 

• Individually, think and write about 
your own identity. What are the 
characteristics that make you who 
you are? Encourage students to 
think about things such as their 
names, languages, appearances, 
strengths, cultures, personalities, etc.

• Extension: Invite students to explore 
further aspects of their identities 
through discussion with their fam-
ilies. What are traditions that you 
have in your family and how has 
that influenced or developed your 
identity? 

Curriculum links: English Language Arts/ 
English, Social Studies

2. Postcards: This activity allows students 
to explore character interactions and 
motivations through their own feelings 
and emotions. As students make post-
cards to their family and friends, have 

them consider how much they can write 
in the limited space. 

a. Materials needed: Construction paper 
or cardstock, writing/drawing supplies 
(i.e., pencils, crayons, markers, paint, 
etc.)

b. Description: 
• Write a postcard to a loved one. 

Where is the postcard coming from? 
Who are you writing to? What 
would the postcard say? Is there 
a limit to how much you can say? 
Why might this method of commu-
nication be difficult?

• Have students make notes on 
the characters throughout the 
graphic novel. Ask questions such 
as, “What motivates or drives this 
character to act in such a way?” 

Curriculum links: English Language Arts/ 
English, Social Studies, Art

3. Body Biography: The goal of this activ-
ity is for students to examine who the 
characters are as people in order to 
understand their deeper desires and 
emotions. It is important that students 
consider their character’s behaviour and 
motivation from the beginning, middle, 
and end of the graphic novel to ensure 
their final project is well-rounded. 

a. Materials needed: Mural paper, writ-
ing/drawing supplies (i.e., pencils, 
crayons, markers, paint, etc.), craft 
supplies, recycled materials from 
home or classroom
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b. Description: 
• Separate students into groups and 

assign each group one character 
from the graphic novel (note: there 
can be more than one group per 
character depending on class size).  

• Have the students trace one body 
outline on the mural paper. Using 
the adjectives and descriptions/
pictures of the characters they 
gathered from the book, get stu-
dents to decorate their character’s 
outline in as many creative ways as 
they choose. Encourage the use of 
different media and crafts to bring 
the characters to life.

Curriculum links: English Language Arts/ 
English, Art

4. Borders and Nations: The goal of 
this activity is to explore nation bor-
ders, including current, historical, and 
traditional. 

a. Materials needed: Current and his-
torical maps of Canada and the United 
States, including traditional territo-
ries of Indigenous Peoples (consider 
www.native-land.ca)

b. Description:
• Beginning with Coutts, AB, and 

Sweetgrass, MT, have students 
compare and contrast the current 
and historical maps of the area, 
including traditional territories of 
Indigenous Peoples. How has this 
area changed over time? Ask stu-
dents, “What do you notice about 
the Blackfoot traditional territory?”

• Think back to the story. Using the 
traditional territory map, have 
students examine the geography 
of the area where the story takes 
place. Return to Discussion Ques-
tion 7. How might the question the 
reporter asked be problematic?

• Repeat the activity by narrowing 
the focus to your province/ territory  
or local region. To learn more about 
definitive boundaries, contact the 
First Nation(s) whose traditional 
territory your school is located on.  
If you are unsure which First 
Nation(s) to contact, consider look-
ing at local land acknowledgements 
and, from there, contact the Chief 
and Council of the local First 
Nation(s). 

Curriculum links: English Language 
Arts/English, Social Studies, History, 
Geography
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