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Introduction

In the context of the history of First Nations people, First

Nations schools have been in existence for a relatively short

period of time.  When the Saddle Lake Reserve took over

the operation of the Blue Quills Residential School in 1969,

it became the first school in this country to be First Nations

controlled (York, 1990).  In the three decades following that

occasion, the number of First Nations schools has grown

quite rapidly.

In British Columbia, there are now 130 First Nations schools

in operation with over 6600 students enrolled (in compari-

son to approximately 3000 First Nations students enrolled

in public schools).  The circumstances in which those schools

operate vary tremendously.  Geographically, the schools are

located throughout the province, including in the far north

and the western extremes.  Many of the schools are located

in very remote or semi-isolated locations.  Others operate

in or around large urban centres.  The grade levels they of-

fer range from nursery/day care only, to some elementary,

to elementary and secondary.   Finally, the number of stu-

dents enrolled in the schools differs significantly, ranging

from only twenty to thirty students to several hundred.  Given

that diversity, it is not surprising that the priorities and needs

of the schools reflect a similar range of differences.

What is perhaps most remarkable about the evolution in

First Nations schools in such a relatively short time is the

extent of their accomplishments.  In spite of tremendous

challenges, generally inadequate funding, and too often lit-

tle or no support, some determined people within commu-

nities managed to establish schools which have made im-

portant achievements.

There are currently
approximately 130 First
Nations schools.

Grades

√√√√√ approximately 33%
offer only kinder-
garten programs;

√√√√√ 21% offer kinder-
garten and some
elementary;

√√√√√ 31% offer kinder-
garten, elementary
and some second-
ary; and

√√√√√ 15% are adult
learning centres.

Student Population

√√√√√ Approximately 16%
of the schools enrol
less than 10 stu-
dents;

√√√√√ 27% enroll between
11 and 25;

√√√√√ 21% between 26
and 50;

√√√√√ 9% between 51 and
75;

√√√√√ 13% between 76
and 100;

√√√√√ 9% between 101
and 150; and

√√√√√ 4% over 150 stu-
dents.
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The question which many First Nations schools now face is

how to determine and demonstrate that what they are do-

ing is effective.  Answering that question, however, raises

many challenging issues.  Administrators, school govern-

ance authorities, teachers, parents, students, community

leaders and other community members are all concerned

that schools provide an “effective” education, but the only

broadly recognized tools which have been available to

measure that effectiveness have been provincial standards.

That situation is extremely problematic.  If First Nations are

to be self-determining, they must be allowed to establish

their own goals and judge the effectiveness of their educa-

tion systems according to their own expectations and ideas.

This project was implemented in an effort to explore the

possibilities which will arise when First Nations are allowed

the freedom to set their own education standards.  But the

exercise is also about providing an opportunity for First

Nations people to think about what they want to do differ-

ently.  Too often, time and resources are not available to

allow for planning and creative thinking about what can be

done in new and exciting ways.  This initiative, then, is not

simply about accountability;  it is about improvement.

The key theme which has arisen through the development

of this paper is flexibility.  It is very clear that the design and

implementation of a rigid set of measurement criteria will

not assist First Nations schools in their efforts to provide

quality educational opportunities to their students.  Rather,

the goal of this project has always been to outline general

expectations for all schools -- expectations which each

school can then interpret, adapt and meet in their own ways

and according to their own goals and circumstances.



Standards ... 7

Table of Contents

Several other important themes are also evident in this pa-

per, including:

• the need for balance in the lives of students, including,

among others, balance between their lives in and out

of school, and in and out of the community, balance

between their personal goals and family and commu-

nity responsibilities, and balance between their aca-

demic learning and personal and social development;

• the need to bring together the traditional with the con-

temporary, providing students with the skills and knowl-

edge which will enable them to function in any capac-

ity and in any situation, built upon the solid foundation

which comes from an understanding of and pride in

their First Nations languages, cultures, traditions, and

values;

• the importance of meeting the needs of all students,

regardless of their needs, learning styles, circum-

stances or special gifts;

• the importance of involving everyone in collective de-

cision-making and efforts toward the development of

children and youth, including school staff, parents, fami-

lies, community leaders, other community members,

social service workers, and, perhaps most importantly,

the students themselves;  and

• a recognition that schools are a part of the community

in which they operate, which means acknowledging

the circular relationship between healthy nations and

healthy schools.
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Another point which is central to any consideration of edu-

cation standards is the ability to follow-up on the expecta-

tions and criteria outlined.  If standards are defined, but First

Nations schools are without the funding and other resources

necessary to implement those standards, the schools are

automatically set up for failure.  This project, therefore, is

being complemented by continual efforts to ensure that First

Nations schools are provided adequate support.

In the meantime, it is important to remember the accom-

plishments that First Nations schools have already made,

in spite of the challenges they face, and to celebrate the

advances that have been made in First Nations education

since the establishment of First Nations schools.  As a par-

ticipant at one of the project workshops asserted, “we’ve

shown that, despite a lack of concern shown by the federal

or provincial governments, and even sometimes by our own

leadership, we’ve grown and succeeded!”
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1. Background Information
Why “Standards”?

This paper represents one component of a larger research

project being initiated by the First Nations Education Steer-

ing Committee (FNESC) and the First Nations Schools

Association (FNSA).  That project is intended to consider

issues associated with the effectiveness of First Nations

schools in providing educational opportunities to their stu-

dents.  This component of the research builds upon the

Standards for First Nations Schools Project, a discussion

paper prepared by Rita Jack for FNESC and the FNSA in

1997.

The issue of education standards has been a long-stand-

ing concern of First Nations and FNESC.  For example, the

summary of community regional sessions organized by

FNESC in 1995 and 1996 indicates that “a First Nations

Schools Association could organize evaluations for First

Nations schools which would allow member schools to set

standards and determine the mechanisms for evaluation”

(Williams, 1996).  In addition, the FNESC regional sessions

summary of 1997 notes that:

to measure the effectiveness of First Nations control
and jurisdiction over First Nations education, First Na-
tions must be able to develop and evaluate their own
standards for education.  First Nations people agree
that the standards of education for First Nations learn-
ers must be at least equal to those of the provincial
system and should allow for a transfer between sys-
tems.  However, they also believe that to fully meet the
goals of cultural relevance and appropriateness the
existing standards must be enhanced”  (Williams,
1997).
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As Jack (1997) notes, the purpose of her paper was to

present issues associated with standards for First Nations

education, and to establish a foundation for discussions with

representatives of First Nations and First Nations schools.

Jack’s paper and the discussions which followed were in-

tended to begin a more detailed consideration of existing

standards for education, the effectiveness and appropri-

ateness of those standards for First Nations schools, and

possible alternate standards, based upon recommenda-

tions by First Nations schools representatives and First Na-

tions education specialists.

1.1 A Word About the Term “Standards”

The term “standards” is perceived by many people to have

a negative connotation, as it is often associated with no-

tions of conformity.  That, however, is not the interpretation

of the term which has been used throughout this project.

While the term standards was used in the discussion pa-

per by Jack, and it may be used periodically in this paper,

the aim of this project is not to identify a series of rigid

criteria against which school success is to be strictly as-

sessed.  Representatives of First Nations schools have

clearly indicated that an inflexible standards framework

will not meet their needs, and will not reflect the variety of

situations of First Nations schools, students, communi-

ties, and families.  Too often, the need to comply with set

standards overshadows efforts aimed at capacity build-

ing within schools, and restricts schools from establish-

ing appropriate and innovative education programs.

Research supports the notion that the rigid application of

strict criteria is not a useful approach to ensuring school

“Many of our objectives
will be common, even

though our approaches
may differ.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998

“I think that First
Nations schools would

perhaps agree to many
common outcomes,

provided that they are
put within the context

of the community.”
Workshop Participant,

May, 1998
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success.  Newman, King and Rigdon (1997) examined is-

sues related to the accountability of education systems and

the enhancement of school performance.  The authors found

that strong accountability structures are difficult to implement,

and can present serious obstacles to or undermine a

school’s organizational capacity.  They also note that “highly

prescriptive standards deny school staff both the “owner-

ship” or commitment and the authority it needs to work col-

laboratively to achieve a clear purpose for student learn-

ing.”   According to those authors, bottom-up initiatives are

necessary for improvement, and internal accountability

mechanisms have been shown to be most effective.

Rather than focus on precise standards, then, this project is

intended to gather and share ideas related to the establish-

ment of expectations, assessment techniques, the evalua-

tion of student learning, and the achievement of school goals.

As Newman, King and Rigdon (1997) maintain, collective

education agencies — like FNESC and the FNSA — can

facilitate useful exercises related to the cultivation or rein-

forcement of widespread consensus around professional

norms, and establish external signals to help schools de-

fine their own standards and the kinds of information col-

lected.  This project will outline a framework within which

individual schools can set their own standards for perform-

ance and a responsible reporting system, by highlighting

important issues and considering areas for school and staff

development.  That is the context within which the term

“standards” is being used.

“I personally don’t have
a problem with the term
standards, provided that
it is defined by the
community according to
community expectations.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998

“We can’t impose
standards on communi-
ties, but we can give
them models.  We can
outline ingredients for
success, and talk about
effective education
practices.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998
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1.2 Project Components

By highlighting a number of key issues associated with the

education of First Nations students, this project will attempt

to provide information to enhance school performance by

improving the level to which they aspire.  This project in-

volved three phases:

• the preparation of a draft framework paper, which at-

tempted to build upon the work of Jack (1997) and

outline a more detailed framework for the considera-

tion of issues associated with school success;

• the implementation of five regional workshops, which

allowed people from throughout the province an op-

portunity to critique the framework, add relevant infor-

mation and considerations, and gather examples of

high standards for school and student performance

and approaches to assessment; and

• the redrafting of the framework paper to include the

information collected through the regional sessions.

Following the completion of this project, it is expected that

additional work will be undertaken to further the considera-

tion of these issues.  Several recommendations made by

people who attended the project workshops are included

in Appendix One.  FNESC and the FNSA will attempt to

respond to those recommendations, and to continue their

efforts to identify and define high and realistic standards

for student achievement and for the organizational capac-

ity of First Nations schools, without imposing uniform tasks

or tests, or setting rigid and unrealistic expectations.
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2. Discussing the Concepts of Education
Standards or School Performance
Indicators

As Jack (1997) notes, the issue of standards is critical to

the development of education.  Education standards, she

argues, are the agreements we make as a society regard-

ing the results we expect students to achieve, and they are

the most basic specifications that “education architects” can

use in designing and building unique systems of teaching

and learning which are appropriate for each community.

The exact meaning of the term standards, however, is un-

clear.  Standards have been defined as the degree of ex-

cellence required for particular purposes;  principles of in-

tegrity, propriety, or honesty;  education aims;  community

expectations;  or yardsticks against which performance can

be assessed.  Education standards can also be viewed as

something to which schools can aspire, and effective

schools are sometimes defined as those with high expec-

tations about student achievement, behaviour, and school

goals.

Based upon its analysis of international efforts to set stand-

ards, the Organization on Economic Cooperation and De-

velopment (OECD) (1995) concludes that standards

are “indicators of quality that specify expectations for stu-

dents.”  The OECD (1989) has also suggested that the

concept of education standards includes two components:

(1) clarifying educational aims and goals, on which stand-

ards can be founded; and (2) developing information and

indicators that, as far as possible, allow debate, reflect

the goals, and identify key challenges.  Both of the steps

are mutually reinforcing, and should be based upon a proc-

When I think about
community discussions
of standards, I think of
it in terms of the school
staff telling community
members “you have told
us what you want; this is
what we’ve heard;  we
will now strive to provide
no less.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998.
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ess of consensus building, rather than widening rifts in the

pursuit of specifics.  The OECD (1995) therefore maintains

that standards must be set through a patient process of con-

sensus building, which must inspire trust and confidence

by the facilitation of ample and reliable feedback and a

sensitive communications strategy.

The establishment of standards is not a straightforward task.

It is a comprehensive undertaking that will have relevance

for almost all other activities within a school.  Standards,

according to some sources, should be demanding, but fair,

and they should have a clear purpose.  Developing stand-

ards has been said to involve the identification of explicit,

schoolwide expectations that focus on student performance,

mechanisms for collecting and reviewing relevant informa-

tion, and a culture of peer pressure among teachers.

The issue of standards is highly complex.  There is some

interaction between the setting and assessing of standards,

so the issue of standards relates directly to issues of evalu-

ation.  The existence of standards and evaluation criteria

can also offer credibility to institutions, which will increase

the freedom and opportunities available to their graduates.

In this way, “standards” are related to issues of credentials

and accreditation.

Schools that start with an identified mission, good hiring

practices, and family and community commitment to edu-

cation programs have been said to have an advantage in

terms of the development of standards, indicating the re-

lationship of standards to several core aspects of schools

and education systems.
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It is also almost impossible to discuss issues of standards

without some consideration of funding.  Implementing meas-

ures to enhance school effectiveness would be much more

successful if First Nations schools had an adequate and

stable funding base.  Unfortunately, representatives of First

Nations schools have clearly and consistently articulated the

inadequacy of existing funding levels.  In spite of the tre-

mendous financial constraints under which they operate,

however, the accomplishments of First Nations schools are

remarkable, and this paper will attempt to outline the poten-

tial which exists for even greater levels of success without

focusing only on the very real and significant need for in-

creased funding for First Nations schools.

2.1 The Imposition of Standards on First Nations

In her discussion paper, Jack (1997) includes a thorough

discussion of the history of First Nations education in this

country, and a reference to the fact that “the process of edu-

cating First Nations since the inception of a formal educa-

tion system has been to subject First Nations students to

the standards imposed by the government of the day.”  Jack

also notes that while First Nations have had some success

in taking back control of and responsibility for education,

fiscal arrangements demand that First Nations schools

maintain the standards and curriculum of the provincial edu-

cation system.

The Department of Indian Affairs (DIA) insists that First

Nations schools reflect provincial guidelines in order for

them to receive funding.  For Band Operated Schools,

the DIA Management Regime and Initial Allocations, Sec-

tion 1.2 Program Approval/Teacher Certification states that:

“Some students will
never progress
sequentially through the
public system.  Different
systems are required.
We need to reach for
new options for portions
of our communities.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998.

“Until we can afford
to offer a quality
education program,
how can we talk about
implementing a quality
education program.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998

“First Nations people
do not have input
into setting public
standards, and those
expectations are not
the same as ours.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998
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1.2.1    Program and curriculum offered

in band schools must meet Ministry

of Education curriculum standards.

1.2.2   … bands must employ certi-

fied teachers … required to be mem-

bers in good standing of the British

Columbia College of Teachers …

First Nations schools can also become Independent

Schools, but if they choose to do so that are still subject to

provincial legislation and provincial requirements and stand-

ards.

More (1984) highlights this difficulty in the Okanagan Nicola

Indian Quality of Education Study.  More cites the DIA In-

dian Education Paper Phase 1 (1982), which indicates that

the DIA is responsible for ensuring that the quality of Indian

education programs is in line with Canadian provincial

standards.

Studies have consistently demonstrated, however, that

within the public school system, First Nations students gen-

erally have not enjoyed levels of success equal to other learn-

ers (see, among other sources, Jack, 1997;  RCAP, 1996;

Matthew, 1996;  Battiste, 1995;  Haig-Brown, 1995;

Comeau and Santin, 1990;  York, 1990;  The Royal Com-

mission on Education, 1998;  National Indian Brotherhood,

1984;  National Indian Brotherhood, 1972, all cited in

Kavanagh, 1997).  The workshop participants also main-

tained that the public school system should not be used as

a model for educating First Nations students.  That system,

it was argued, is too inflexible and too focused on financial

issues, and is generally failing First Nations students.  Jack

(1998) concludes that, based upon the problems First Na-

“The public school sys-
tem has written down all

kinds of things about
student achievement,

and embedded them in
all kinds of policies.

But  we need to keep
open to a  broad range

of         approaches
and avoid bureaucracies
which are unresponsive

to the needs of our
kids.“

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998

“Tying the provision of
the resources we need
to provincial standards

is offensive.”
Workshop Participant,

May, 1998

“Provincial standards
are meaningless to First
Nations schools.  They
are aimed at financial
considerations only.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998
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tions students experience in the public education system, it

is timely to assess the utility of applying its standards to

First Nations schools.

Another important issue for consideration is the purpose of

First Nations schools.  First Nations schools were devel-

oped for a variety of reasons, including the need to provide

for a more meaningful and supportive environment for First

Nations students, and in an effort to incorporate First Na-

tions culture, history and language into their curriculum and

school structure.  Efforts to do so, however, have taken place

without an established framework for planning, development

or evaluation (Jack, 1997).  The standards established by

the BC Ministry of Education clearly are not specific to nor

do they reflect the goals which are unique to First Nations

schools.  As the Assembly of First Nations notes in its docu-

ment Towards a Vision of Our Future, Volume 1 (1988):

First Nations must develop national minimal standards
for First Nations education as guidelines for First Na-
tions Education Authorities.  These guidelines must
reflect the First Nations philosophies, programs and
instruction.

Jack (1997) highlights the need for standards or expecta-

tions, as she states:

We must make it clear to our students what it is they
need to know and be able to do in order to be suc-
cessful.  We must think this through clearly and ar-
ticulate it in order to guarantee that our system
will be held accountable for providing high quality
and equitable education for all First Nations students.

“In First Nations
schools, we must decide
how we will describe
ourselves, and why we
exist.  That is funda-
mental.  Everything else
is just the mechanics of
getting things done.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998.

“It is important that we
explore and research
the issue of standards
for First Nations
schools.  Too often,
public schools are held
up as the measuring
sticks and benchmarks
of success, but that is
a system which is failing
our students.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998
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In numerous meetings, conferences, and workshops facili-

tated by FNESC and the FNSA, the importance of educa-

tion standards has also been raised, with First Nations

participants speaking to the need to develop and evaluate

First Nations standards of education with which First Na-

tions people must agree.

The framework included below is intended to extend dis-

cussions of this pressing issue. Battiste (1995) notes that

“Aboriginal communities that have assumed control of their

schools are still plagued by questions of how to implement

Indian education in the 21st Century.  What goals and out-

comes are important?  What is appropriate, meaningful,

and necessary?”  This framework attempts to address those

questions by highlighting several key components of First

Nations education, outlining some of the issues associated

with each component, and, wherever possible, suggesting

some relevant “aspirations” for First Nations schools.  All of

the ideas included, however, are intended for discussion

purposes only, and are not intended to be prescriptive or

definitive statements about how a First Nations school

should operate.

“First Nations schools
were built from a

belief that our kids
deserve better.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998

“Band schools are
intended to make our
people strong again.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998
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3. Establishing a School Vision

Questioning how to improve school standards raises fun-

damental issues related to societal aims, the nature of par-

ticipation in decision-making at all levels, and the very pur-

pose of the school as an institution (OECD, 1989).  Jack

(1997) notes that “standards are critical factors in clarifying

the purpose of the educational system and should relate to

the standards or quality of life that First Nations are aiming

for.”  In other words, considering education standards raises

issues related to school vision or the establishment of “qual-

ity” education.  Defining quality, however, is not a simple

matter.

3.1 Defining “Quality” Education

The term “quality” has been increasingly used by people

involved with the education of First Nations students, but

there is no universal definition of “quality” education accord-

ing to First Nations perspectives (see endnotes for a brief

consideration of effective education as outlined according

to a more general perspectives).  However, several com-

ments can be made about this issue.

The workshop participants generally expressed a belief that

almost all First Nations schools share several similar goals,

and that those goals are usually focused on the needs of

the students they serve.

First Nations schools generally aim to foster a sense of be-

longing, and provide a supportive environment in which stu-

dents have a chance to expand to their full potential and

also learn how to accept failures and move on. First Na-

“I find that in First
Nations schools, when
you walk down the hall-
ways you see children
who have lights in their
eyes.  The goal of our
school is to ensure that
happens.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998

“Develop students with
strong roots, and nurture
them.  That will give
them the ability to suc-
ceed in any world.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998

“We need broad defini-
tions of success.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998
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tions schools try to ensure that the environment they pro-

vide is intimate and personal, in which no students remain

anonymous and unheard.  This objective was reflected by

Wilson and Napolean (1998) in their study of education in

School District 52 (Prince Rupert).  The authors noted that

the students attending schools located in nearby villages

are often in smaller classes, receive more individual atten-

tion, and experience greater flexibility in their learning.

Among the other common concerns raised by the workshop

participants are the desire for children to be secure, healthy,

to know who they are, and to recognize their own skills and

talents.  The participants also expressed the hope that First

Nations schools can help students to be happy, fulfilled, able

to be healthy adults, and free to grow.

Many First Nations people are concerned that students de-

velop the literacy and numeracy skills that they need to suc-

ceed, but it is also important to be realistic about the stu-

dents’ individual strengths and weaknesses.  Some stu-

dents may not be academically inclined, and other children

may have special needs which make their goals unique.  It

is crucial that each student’s unique capabilities and limita-

tions be accepted.  The challenge for First Nations schools,

it was noted by a workshop participant, is to meet children

where they are and raise their abilities from that basis.  It

was also noted that outcomes for individuals are key, and

that standards relate to what the school must provide to al-

low each student to achieve his or her own specific out-

comes.  For example, it may be that First Nations schools

will accept no less than an individualized learning program

for each student, as there is a strong commitment to stand-

ards which reflect individual potentials and development,

regardless of differing needs.

[The Hazelton First
Nations Education Cen-

tre] believes that all
people, when given the

opportunity, encourage-
ment and support, can
gain control over their

lives.  We also strongly
believe that individuals

learn, change, and grow
with the most long-
lasting effects when

they take part in
deciding their educa-

tional experience.

It is our intent to
provide a safe,

non-threatening,
non-judgemental,

self-directed, and
instructor led environ-

ment for program
participants.  This

enables a solid
opportunity for change.

It is our desire to
exhibit and project the
importance and value of
quality education based

on First Nations beliefs,
values, language and

traditions, for present
and future generations.
Best Practices Project

April, 1997
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Generally, First Nations people are interested in develop-

ing education systems that reflect First Nations cultures, phi-

losophies and values.  At the same time, however, they are

concerned about the need for young people to be able to

function effectively in the “mainstream” society.  In other

words, there is an emphasis on allowing First Nations chil-

dren to live in and achieve their goals as they relate to two

worlds – both within and outside of their First Nations com-

munities.  As one workshop participant noted, it is impor-

tant to motivate students to do what they want to do, but

also to help them to understand that they need some basic

skills to be able to achieve their goals.

In the landmark paper, Indian Control of Indian Education,

the National Indian Brotherhood (now the Assembly of First

Nations) (1973) outlined the general educational goals of

First Nations people by stating:

Our aim is to make education relevant to the philoso-
phy and needs of the Indian people.  We want educa-
tion to give our children a strong sense of identity, with
confidence in their personal worth and ability.  We
believe in education:

♦ as a preparation for total living;
♦ as a means of free choice of where to live and
work;
♦ as a means of enabling us to participate fully in
our own social, economic, political and educational
advancements.

Jack (1997) also notes that a positive cultural identity is

needed both to promote pride as a First Nations person,

but also to be able to respond effectively to real or perceived

forms of racism and discrimination that exist in society.  In

addition, in order to be successful and cope in any situa-

“It is good to encourage
in students the ability to
function anywhere they
want.  But it is also im-
portant to recognize the
reality for students.
Many students in the
public school system can
go anywhere they want in
the world.  For some
people from First Na-
tions communities this is
not an option.  Their lives
are within their
communities.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998

The mission of the
Aatse Davie School is to
develop confident, re-
sponsible students with
self-esteem, pride in
heritage and community,
and able to function
within and outside of
Fort Ware.

Best Practices Project
April, 1997
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tion, First Nations students need to develop self-confidence,

independence, self-sufficiency, decision-making ability, and

a strong sense of identity.  The workshop participants noted

that most schools strive to promote values such as fairness,

caring, sharing, initiative, honesty, and contentedness with

who you are.

In her discussion paper, Jack (1997) highlights the stated

philosophy and goals of several First Nations schools.  In-

cluded among those quoted are the following:

We believe that education is the process of becom-
ing knowledgeable about oneself and the world.  Edu-
cation is a lifelong endeavour.  Every individual is
unique.  Learning comes easily to children who have
pride in themselves, their culture and community.
Holistic cultural growth which connects and strength-
ens self, family and community.  Support, connect and
strengthen the culture (Neqweyqwelsten School Hand-
book, 1994/95).

[Our objectives include] to promote a healing program
for all members of the school community.  To identify
Secwepemc values and traditions and to practice the
same.  To promote self-awareness and help
strengthen traditional Secwepemc family values.  Re-
discovery of Secwepemc traditions (Chief Atahm
School).

[We aim to] Enable children to realize their full poten-
tial.  Provide an opportunity to speak, read and write
their own language and to enrich their knowledge of
the culture and heritage.  Ensure that the students are
provided with the necessary educational tools to suc-
ceed in the non-Native world (St. Maria Goretti
School).

Education should promote, perpetuate and strengthen
our culture and language.  Education should provide
our children with teachings, experiences and values

“We want out kids to
have the strength they
need, that’s grounded in

their culture, and to
have the skills they

need to succeed wher-
ever they want to be.”
Workshop Participant,

May, 1998

“Our drive should be
people who can speak

their language,
understand their

culture, survive on the
land, and yet succeed

academically.”
Workshop Participant,

May, 1998

“Our goal is for every
child to have a chance

to feel special.”
Workshop Participant,

May, 1998
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which develop personal qualities of self-reliance, co-
operation, generosity, honesty, respect for others and
for the environment.  Education is a preparation for
total living.  The ultimate responsibility for education
belongs to the parent, the child and the community.
The school curriculum will reflect those teachings and
values which are highly honoured by them.  We be-
lieve in First Nations jurisdiction for First Nations edu-
cation (Seabird Island Community School, 1993/94
Teacher Handbook).

Charter-Voight (1991) describes a series of community

workshops held by the Upper Nicola Indian Band, at which

participants were asked to reflect on their perceptions of

an ideal education.  The participants identified the follow-

ing aspects:

1. the importance of both traditional and technical knowl-

edge;

2. holistic education, including attention to both practical

knowledge and physical needs;

3. parental and community involvement in education, as

education is the basis of a peaceful community, and

elders, adults and children are not separate; and

4. the importance of the environment and resources, in-

cluding both natural resources and people viewed as

valuable resources.

Generally, the participants at the workshops identified an

ideal education system as providing the “best of both

worlds.”

The Upper Nicola Band workshops also resulted in the iden-

tification of the following educational goals:

“Don’t get drawn into
the idea that if an
Aboriginal child is pro-
vided an education with
a good sense of them-
selves, they can’t make
it outside.  If a child
grows up with a good
sense of who they are,
and learns to be effec-
tive and efficient in
their own world, they
can make it anywhere.
Growing up, there were
people I knew who had
never been to school,
but they were brought
up to believe in them-
selves.  That gave them
the strength to function
in any environment.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998
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1. supportive schools and community relations;

2. quality instructional programs and resources (demon-

strated in the curriculum, which includes reading, writ-

ing, arithmetic, and traditional learning and values),

which provide a basis for post-secondary education,

life skills and problem solving;

3. qualified teaching staff, ideally composed of Native

teachers, but also including teachers who (i) can teach

multi-grades;  (ii) are resourceful and creative;  (iii)

meet community needs;  (iv) are flexible;  (v) start

projects on their own;  (vi) are emotionally stable;  and

(vii) are good role models.  Tutors and teaching as-

sistants, as well as appropriate class size, were also

noted as important; and

4. efficient school administration and effective opera-

tions.

Hampton (1995) also considers the issue of quality First

Nations education, and outlines twelve “standards of First

Nations education.”  Those standards, Hampton suggests,

can be applied to all areas of education, and they include:

1. an inclusion of spirituality;

2. recognition of the importance of service, and an em-

phasis on collectivity;

3. respect for diversity;

4. a focus on First Nations culture;

5. the maintenance of First Nations traditions;

6. a demand for respect;

7. a recognition of the importance of history;

8. relentlessness, and a continued focus on the battle

for children;

9. a recognition and respect for the vitality of First Na-

“It is good to value
volunteerism, as it

fosters the importance
of giving.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998

“We want to make as
many options as

possible available to
our students, but

the range of options
appropriate for each
student may differ.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998
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tions people;

10. a recognition of conflict, tensions and struggle be-

tween First Nations and non- Native education;

11. a recognition of the importance of place and land; and

12. transformation, and the need to transform the rela-

tions between First Nations and non-Native individu-

als and societies.

In addition, Wilson and Martin (1997) outline a vision for

First Nations education in Prince Rupert, and begin by stat-

ing that:

We believe that education for First Nations children
and youth must be firmly grounded in the beliefs, lan-
guages, values, structures, and models of First Na-
tions cultures and should grow from the people’s ex-
periences and histories.  In addition, education for First
Nations children and youth must take place within the
framework of a vital, alive, and dynamic community.

Through education that is firmly grounded in First Na-
tions culture, and fostered within the nurturing sense
of community, children should take part in experiences
that enable them to develop a sense of belonging, of
value, of responsibility, and of competence.  All of these
elements are embedded within each other and rein-
force each other.

Wilson and Martin (1997) go on to identify the following is-

sues as key to an educational vision:

• the importance of grounding the values and beliefs that

comprise a vision within First Nations cultures;

• a recognition that learning always takes place within

a community;

• the need for children to feel a sense of belonging, in-

cluding knowing who they are and where they belong;

“We can’t ignore the
basics, like literacy and
numeracy, but we can
provide a unique, cultur-
ally sensitive foundation
on which to build.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998

“We want to
strengthen the spirit
of our children.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998
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• the need for children to have a sense of self-worth and

value;

• the importance of responsibility and reciprocity in the

lives of children; and

• the need for children to feel capable, and to be able to

accomplish what they set out to do.

For the purpose of his study, More (1984) defined quality

education as the relationship between:  (a) student achieve-

ment in its broadest sense; and (b) the educational goals

and objectives of the Indian communities.  He further as-

serts that the relationship, or “goodness of fit,” between the

goals and achievements is the essential factor in assess-

ing quality.  To be useful, More suggests that specific local

or regional educational objectives should be developed

which are appropriate for the relevant community or com-

munities.

Finally, Wilson and Napolean (1998) outline nine “common

indicators of success in First Nations education,” and sug-

gest that successful programs:

• reflect a strong understanding of the role of culture in
defining meaning and building a strong sense of self;

• recognize that conflict is often created by change and
growth and that from this conflict comes a richer vi-
sion of what is important in education for First Nations
students;

• grow from ongoing, viable relationships among edu-
cators, parents, administrators, community members,
and students;

• incorporate structures and models that reflect First
Nations ways of teaching and learning;

• are carefully and properly developed, and acknowl-
edge the roles and responsibilities of many people in
the education of children;

“First Nations education
should be based on the

belief that First
Nations values and

perspectives are some-
thing valuable to offer

the world.”
Workshop Participant,

May, 1998



Standards ... 27

Table of Contents

• acknowledge the complexity of current First Nations
issues and their implications in educational, financial,
and policy decisions;

• acknowledge the varying ways people define success,
and make explicit some of the assumptions inherent
in different views of success;

• provide ongoing professional development opportu-
nities and a network of support for teachers of lan-
guage and culture programs; and

• focus on the First Nations of the local communities as
well as First Nations in other parts of British Columbia
and Canada.

The issues outlined in those various perspectives of “qual-

ity” or “effective” education will be raised and considered in

more detail throughout this paper.

3.2 Language and Culture Programs

As discussed above, many people view the teaching of First

Nations languages and cultures as crucial activities of First

Nations schools, and as central to their purpose and the

quality of education they provide.  As Kirkness (1998) notes,

“the teaching of Aboriginal languages must go on if a mean-

ingful education for Aboriginal children is to be provided”

(p. 66).  Kirkness also notes that “language is the principal

means by which culture is accumulated and shared, and

transmitted from generation to generation,” (p. 66), and she

refers to language as the “mind, spirit and soul of a people”

(p. 140). Language and culture, almost all of the workshop

participants noted, is at the heart of everything else a school

does, and their inclusion in the education process must be

seen as a requirement, not as an option.

“Tremendous amounts of
money are spent on
French immersion
programs, but almost no
resources are available
for First Nations
languages.  A real
commitment to our
languages must exist.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998
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Schools can play an important role in transmitting and main-

taining language and culture.  Brand and Ayoungman (1989)

claim that while home is a critical first factor in language

maintenance, the school is as critical, and can reinforce

the process of language acquisition.  In a recently published

Handbook on Aboriginal Language Program Planning

(1998), Ignace also thoroughly discusses the issue of lan-

guage revitalization, and concludes that while an ideal lan-

guage program must involve people of all ages in the home,

family and community, “the education system can and should

play an important role in reversing Aboriginal language

shift.”

While the importance of these issues is clear, however,  what

is not clear is how “standards” relate to language and cul-

ture.  Any standards must be compatible with the culture of

the nation, and must be determined within each commu-

nity.  It was suggested by several workshop participants that

it would be useful to bring traditional ways of testing

childrens’ knowledge of the nation’s culture into the schools.

At the same time, the importance of recognizing the evolu-

tion of languages and cultures and making their teaching

and evaluation relevant to the lives of students was also

noted. Generally, the workshop participants indicated that

what is perhaps most important is that schools and com-

munities establish specific goals for their languages and

cultures which are clear and realistic.

3.3 Special Needs Education

Another issue which is a primary component of First Na-

tions schools and a feature which is central to the quality of

education they offer is their inclusion of all learners, regard-

“What is it you want
for your language?  Can

you achieve that?”
Workshop Participant,

May, 1998

“All kids are special.
We think of children
with special needs as
unique, not as having
something wrong with

them.”
Workshop Participant,

May, 1998
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less of their needs or special circumstances.   The work-

shop participants agreed that all students should have fair

access to the help they require, and meeting the needs of

all students and recognizing their unique skills and circum-

stances is one of the most important aspects of First Na-

tions schools.  In addition, the workshop participants sup-

ported the notion that children should not be seen as having

“special needs;”  rather, they should all be viewed as spe-

cial people with special gifts, and every effort should be made

to build upon their strengths, abilities and talents rather than

focusing on what they are lacking.

 As Ainscow (1991) notes, research and experience has

resulted in significantly different views in terms of how spe-

cial needs should be defined, how they occur, and how they

should be addressed.  There may therefore be a variety of

school programs developed for special needs students, and

each school may incorporate different methods for improv-

ing the skills of teachers for dealing with children with spe-

cial needs.  Regardless of these differences, however, there

is increasing agreement that special needs programs should

move from being add-on activities to becoming central ele-

ments of school programming.

Most First Nations schools are already making significant

efforts in this regard, but the critical lack of funding to sup-

port their initiatives represents a tremendous challenge.  In

addition, it is often difficult to access trained specialists who

have an understanding of the context of First Nations schools

-- a difficulty which is particularly acute in remote and north-

ern areas.   One of the most important constraints in terms

of special needs students is the rigid classification system

which First Nations schools must follow in order to access

funding.  All of these issues are highlighted in a funding pro-

“We must find all stu-
dents’ special gifts.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998

“We need to remember
our traditional ways of
dealing with things.
There was a greater
sense of a learning
process.  We knew that
children learned from
many people, not just a
teacher.  Special needs
kids had a variety of
people to teach them to
touch a number of as-
pects of their lives, and
to assist them and rein-
force their strengths.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998

“We face a real di-
lemma.  We don’t want
to classify kids, but we
have to in order to
access funding.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998
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posal prepared by FNESC and the FNSA -- None Left Be-

hind, Addressing Special Needs Education in First Na-

tions Schools (FNESC/FNSA, 1997).

There is also a need for more research into effective and

appropriate teaching methods, and new, inventive ap-

proaches to the issue of special education.  Several work-

shop participants indicated the need to identify the unique

learning styles and appropriate strategies for First Nations

students with special needs, and it was suggested that a

sharing of ideas and information between schools would

be beneficial.  The First Nations Schools Association, it

was argued, could be an appropriate organization to facili-

tate such an exchange.

There are a number of other issues relating to special needs

education with which most workshop participants agreed.

Students with special needs, it was noted, should be al-

lowed an opportunity to acquire basic skills, such as literacy

and numeracy, to the best of their abilities.  They should

also be taught lifeskills and expectations for appropriate

behaviour.  Everyone must understand that definitions of

success may vary, and that students with special needs may

require their own “measuring sticks,” but they should still be

challenged to fulfil their potential -- whatever that might be.

In that regard, First Nations schools should not be expected

to implement special needs programs which meet rigid cri-

teria.  In addition, special needs education should not be

thought about in isolation from all other school matters;

addressing special education requires a team approach,

and it should be a concern of all school staff and community

members, not just special needs specialists.  Parents should

be encouraged to understand special education issues, so

Focus on student needs.
Measure individual suc-
cesses and celebrate
them!

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998.
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that they will not be defensive about any testing and/or unique

assistance their children may require.  The effectiveness of

First Nations schools in addressing special needs issues,

therefore, may include the involvement of all school staff in

their efforts, their attempts to implement programs and ac-

tivities in cooperation with parents, families and other com-

munity members, and their commitment to including spe-

cial needs programs as a core element of their operations.

3.4 Defining Quality Within the
Community Context

As the workshop participants all made clear, in terms of de-

signing a vision and objectives which are relevant, it is cru-

cial that the community is viewed realistically.  The situa-

tions which exist within First Nations communities have an

impact on how students learn, and this should not be ig-

nored.  Education cannot be compartmentalized and iso-

lated from everything else which is happening, and in order

to provide students with a quality educational experience,

schools must not ignore externalities.   Whenever possible,

the vision of the school should relate to community expecta-

tions and the vision of the community and the nation.

In many cases, a community vision may not exist.  In those

situations, the school may play a useful role in facilitating

relevant discussions and community visioning processes.

As one workshop participant noted, his school undertook a

process of planning and visioning that began with a focus

on children and what the people of the community wanted

to achieve for them.  From that basis, a vision and plan for

the entire community started to emerge.  In this regard, one

aspect of a school’s effectiveness may relate to its role in

“Standards for educa-
tion cannot be defined
without standards for
everything else in the
lives of children.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998

“We have to recognize
what is in our communi-
ties -- the good and the
bad.  We need to be
honest about what is
happening.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998
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supporting the community of which it is a part.  As Goodland

(cited in Fullan, 1993) notes, “healthy nations have healthy

schools,” and while schools cannot solve all societal prob-

lems themselves, they must see themselves as a part of

the solution.  In this way, schools can be active partners in

efforts to strengthen and heal communities.

Similarly, communities need to focus on providing children

with secure and safe environments in which they can fully

develop, learn and grow.   Unfortunately, not all children are

now living and learning within such a context.  While tre-

mendous efforts have been made to address the legacy of

colonialism, residential schools, and assimilationist policies,

there is still a need for healing at the individual, family, and

community levels.

As the workshop participants noted, the history of First Na-

tions people, and the resulting internalized racism that in

many cases still exists, continues to interfere with decision-

making, parental support for schools, the rate of

volunteerism in schools, and the energy people have to fo-

cus on school and education.  Acknowledging this reality is

not intended to suggest blame;  rather, it is meant to ensure

that each child is viewed in his or her entirety.

Poverty, for example, has a significant impact on the edu-

cation process.  If children arrive at school hungry, they must

be fed before any real learning can take place.  In addition,

safe and secure shelter is necessary if children are to be

given the best opportunity for success in school.  Similarly,

the learning of some children may be effected by dysfunc-

tion within their families, extended families, or communi-

ties in general, and addressing those problems is crucial

to the education of those children.  As noted by Napolean

“At our school, we iden-
tified qualities that are
important in individuals,
and compared them to

traditionally valued
qualities.  Many of them
were similar.  But when
we tried to do things to
raise those qualities, we

were challenged as a
result of cultural
dysfunction in the

community.”
Workshop Participant,

May, 1998

“What has happened to
us historically does

matter.  The state of
the community does

matter.  Family dys-
function does have an

impact on the ability of
kids to learn.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998
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(1998) in a study conducted for Hazelton Secondary School

on the success of First Nations students, many of the is-

sues with which the school must contend are created by

major economic forces;  economic instability and job losses

result in increasing debt, worry, family and community ten-

sions, and conflicts which “don’t stop outside the schools

doors.”  Napolean also cites several students interviewed

for her study, who note among the problems affecting their

education alcohol and drugs, depression, family conflict,

lack of family support, lack of sleep caused by partying par-

ents, hunger, and “giving up under the weight of it all.”

The issue of community health relates to another pressing

issue for First Nations schools.  When assessing the effec-

tiveness of schools, it is important to recognize the number

and variety of responsibilities to which the school and its

staff are expected to respond.  In many cases, school staff

must provide more than education to their students;  they

must provide the students with support and assistance in a

number of areas, including health and counselling.  In addi-

tion, it is important to be realistic about the role that schools

can play, and to remember that school represents only six

hours of a child’s day; it is impossible for schools to provide

everything that a child needs within that time period.  Also,

while schools can play a part in community healing proc-

esses, they ideally will represent only one among many ele-

ments of the healing process.

The complexity of communities and students’ lives raises

another point with which the workshop participants gener-

ally agreed.  It is important that there be collaboration

amongst community service agencies.  In too many cases,

education departments and schools are thought of as sepa-

rate from other social service areas.  There is therefore a

“We’ve created expec-
tations about what our
schools should do for
our communities.  Maybe
it’s time to reassess
those expectations in the
context of the whole
community.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998

“We’re asked to deal
with such a range of
issues and address the
needs of so many dif-
ferent groups, but
we’re way too under-
resourced.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998

“Watch out that we
don’t make schools carry
things they can’t
carry.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998
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need for shared training in order to build trust and design

strategies for working together.  The issue of early child-

hood education, for example, is key, and relates to educa-

tion, health, day care, and other social service areas.  As

Wilson and Napolean (1998) note:

communities and schools should work closely together
to provide children centred support for families and
young children.  Health and education initiatives should
be strongly linked and well-coordinated.  Schools
should be actively involved with other community agen-
cies who share similar goals for supporting children.

Similarly, issues associated with special needs education

cut across many social service areas, and addressing fetal

alcohol syndrome/fetal alcohol effect (FAS/FAE) -- a very

real and pressing challenge for First Nations schools, fami-

lies, communities and students -- will require cooperation

and a concerted effort by everyone and all social service

agencies.

All agencies and organizations face challenges, and it is

important that they understand each other’s constraints and

aims.  Too often, the crisis orientation of most communities

makes the establishment of effective partnerships more dif-

ficult, and in some areas bureaucracies are being devel-

oped within communities which prohibit coordination and

collaboration.  This concern should be addressed in order

to ensure that the needs of children are being met as fully

and effectively as possible.

Many of the workshop participants suggested a similar

theme in regard to community and school interactions.  An

individual’s “wholeness” must be addressed, both in the

school and everywhere else.  Schools can potentially play

Our school organized a
workshop to raise

awareness about FAS/
FAE, and the feedback

we received from the
parents was all positive.
But a social development

worker objected, and
said that what we did
was inappropriate, not

properly organized, and
without proper sup-

ports.  That type of
response is common.

We need to work to-
gether more and worry
less about “our areas.”
Workshop Participant,

May, 1998.

“We talk about the
education system pre-

paring us for new chal-
lenges, but we also still

talk in terms of pro-
grams.  Services are
lined up in “program

pockets,” but we can’t
talk about them sepa-
rately.  We must talk
about the whole stu-

dent, which includes all
areas.  We can’t slice

up the pie, and talk
about one piece while

ignoring the rest.  We
have to communicate

this to other areas like
health and daycare.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998
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a role in examining what constitutes a person who is a fully

participating member of the community.  Each person, it

was noted, should be self-directed, and know how to be

effective in his or her place.  In the past, it was the responsi-

bility of older people to teach children how to take their place

within the community, to be fair, and to make themselves a

part of the group.  Some of these things were taught, and

many were also demonstrated through example.  Sharing

these understandings through the school, but also in numer-

ous other ways throughout the community, is crucial.

3.5 Implementing the Vision

Generally, the vision defined for each school and/or educa-

tion system will vary to some extent, reflecting the unique

circumstances and values of each community.  It is impor-

tant, however, that some vision exist.

 What is equally important, however, is that the vision be

implemented.  The existence of a school vision is some-

what meaningless if it is not shared, understood and prac-

tised.  Ideally, a clear goal or purpose should be the founda-

tion for all of the educational activities undertaken by a

school.

But the existence of a school vision should also not be im-

posed on schools.  As one workshop participant noted, re-

quiring that a school have a mission statement or mandate

may result in staff trying to impose them too quickly, and in

isolation from the community.  It was suggested that dead-

lines should not placed on the process of developing a vi-

sion; the community should be allowed to participate at

The Community Healing
and Intervention Program
(CHIP) of the Ktunaxa
Nation is one example of
a community-wide initia-
tive which takes a com-
munity development
approach to addressing
the needs of people af-
fected by Fetal Alcohol
Syndrome/Fetal Alcohol
Effect. The program
aims to support for
affected children, as
well as their families,
caregivers, educators
and communities.  CHIP
is a health promotion
program, and it aims to
enable affected indi-
viduals to work produc-
tively and participate
actively in the social life
of the community in
which they live.  Peo-
ples’ capacity and skills
are emphasized through
the central theme of
“hope and potential.”
The CHIP program in-
cludes the involvement
of families, band mem-
bers, the schools, the
Ktunaxa Independent
School Society, local
colleges, health profes-
sionals, social workers,
justice workers, a Na-
tive Women’s coopera-
tive, and industry.

Best Practices Project
April, 1997



Standards ... 36

Table of Contents

whatever pace is necessary.  Only when a clear and appro-

priate vision is agreed upon and thought about consistently

can it be an important indicator of a school’s effectiveness

and success.
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4. School/Community/Family Relationships

As discussed several times above, it is important that edu-

cation standards and school and/or educational visions be

defined locally.  It is also important that there be community-

wide awareness of and agreement with those standards

and school visions.  These issues, therefore, relate to more

general considerations about the relationship between the

school and the community of which it is a part.

The importance of strong relationships between schools,

their communities, and the families of their students is widely

recognized.  Schools are not the only learning environments

for children.  Parents and families provide the mental and

emotional framework which the community and school builds

upon.  There is an increasing recognition that families, com-

munities and schools each have a role to play in the intel-

lectual, emotional and social development of young peo-

ple, and that family members can reinforce traditions and

beliefs that help children understand their world and develop

appropriate behaviours and attitudes.  As Hargreaves and

Fullan (1998) note:

No matter how well they are able to do so, families are
children’s first educators.  They have a unique interest
in their success.  They are a crucial and largely un-
tapped resource, with a tremendous capacity to con-
tribute to their children’s education and the work of the
school.  But as research has shown, in almost all com-
munities too many parents are disengaged from their
children’s success.

There is a new level of acceptance of the importance of

parent and family involvement in education.  Generally, it is

crucial that schools serve their wider communities well, and

“We need community
members to feel com-
fortable talking about
the education of their
kids, so that they will
tell schools:  “you are
not alone in the educa-
tion of my children, or
my grandchildren.””

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998

“Encompass everyone,
and make the vision
community owned.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998

“Education is a communal
endeavour.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998
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communities will ideally also be an active source of sup-

port for the school.  Too many people see education as the

sole responsibility of the school, based on long-held per-

ceptions about the roles of parents, teachers, principals and

community members.  Parents and community members

must be receptive to education as a community-wide proc-

ess.

Positive role models in communities and their participation

in the school can be very important, and the community can

assist the school with efforts to establish a healthy environ-

ment committed to combating drug and alcohol abuse

(Armstrong, 1988).  A study by Mackay and Myles (1995)

shows that among the Bands in Ontario, those communi-

ties whose children enjoyed the highest graduation rates

were those whose chief and council ranked education as a

top priority.  As the workshop participants noted, however,

in too many communities education is not among the pri-

mary concerns of the leadership.  Efforts must therefore be

made to change that situation.

 Wilson and Martin (1997) emphasize the need for an inclu-

sive approach to education, arguing that education should

involve participation from all generations of the First Na-

tions community, “from Elders who ground education in the

wisdom of the past, from adults who bring to it the dyna-

mism and energy of the present, and from children and youth

who are the future.”  Research has also shown that greater

collaboration between schools and families results in im-

provements in conventional standards of student achieve-

ment (such as grades, test scores, graduation rates etc.),

increased staff morale and job satisfaction, and increased

community confidence in the school (Rioux and Berla,

1993).  Hargreaves and Fullan (1998) state that “if we are

“There are other
benefits of community

defined standards.
Right now, too often

public schools are used
as the standard.  If

you do something
creative that is really

effective, still some
people say “it’s not like

the public system so it’s
not good enough.”  Un-
fortunately, that notion

is supported by the
outside system, too.”
Workshop Participant,

May, 1998

“Connectedness is what
is important and unique

to First Nations
cultures.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998

“If you set goals,
the community will sit
back and wait for you

to accomplish them.
If the community

helps you set goals,
they’ll help you to
accomplish them.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998
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going to bring about significant improvements in teaching

and learning within schools, we must forge strong, open

and interactive connections with communities beyond
them,” and links with families, employers, universities and

others are all important.

Ainscow (1991) outlines a summary of positive outcomes

that can be expected from partnerships between the family,

school, and community, as follows:

Benefits to Students

• increased achievement and motivation;

• more positive attitude toward school and school work;

• higher quality and more appropriate homework;

• increased attendance;

• decreased dropouts, suspensions, and discipline re-

ferrals;

• better relationships with family; and

• improved feelings about self.

Benefits to the Family

• increased empowerment and education;

• improved family life and closer relationship with chil-

dren;

• greater community/school support of families;

• better communication between home and school;

• increased understanding of school’s curriculum, pro-

grams and activities;

• increased knowledge about how to help children;

• greater opportunities to engage in learning activities

at home;

• greater opportunities to work closely with teachers;

“I found this the most
exciting part of the
paper.  Right now, in too
many cases only certain
people own the process
of education.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998

“We tried to establish
a school vision from the
inside out.  Ten years
later, we’re still trying to
make it work.  Similarly,
we tried to develop poli-
cies to allow us to do
things better, but they
don’t necessarily reflect
the vision of the commu-
nity.  Now it seems like
we need to rebuild and
reassess everything in
light of community
values.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998

“I think that if you
asked First Nations
students who went on
to post-secondary
education “what things
in your life allowed you
to be successful,” most
would say families, or
other role models.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998
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• more consistent expectations, practices and mes-

sages about homework and home learning activities;

• increased access to schoolwide resources such as

family resource centres, home visits, classes and

workshops; and

• greater opportunities to shape important decisions

that enhance their child’s chance for success in school.

Benefits to the School

• better communications between school and home;

• improved student behaviour;

• enhanced social and interpersonal between students;

• greater acceptance and understanding of students

and families from other cultures;

• reduction of in-school violence;

• better working conditions for faculty and staff;

• improved attitudes and relationships and better

communications between teachers and families;

• greater family participation in school programs and

activities;

• schools being more accessible and user-friendly to

family and community;

• more family/school activities;

• families viewing the school and faculty/staff more fa-

vourably; and

• families having a feeling of ownership, belonging and

inclusion concerning the school.

Benefits to the Teachers

• improved morale;

• more positive and rewarding teaching experiences;

• greater feelings of accomplishment and success;

Bella Bella Community
School has initiated a

Parent Advisory Council
(PAC) which is intended

to encourage active
parental involvement in
the school through vol-
unteering, and to sup-

port the use of the
school by the commu-

nity.  The PAC is based
on the notion that edu-

cation begins in the
home, and that school is

an extension of the
child’s education.  The

PAC recognizes that due
to negative experiences
in the past, many par-
ents and grandparents
are now uncomfortable
in the school environ-

ment.  In an attempt to
change this situation,

the school has provided
a room for parents to

drop in and share some
of the coffee, recipes,
materials on parenting,

healthy snacks, and
other things available in
the parents’ room.  The

PAC has hosted many
events, including a tel-
evision show with inter-
views with school staff,
parents and community

members about the
potential role for par-

ents in the school.
Best Practices Project

April, 1997
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• more support, appreciation, and trust of families’ judg-

ment;

• fewer discipline problems;

• more responsive and motivated students;

• less stress and frustration;

• greater awareness of family perspectives and less

stereotyping of students and their families;

• higher expectations of students; and

• closer relationships with students.

Benefits to the Administrator

• improved relationships with students and family;

• fewer family complaints;

• better use of limited resources to address the critical

need of linking home and school;

• increased communications from family members

about the child that is not available in any other way;

and

• greater family/community support for needed school

improvements.

In First Nations communities, another important factor re-

lated to school, family and community relationships is the

need for all of those players to combine efforts in order for

language programs to be successful.  As many of the work-

shop participants noted, language teaching is a community

responsibility, and it cannot be isolated in the schools.  It

must be taught and reinforced in the homes and the com-

munity if significant language renewal is to take place.

Ainscow (1991), however, also suggests a number of barri-

ers to increased family involvement in school.  He notes that

some parents and community members may find that their

One priority of the
Neqweyqwelsten School
Authority (Chu Chua) is
to ensure that work
done in the school is
complemented by activi-
ties in the home.  This
goals is reflected in the
school handbook:  “Home
and school will work
together to support the
learning of our children.
We recognize that edu-
cation is a responsibility
shared by parents and
teachers.”  A long-
standing practice has
been to have students
and parents take part
in a daily Home Reading
Program.  The program
involves parents and
teachers recording the
books read by the stu-
dents, with rewards and
incentives to recognize
the work done.  The
initiative has resulted in
ongoing communications
between teachers and
parents, good homework
habits, family aware-
ness, understanding and
support of the school,
and more positive rela-
tions between students
and teachers as the
teachers know more
about their students’
lives outside the school.

Best Practices Project
April, 1997
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busy schedules, problems, and other pressures make in-

volvement in the school difficult.  Many family members may

also fear that they lack the skills and knowledge necessary

to be fully involved.  Napolean (1998), for example, found

that many of the parents she spoke with feel that they do not

have a meaningful role in their child’s education, and that

they do not know how to help with education preparation

and planning, or course selection.

Finally, there are psychological barriers for many parents,

who may feel unconnected to the school, intimidated, or who

may perceive the school as unapproachable and threaten-

ing.  Ainscow notes that “usually parents’ attitudes toward

school are rooted in their own educational background …

the family members assume the school will also “fail” their

children if the school “failed” them.” This issue is particu-

larly crucial given the legacy of the residential school sys-

tem for many First Nations parents and grandparents.

Napolean (1988) cites some parents who had negative

educational experiences, who find it extremely difficult to

discuss their children’s education, and projected their ex-

periences onto their children.    Wilson and Napolean (1998)

also note that many parents distrust schools because of

their negative experiences, and in this context situations

that cause friction can become magnified.  Mackay and

Myles (1995) note that in too many First Nations communi-

ties people are dissatisfied with the home-school coopera-

tion and band-school cooperation, parents feel excluded,

and the school staff feel isolated and unsupported.  It was

noted by one workshop participant that this is an important

area for support from the community leadership, who can

assist with priority setting and building confidence in the

school.

“Most of our people
are afraid or

intimidated and feel
they have nothing to

offer the school.  Their
experiences in

residential schools were
terrible.  Healing must
go on to get people to

come here.”
Workshop Participant,

May, 1998

“I want to discuss how
we can heal our

communities so that
people will want to
become involved in

education.”
Workshop Participant,

May, 1998

“Communities expect the
school to teach language

and culture, when the
parents and grandpar-
ents aren’t teaching it

at home.  We must
excite people so it is

brought back into
families.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998



Standards ... 43

Table of Contents

School personnel and education authorities must reach out

to families and community members, even if initial condi-

tions do not support such efforts.  It is important to bring the

community into the school, to help prepare materials and

supervise needy students.  Teachers must recognize that

they have much to learn from families, and they must be

encouraged to use the specialized expertise of parents and

community members.  Many kinds of community support

have a strong record of success.

Given the challenges identified above, however, it is impor-

tant to consider what it takes to mobilize people and increase

the community’s commitment to education.  One issue which

was raised quite often by the workshop participants is the

need to effectively and respectfully bring elders into the

schools.  Including elders and other resource people in an

appropriate way, it was noted, may involve acknowledging

their contribution, perhaps through the presentation of an

honorarium or some other gift.  But  there must be a recog-

nition that involving people in the schools may raise difficul-

ties;  for example, one very sensitive but also very important

issue is the need to ensure that everyone who is a part of

the school, including elders, is healthy and able to relate to

children in a non-threatening, positive way.

Communities can help to enhance parenting and commu-

nity support, possibly by establishing workshops for parents

and foster parents, including such issues as establishing

healthy relationships, talking and listening to children and

youth, constructive discipline, conflict resolution, and assist-

ing children and youth with education and career planning.

Early childhood education is also a powerful tool for foster-

ing the long-term success of learners, and there is a need

“To involve the commu-
nity, we need to set aside
enough time, and commit
ourselves to the proc-
ess, no matter how long
it takes.  We need to
make people feel like
their input to decisions
is important.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998

“Usually, it’s a battle
to get parents involved
in the school.  But
parents are more likely
to come for events
organized by the
students.  I remember
a grandmother who
came to such an event,
and she said “I have
never been in a school
before, and I almost
didn’t come because I
was afraid.  But now
I’m so glad that I
came.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998
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to develop these programs in communities.  As one work-

shop participant suggested, early education helps to so-

cially prepare children for school, and gives them a tremen-

dous advantage when they enter kindergarten.

Also, clear and thorough orientations for parents so that they

understand the education system may help them to feel com-

fortable in the school and to be aware of what their children

are doing in terms of their education.

Parent advisory councils are often useful, but they are only

one tool for enhancing community involvement in the

schools.  Formal councils may initially only involve a handful

of parents, and formal structures and procedures may in-

timidate some people.  Strong, informal relationships are

sometimes key, and the following initiatives have been

shown to have some success:

• offer workshops to increase parenting skills;

• increase two way communication between the school

and the home, and establish regular contact between

teachers and parents, both at times when students are

and are not experiencing difficulties;

• encourage early childhood education programs;

• encourage parental volunteering in and visits to

schools;

• encourage learning activities in the home, such as

reading programs;

• involve parents, community members and community

leaders in school decision-making;

• coordinate community services so that all efforts to

provide services to First Nations learners are com-

plementary and mutually reinforcing;

• provide school reports in plain language, with space

“The First Nations Edu-
cation Council of School

District 52 (Prince
Rupert) has initiated a

Role Model Program
which is aimed at raising

cultural awareness and
promoting the self-
esteem and pride in

First Nations students.
The program is focused

on making the school
visit comfortable and a
positive experience for

everyone by encouraging
careful and cooperative
planning with the visi-

tor, adequate notice and
preparation time, sup-
port for the role model
in getting to and being
in the classroom, and

respectful recognition of
the contribution made

by the visitor.”
Best Practices Project

April, 1997
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for parental responses;

• use inclusive “parent” interviews, including families,

teachers and children;

• make student assessments clear and simple, and en-

sure that parents understand and are familiar with the

format and content of student records;

• prepare and share written school policies and a

school handbook;

• conduct a community needs assessment to determine

community attitudes about the school;

• involve community members in planning for change;

• establish a parent centre;

• communicate regularly with parents and community

members through newsletters, written notices, tel-

ephone calls, and home visits;

• undertake periodic surveys to assess how parents and

community members perceive the activities available;

• hold open houses, and host community events and

dinners in the school;

• make meetings fun, and let parents and community

members set the agendas;

• open the school to the community and make it avail-

able for community meetings to show that the school

is  a part of everyone’s lives;

• visit homes individually;  and

• translate written documents into First Nations lan-

guages whenever possible.

All of these activities will increase the sense of community

ownership of the school, and will broaden notions of school

accountability.

Perhaps most importantly, it is crucial that the school per-

sonnel and leadership act on recommendations and follow

“One way to get more
parents involved is to
stimulate kids.  When
the kids are enthusias-
tic about school, they
bring in their parents.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998



Standards ... 46

Table of Contents

through on commitments made.  This is a key aspect of

encouraging strong relationships with the community.

Generally, it is important that schools make families feel

valued and valuable, welcome them at all times, encourage

classroom visits, be sensitive and flexible to accommodate

parents, and make the climate of the school friendly and

accessible.  Programs and activities aimed at creating such

environments, as well as perceptions that school/family/com-

munity relations are strong and positive, are therefore im-

portant indicators of school success.

“We need to take our
authority from our gov-

erning systems, not
from the Indian Act or

School Act.”
Workshop Participant,

May, 1998
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5. School Operations

In addition to the existence of a clear and community sup-

ported vision of education, the operations of a school are

an important aspect of its effectiveness.  School operations

involve a variety of components, several of which will be dis-

cussed below.

5.1 Jurisdictional Issues

As Charter-Voight (1991) describes, the concept of Indian

Control of Indian Education, which is still a widely supported

notion, affirms the right of First Nations people to educate

their own children.  As indicated in Section 1, however, full

authority for First Nations education has not been transferred

to First Nations governments.  As Brady (1995) notes, there

has been no change in the locus of control over Native edu-

cation.  First Nations people must continually respond to

federal government proposals and policies, often with little

or no input, “which has the potential to, and frequently does,

frustrate Native aspirations to control their educational in-

stitutions” (Brady, 1995, p. 363).  The federal government

continues to control the way in which funding is accessed

based upon its own goals and priorities, which do not usu-

ally reflect the needs of First Nations, and, as noted above,

DIA continues to insist that First Nations schools implement

provincial curriculum and standards.

A key aspect of the effectiveness of First Nations schools

is their ability to control their own operations, structures and

activities according to their own visions and goals.  First

Nations people have clearly asserted their right to this au-

thority.  Their inherent right to self-government, which includes

“What’s holding us
back?  A lack of funding
and jurisdiction.  Until
we sort those issues
out, it will be tough
going.

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998

“As long as we’re tied
to federal and provincial
jurisdictions, it takes
away the ability of the
community to decide.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998
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jurisdiction for education, is derived from First Nations’ ex-

istence as self-governing entities at the time of contact.

Section 35 of the Constitution Act, 1982 also protects abo-

riginal and treaty rights, which many people argue includes

education.   What is now needed is a greater commitment

to First Nations control of education on the part of the fed-

eral and provincial governments.

There are examples of a transfer of control for First Nations

education.  An agreement signed in February, 1997 by the

Mi’kmaq Chiefs of Nova Scotia, the Minister of Indian Af-

fairs, and the Premier of Nova Scotia is one such example

of a transfer of authority for education to First Nations (cited

in Kavanagh, 1997).  This agreement, said to be the first to

involve such a comprehensive transfer of control, allows for

the federal government to transfer approximately $140 mil-

lion to the Mi’kmaq over a five-year period.  The funding will

provide for the operation and maintenance of facilities, band

administration and capital.   Programs covered by the agree-

ment include primary, elementary, and secondary educa-

tion on-reserve and post-secondary education funding to

band members on and off-reserve.  The programs and serv-

ices to be provided, the agreement notes, must be compa-

rable to other educational systems in Canada in order to

permit students to transfer to and from other educational

systems (Morgan, 1998).

In addition, the Nisga’a Agreement in Principle (1997) in-

cludes the right of Nisga’a Government to make laws per-

taining to: (1) Nisga’a language and culture, including the

teaching of Nisga’a language;  (2) pre-school to grade 12

education of Nisga’a citizens on Nisga’a lands, including

curriculum, examinations and other standards which per-

mit transfer between school systems and admission to pro-

“We need the political
will to do things -- to
address real issues.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998

We need to learn to
believe in ourselves.

We can run a successful
school system.  We

need to overcome inter-
nal barriers.  We need
to learn about decision-

making.
Workshop Participant,

May, 1998.
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vincial universities, and certification of persons teaching sub-

jects other than Nisga’a language and culture to a standard

comparable to those of the College of Teachers; as well as

(3) post-secondary education in Nisga’a lands, including the

establishment and determination of the curriculum for post-

secondary institutions, the accreditation of persons who

teach or research Nisga’a language and culture, and adult

education.  The Agreement also maintains, however, that

the Nisga’a may make laws in that regard provided that they

are comparable to provincial standards respecting:  institu-

tional organizational structure and accountability; tuition and

fee schedules; admission standards and policies; instruc-

tors’ qualifications and certification; curriculum standards;

and degree requirements.

It was suggested by several workshop participants that it is

the responsibility of communities, nations, local, regional,

and provincial organizations to make a unique and special

place for First Nations education, and that support is needed

at all levels to assert the right of First Nations to control their

own education systems.  In one workshop, there was sig-

nificant support for the notion of a province-wide First Na-

tions Education Authority, with real power to make decisions

and act for the collective interests of First Nations in the

area of education.  That Authority, it was noted, should in-

clude people with technical experience in education.  This

suggestion is compatible with the Mi’kmaq agreement cited

above, which provides for a Mi’kmaq education organiza-

tion which will assist Mi’kmaq communities in the exercise

of their education jurisdiction.

“We need to grasp hold
of our education system
and prove to people that
we can handle it.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998

“Jurisdiction will allow us
to design structures to
reflect the way we do
things, rather than
having to fit into some-
one else’s structure.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998
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“We need Chief and
Council to really listen

to parents, families
and youth.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998

5.2 Governance Authorities

The existence of responsible governance authorities for First

Nations schools is also an important factor in their success.

First Nations schools in British Columbia are governed in a

variety of ways, including through Chief and Council, an

education department within the band government struc-

ture, an education committee or coordinator, or independ-

ent School Boards.  The variety of mechanisms in place

reflects the differing needs and circumstances of each com-

munity, and no single structure is best suited for all schools.

Whatever form of governance structure is appropriate, what

is most required is commitment by the leadership to edu-

cation and students.  It is also important that community

leaders themselves act as positive role models for young

people.  As mentioned above, the workshop participants

clearly noted that in too many instances community leader-

ship does not emphasize the importance of education

enough.

This situation is particularly pronounced when issues of

funding arise.  With the number of areas requiring attention

in First Nations communities, there is a tremendous de-

mand for any funding available.  This may, in some in-

stances, result in pressure to use education funds for other

purposes.  The community leadership clearly must be com-

mitted to using education dollars only for educational pro-

grams; a failure to do so will have tremendous implications

for the effectiveness of First Nations schools.  It was also

suggested by some workshop participants that education

authorities will ideally have complete financial control of edu-

cation funding, to ensure that competing interests do not

interfere with its spending.

“Politics within communi-
ties too often overtakes
initiatives of the school,
and too often the lead-
ership ties the hands of

administrators.”
Workshop Participant,

May, 1998

“The governing body
must also be healthy.
They are dealing with

key issues.”
Workshop Participant,

May, 1998
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“How can we get our
leadership to talk about
education seriously, and
transfer rhetoric into
action?”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998

“We must get beyond
power struggles.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998

It was suggested by some workshop participants that there

are benefits to having education authorities operate inde-

pendently of the band structure, as this will ensure their at-

tention remains focused on education matters.  Education

authorities, it was argued, should report to, but not be con-

trolled by, Chief and Council.  In addition, it was suggested

by some people that collective authorities can be useful.

For example, the Saanich Indian School Board represents

the educational concerns of four Bands located on South-

ern Vancouver Island.  The School Board allows for numer-

ous collective initiatives, providing for at least some level of

economy-of-scale, and facilitating a sharing of resources

according to need.  It was also noted that the School Board

can make some decision-making processes more neutral,

as it is somewhat removed from the community.  While in

many instances community involvement in decision-mak-

ing is crucial, in some circumstances, such as in the alloca-

tion of funding, it is useful to have a somewhat external or-

ganization facilitate the process.

Whatever structure is chosen, education authorities can un-

dertake a number of different functions, including:

• arousing and sustaining community concern about the

quality of education provided;

• facilitating processes for determining expectations for

the school;

• ensuring that a relevant and appropriate curriculum

exists;

• ensuring that teachers undergo effective initial train-

ing and have opportunities for ongoing professional

development;

• encouraging sound management structures of the

school, including community and parental involvement;
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• working to obtain adequate resources for the school;

and

• monitoring the performance of the school and, when

necessary, working cooperatively to facilitate improve-

ments.

Also shown to be important is a clear mechanism for com-

munity participation in decision-making that relates to the

school and its programs, and adequate training and sup-

port for individuals involved in school governance is key.

As mentioned above, it may be necessary to provide train-

ing in decision-making, to overcome barriers such as inter-

nalized racism.  The development of appropriate and ac-

cessible supporting materials, such as school handbooks,

parent handbooks, and clear policies and guidelines are

also important considerations.  Finally, some workshop

participants noted that too often school staff feel separate

from the School Board or Education Authority.  It is useful

when the Board is visible and involved with the school in a

positive and proactive way to ensure that the Board and

staff have a good understanding of the roles, responsibili-

ties and constraints of one another.

In addition to the governing body, leadership within the

school is important, including a principal who is able to help

people improve what they do.  The presence of an effective

principal who is able to deal with issues such as instruc-

tional time, class size, curriculum, and evaluation is an im-

portant element in school effectiveness.  Ideally, the princi-

pal should also be connected to and respectful of the com-

munity, supportive of community ownership of the school

and education system, and he or she should have a good

understanding of community values and priorities.

“Where are the First
Nations politicians?

Education is never on
the agenda.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998

“My concern is that it’s
all politicians and

counsellours sitting on
the school board.

I feel very strongly
about the lack of

involvement of parents,
families, and community

members.”
Workshop Participant,

May, 1998
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5.3 School Organization and Calendar

The organization of school activities and the school calen-

dar can also be important factors in determining school suc-

cess.  To be successful, some First Nations schools may

want to consider alternative cycles of schooling and struc-

tures of articulation between levels.  For example, in some

cases it may be useful to use grade blocks (such as grades

1 - 3, 4 - 6 etc.), or to eliminate grades and use levels, with

children of various ages in each level.  It has been sug-

gested, for example, that rigid forms of ability groupings can

be extremely harmful for children, especially in earlier grades

before a child’s actual skills can be determined.   Some

workshop participants felt that alternate structures could help

to address some of the psychological effects of having to

hold back students who are not ready for the next grade

levels.  These issues, it was generally agreed, require more

detailed consideration and study.

Discussion of these issues at the workshops led to consid-

erations of the length of elementary/secondary schooling;

some people questioned whether the idea of “12” years to

complete secondary school is reasonable for all students.

Some students, it was suggested, might benefit from a “tran-

sition” year between elementary/secondary and between

secondary/post-secondary education.

Making a transition between schools also presents difficul-

ties for some students, as the students often enter larger

classes with teachers who do not know them personally, and

there is sometimes a quicker pace and less flexibility.  In

some school districts, schools already provide for a “transi-

tion year” for students coming from remote communities,

allowing students to adjust to differing expectations, and

“There needs to be
more research into al-
ternative learning mod-
els.  For example, how
do you implement self-
directed learning and
really     involve stu-
dents in their own
learning?  Can you give
them choice      re-
garding what to learn
and when?  How do you
do that?  How is
modular learning really
implemented?”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998
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“The school organization
should reflect the

curriculum.”
Workshop Participant,

May, 1998

meaning that they graduate in three years instead of two

(Wilson and Napolean, 1998).  It may be useful to examine

the effectiveness of those practices, particularly within the

context of other relevant issues such as school size, fund-

ing levels, and benefits to students.

The timing of the school day and daily scheduling may also

be considered in order to provide the most effective school-

ing.  Research has been conducted to determine whether

children learn better at particular times of the day, the length

of their attention span, and for how many hours they can

actually learn.  Community considerations may also mean

that alternative scheduling would be positive.  For example,

some communities may feel it would be useful to have chil-

dren spend time in language nests, in lifeskills workshops

and classes, in cooperative education programs, or in situ-

ations which would allow them to interact more with elders

and family members outside of the school setting.  Schools

may consider the possibility of starting days earlier, ending

earlier, using afternoons for more active workshops, or for

sports, art classes, and/or extracurricular activities.

A similar issue relates to the length of the school year and

the length of terms.  Many individuals have noted the impor-

tance of altering the school calendar to allow for the incor-

poration of cultural pursuits. The issue of absenteeism may

also relate to the school calendar.  All schools have students

who are absent more than others, but some absences may

allow for relevant and important learning opportunities such

as young people taking part in hunting, trapping, and/or fish-

ing with families.  In addition, as Wilson and Martin (1997)

state, “strong values around family and community relation-

ships in times of illness, grieving or celebration tend to su-

persede values like the importance of school attendance,”

“I agree that we should
move school hours to

when kids learn best.”
Workshop Participant,

May, 1998
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and traditional and contemporary events that reinforce a

sense of connectedness to the community may be seen as

a priority in some circumstances, as children learn much

about who they are through participation in community ex-

periences.  Some schools may design mechanisms to ac-

commodate such practices, such as modular learning styles,

a full year calendar, or possibly integrating differently timed,

more frequent, and/or shorter breaks.

Generally, expectations for school organization and calen-

dar should be flexible, taking into account differences in

school vision and purpose, community needs and priorities,

and learning styles of the students.  For example, the

school’s organization, scheduling and calendar may need

to allow for a highly structured environment for students with

FAS/FAE.

Important considerations in regard to school calendar and

organization, however, are levels of  parental and commu-

nity acceptance for alternative schooling patterns, school

staff acceptance of change, family flexibility in terms of their

time and employment responsibilities, and the possible

transfer of students between schools.  To be effective, a

school’s organization should not present tremendous chal-

lenges for students, graduates, families, or school staff.  The

workshop participants generally agreed that more research

is required into the issue of alternate school calendars.

5.4 Physical School Structure

Another key aspect of school effectiveness is the physical

structure of the school itself.  Health and safety issues are

primary considerations in this regard, and schools must first

“We want our school to
be the centre of our
community, but funding
doesn’t allow the space
for this to happen.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998

“One issue we face is
that parents want us to
reflect the public calen-
dar, but also to add
traditional pursuits and
cultural activities which
make that difficult.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998
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and foremost provide a safe learning environment for their

students and staff, with an absence of health hazards.  They

must also be accessible to all people, regardless of their

physical needs, so that people with disabilities are able to

stay in their communities to work and learn.

In addition, adequate lighting, heating, noise reduction, and

ventilation are issues of basic comfort, and the school should

ideally have adequate space and, if necessary and possi-

ble, special learning areas such as a gymnasium, wood

shop, art room, laboratory, and music room.  Many cultural

activities also require different settings, which aren’t always

accommodated in physical plans.

Some workshop participants also highlighted the need to

establish schools which are physically reflective of First

Nations cultures and students, both architecturally and in

terms of their art and interior design.  Studies have shown

a connection of the physical school structure with student,

staff and guest morale.  A comfortable environment will also

increase the likelihood that the school will be used as a

“community” building.  As the OECD (1993) notes “a physi-

cal structure which does nothing to evoke a warm, caring

sense and welcoming atmosphere will do little to promote

the quality of education.”

Finally, it is important to focus not only on the school site.

Many learning activities may take place away from the

school, such as in cultural sites and on the land.  In this re-

gard, it was suggested that the school should be seen as

“mobile.”   Cultural and traditional activities outside of the

school structure, however, raise several considerations re-

lated to student security, such as transportation concerns,

safety on field trips, weather and outdoor environment re-

“Too many of us are
working in unsafe,
cramped spaces.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998

“My general experience
is that there’s never

been a band school built
of adequate size.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998

“Ask people with
disabilities how to set

up facilities so that
they are accessible and

comfortable.”
Participant at a work-
shop organized by the
BC Aboriginal Network
on Disabilities Society,

June, 1998
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lated hazards, and concerns related to the use of tools and

equipment such as knives, guns, traps, fishing gear, boats,

and medicines -- all of which may be required in the dem-

onstration and practice of traditional activities.

5.5 Other Student and Staff Safety Issues

In addition to the physical environmental, health and safety

considerations, the emotional health of staff and students

are crucial.  The availability of student support services, coun-

selling, and/or guidance services are important factors in

relation to the emotional health of students.  Unfortunately,

as highlighted by Wilson and Napolean (1998), student sup-

port services and counselling are often considerably less

accessible in schools located in First Nations communities

than they are in public schools.  A lack of resources for mental

health, drug and alcohol counselling is particularly troubling

given the personal challenges many students face, and the

tragically high rates of suicide among First Nations youth.

Extracurricular and recreational opportunities also play a

key role in student well-being.  As Wilson and Napolean

(1998) note, a person’s sense of self-confidence, self-worth

and value -- a profound source of their strength -- is in part

of result of their ability to contribute their knowledge, skills

and understandings.  For many students, this sense of con-

tribution comes from their participation in sports and school

extracurricular activities.

A workshop organized by the BC Aboriginal Network on

Disabilities Society (BCANDS) raised another important

issue in regard to student safety.  That workshop focused

on sexual abuse interventions, and included a lengthy dis-

“We need adequate
maintenance of our
schools, and DIA pro-
vides limited funding for
this area.  We have to
be extremely creative
with the funding we
receive to get anything
done at all.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998
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We must stop cycles of
child abuse, no matter

what that requires.
Workshop Participant,

May, 1998.

cussion of the need to teach students about healthy sexual-

ity.  Talking about sexuality, it was noted, is extremely sensi-

tive and difficult.  However, the participants at the BCANDS

workshop also felt that too many children are trying to sur-

vive based upon poor information and myths, and with poor

support systems.  They also suggested that the best way to

deal with issues of abuse is by giving children proper infor-

mation.  In addition, HIV,  AIDS and sexually transmitted

disease awareness and prevention can be implemented

through the school system, which may require working

closely with parents so that they feel comfortable with what

is being taught.

A related issue raised by the standards workshop partici-

pants is the need to address the potential for abusive indi-

viduals to have a role within the school.  It was suggested

that First Nations schools may use criminal records checks

for their staff, including attendants and aides for students

with special needs, and possibly even for regular visitors

and volunteers.  This practice may present some difficul-

ties, such as fears and discomfort criminal records checks

may cause some individuals.  Given that situation, some

schools may choose to instead screen their volunteers

through reference checks, and some may choose to en-

sure that guests always have adequate supervision.  What-

ever mechanisms are chosen, many of the workshop par-

ticipants indicated the need to consider the protection of

students as the primary concern, and to require that all par-

ents, community members and even elders working with

the school are healthy.

Maintaining discipline is also a part of the educational proc-

ess, and is crucial to the development of a sense of com-

munity within a school.  Students have been shown to learn

“What is healthy
sexuality?  Where do

kids get proper
information?  We can

start in elementary
school, teaching about
appropriate touching,

and the right to say no.
This will allow for the

evolution of healthy
relationships.”

Participant at a work-
shop organized by the
BC Aboriginal Network
on Disabilities Society,

June, 1998
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better in a safe and secure climate, and ensuring such an

environment includes students exhibiting appropriate be-

haviour, such as respect and consideration of others.  School

staff also perform best when they are working without fear

and in an atmosphere which allows them to enjoy their work.

First Nations schools may take a variety of approaches to

student discipline, including an emphasis on addressing

causes rather than focusing on “punishment,” and allowing

for inevitable mistakes.  In too many cases, discipline poli-

cies focus on the needs of the staff at the expense of the

students, which can actually push students to act in inap-

propriate ways.  Discipline procedures should avoid caus-

ing frustration and dropouts, and involving parents and com-

munity members in this aspect of the education process

may be very helpful.  As Eastersen (1991) suggests, it may

be possible to assign community work to deal with unac-

ceptable behaviour, utilizing the community in ensuring a

positive learning environment within the school.  In general,

having clear, consistent, respectful and supportive discipline

policies is perhaps another indicator of school effectiveness.

5.6 School Staffing

Teachers play a vital role in schools, and the commitment of

the teaching staff is a key to their success.  One of the most

important issues in this regard is the need for First Nations

teachers and other school staff.  Many people have empha-

sized the need for many more First Nations teachers in both

First Nations and public schools.  The presence of First Na-

tions teachers and staff in schools has numerous benefits

for students, parents and the community;  they are often more

aware of and committed to First Nations cultures and tradi-

“We need to have high
expectations about stu-
dent conduct.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998.

“A positive concept of
discipline focuses on
healing rather than
punishment, and helping
students understand how
not to get into trouble
again.  Suspension is a
totally inappropriate
response to
difficulties.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998
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tions, they are often more understanding of and better con-

nected to the students, community and parents, and they

can act as positive role models for First Nations students

and other people in the community.

While the presence of First Nations teachers and staff may

be an indicator of a school’s effectiveness, however, this

issue raises a difficulty related to the shortage of First Na-

tions people trained as teachers and administrators, an is-

sue discussed in more detail in Section 7 – Teacher Edu-

cation and Training.

Some of the workshop participants also emphasized the

need for more positive role models in the schools, whether

they be First Nations or non-First Nations teachers and staff.

Ensuring that the individuals working in a school provide

good role models may involve considering their actions

when they are outside of school, but still visible within the

community.  It was noted that more and more people are

taking strong stands regarding “codes of conduct,” and

parents have increasing expectations in terms of the be-

haviour of their children’s teachers, teaching assistants, and

language teachers.

Other important considerations include the presence of an

adequate number of teachers with the required education

and experience, a reasonable level of teacher turnover, and

adequate staff development (an issue explored further be-

low).  Wilson and Napolean (1998) suggest that there is

greater teacher turnover in schools in First Nations com-

munities than there is in public schools.  Because of this,

the authors assert, parents do not have an opportunity to

get to know and trust the teachers, teachers do not under-

stand the family and community context in which their

BCANDS has
distributed a “Sexual

Abuse Prevention
Checklist,” which

includes information for
parents, service

providers, and schools
to examine the effec-

tiveness of their sexual
abuse education and

prevention programs.
Among the questions

addressed in the check-
list are:  Do schools

teach sexuality to all of
their students, including
those with disabilities?

Do schools provide
sexual abuse prevention

programs to all their
students?  Do schools

encourage the integra-
tion of young people

with disabilities into the
community?  and Do
schools have clear

policies and procedures
for handling suspected

sexual abuse?
For copies of the
checklist, please

contact the FNESC
office.
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students live, and long-term relationships are never devel-

oped.  Encouraging teachers to stay for longer periods of

time is a challenge, but can also result in significant rewards.

Policies for the selection of teachers and other school staff

is  another important consideration, and hiring criteria may

include, among other factors, commitment, experience,

knowledge of culture and language, motivation to improve

skills, dedication to the education of all students, ability to

manage and organize a class, ability to communicate and

motivate, and knowledge of subject matter.  Perhaps what

is most important is that the teachers care about their stu-

dents.  It is also important that schools provide support to

teachers to ensure that they do not “burn out,” and effective

tutors and teaching assistants can be very helpful in this re-

gard.  A school’s administrative staff is also a key factor in

its success.

There are, however, several important issues affecting the

staffing of First Nations schools.  Given their limited budg-

ets, it is difficult for some First Nations schools to provide

salaries which attract excellent teachers.  In addition, the

experience gained by teachers working in First Nations

schools is not adequately recognized by other education

systems in terms of seniority, salary levels, and teacher

qualifications.  These limiting factors must be addressed in

order for staffing to be as effective as possible.

5.7 Libraries and Other Learning Resources

Adequate supplies, materials and resources are additional

considerations in regard to school operations.  Farrell

(1995) notes that studies have shown that the availability of

“We should start having
staff exchanges.  For
example, one or two
teachers could go some-
where to put on a
workshop, for only the
cost of their travel
expenses.  The First
Nations Schools Asso-
ciation could help to
coordinate this idea.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998

“Too often, because of
a lack of funding, we
are forced to hire
teachers who don’t re-
ally want to be there.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998
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appropriate and effective reading materials in schools can

result in tremendous improvements at relatively little cost,

and can allow for a range of teaching materials.  As Farrell

states, “it should not surprise us that children who have ac-

cess to textbooks and other reading material learn more

than those who do not and that the more books they have

the more they learn.”

Unfortunately, First Nations schools are not provided ad-

equate resources to provide library materials and services

at a satisfactory level.  In too many schools, even adequate

space and basic materials are difficult to access because

of a lack of funding, and there is a tremendous need for

more books and materials with First Nations content.  Too

many inappropriate materials still exist, and it is sometimes

difficult to search out relevant materials.  It is important that

this situation be addressed, and that schools be provided

adequate resources to promote First Nations authors, po-

ets, and play wrights.

In addition, many First Nations people have expressed con-

cern about the availability of computers and other technolo-

gies in schools.  It is important that First Nations students

have the opportunity to learn to operate computers and other

technological equipment if they are to achieve success in a

variety of post-secondary education and employment situ-

ations.  Too many First Nations schools also lack adequate

resources for extracurricular activities; as noted above, this

issue is a significant problem, as involvement in sports and

other activities was highlighted by many workshop partici-

pants as a key component of student self-confidence, sat-

isfaction with school, and long-term success.

“The library should be a
community place.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998

“It would be useful for
the First Nations

Schools Association to
facilitate a library ex-
change so that we could

share resources.”
Workshop Participant,

May, 1998
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6. Curriculum Development and
Availability

According to Jack (1997), the Ministry of Education calls

for all students to demonstrate competency in challenging

subject matter as preparation for responsible citizenship

and productive employment.  This statement, however,

raises questions related to what knowledge or skills stu-

dents must possess, and what exactly a student must know

and be able to do to demonstrate competency.  These ques-

tions relate to curriculum.

Curriculum represents one of the most important aspects

of the education system.  How curriculum is defined,

planned, implemented and evaluated also critically influ-

ences the quality of the education provided.  As Williams

(1996) notes, “curriculum development is an area of critical

importance for First Nations education authorities.  Without

the ability to develop culturally relevant curriculum First Na-

tions end up having to provide a similar version of curricu-

lum to what is provided in provincial schools.  This has

proven ineffective with First Nations learners over time…”

In addition:

control over what is taught is perhaps the most impor-
tant type of control, since it is central to the socialization
of the child and to the survival of Indian culture. … over
the past decade, a growing effort has been made to
develop curriculum materials focused on Indian lan-
guages, history, symbols and cultures (Barman, Hebert
and McCaskill, 1987).

Jack (1997) notes that “First Nations schools have had to

work to adopt the provincial curriculum into their schools

“Education is fundamen-
tally about the
transmission of culture.
Unfortunately, there is
a hidden curriculum in
public schools which
teaches non-First
Nations values and
culture.  We need to do
away with this, and
make the teaching of
our culture and
traditions open and
clear.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998
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“We need to think
about what our people
need to know, now and

in the future.  They
need knowledge of the
land base that is still
available.  Yes, it is

important to know about
other places in the

world.  But this should
be balanced with an

understanding of their
own territory.”

Workshop Participant
May, 1998

and … the fact that this has been brought forth as an issue

reveals that this is not an ideal system for First Nations.”

There are numerous reasons why provincial curriculum is

not meeting the needs of First Nations students, but one of

the most important is that the students do not see them-

selves reflected in its content.  There is a significant need

for increased development and availability of curriculum

which reflects First Nations cultures, philosophies, and ways

of knowing.   As Christensen (1995) notes, “students must

be taught how to listen to the knowledge they’ve stored up,

but which they are seldom asked to relate.  Too often stu-

dents feel alienated in schools.”  Knowledge must not be

seen as foreign, and should not be primarily about other

people in other times.  Levine (1995) refers to this issue as

“student-centredness,” and he argues that this means “per-

ceiving the curriculum as a means through which students

make sense of their own experience, encounter the world

beyond their immediate lives, and put these two elements

of reality together into a meaningful whole.”  Levine also

argues that because a student-centred approach is respect-

ful of the students and their worlds, it celebrates their lan-

guages and cultures.

Glassner (1990) suggests that education processes should

also emphasize skills, not facts or information that have no

use in the lives of the students.  According to that author,

the ability to use knowledge is important, and students

should be taught the skills necessary for them to be con-

tributors to their society so that they will be enthusiastic about

their learning.  Key aspects of curriculum development in-

clude relevance (which enables students to see and under-

stand how parts fit together), and practicality.

“Each child must see him
or herself reflected in

the curriculum.”
Workshop Participant

May, 1998
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Glassner (1990) therefore believes that while a complete

definition of quality is elusive, it would include usefulness.

Usefulness, he adds, is not restricted to practical or utilitar-

ian;  it can include that which is aesthetically or spiritually

useful, or useful in some other way that is important to the

student.  The goal should be students who have the skills to

contribute to their society, who are enthusiastic about what

they have learned, and who are aware of how learning can

be of use to them in the future.

Such comments are supported by a study by the Four

Worlds Development Project (1989), which included a cur-

riculum review of the First Nations Dyshart School in Mani-

toba.  That study found that students failed to understand

the relevance of what was being taught in the classroom to

their life outside the school and to their vision of what their

futures would be like.  As a result of this perceived lack of

relevance, there was little transfer of skills from one aca-

demic context to another, basic skills were not retained from

one year to the next, and students displayed little enthusi-

asm for their academic work.

Many First Nations people have stressed the need for cur-

riculum that emphasizes academic achievement and allows

for an acquisition of basic skills.  Reading, for example, is

seen by many people as the foundation for all other learning

activities, and many workshop participants emphasized the

need to teach basic skills in the areas of english, math, read-

ing and writing.  As Wilson and Napolean (1998) note, there

is widespread agreement that “teachers and administra-

tors should continue to focus on developing academic com-

petence, especially in oral and written English.  The need to

ensure that students are provided the skills they will require

in the public education system is also a key consideration.

“When we make curricu-
lum relevant, we’ll find
success.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998

“Parents must be in-
volved in talking about
what wholistic education
is.  It relates to the
heart and soul of our
communities.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998
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Curriculum is needed which will help all students develop

the values, skills and knowledge they will need to achieve

success — however they might define it — in their school-

ing, employment, families, communities, and personal lives.

In this regard, several workshops included discussion of

the need to expose students to a wide array of experiences

and subject matter so that they can choose their own goals

based upon an understanding of the variety of options open

to them.  This issue is also reflected in Napolean’s study

(1998), which indicates that too many First Nations students

have planned inadequately for the future, and that those who

have planned have chosen from a limited range of career

options and are poorly prepared for  working in their com-

munities.

In addition, students need to be prepared for life-long learn-

ing, and taught problem solving skills, critical thinking and

an ability to question things they read and hear.  It was also

noted that students should also be encouraged to be crea-

tive, to know how to discover, to give meaning to the world

around them, to understand others, and to be able to ex-

press what they feel, know, believe and value.

In an equally important way, First Nations people also see

the need for curriculum which also embodies and builds

upon a strong cultural foundation and First Nations philoso-

phies, values, traditions, the relationship between land and

people, conservation, respect for others (particularly elders),

sharing, and cultural identities (Eastersen, 1991). For ex-

ample:

The knowledge, skills and values to be learned by chil-
dren reside within the people, within the land and within
the interaction of people and the land.  Furthermore,

“What characteristics
are truly valued in an

individual?  Has anyone
ever gone to communi-

ties to investigate this?
It would be useful to do

so.  Those should be
the standards.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998

“We need to prepare
our kids for the transi-

tion to public schools.
Most of us don’t have
the luxury of keeping

our kids to grade 12.”
Workshop Participant,

May, 1998

“To be ready for
change, our students

must know how to learn,
and to access a variety

of information and
materials.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998
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the curricular processes that ‘teach’ people how to get
along, how to relate to the land, how to survive and
how to be in the world are contained within these in-
teractions.  Curriculum from this perspective is a liv-
ing entity (Gitwangak Education Society, cited in Jack,
1997).

Many of the workshop participants highlighted the need to

include spirituality in the curriculum, as a means of provid-

ing balance to the lives of students.  Spirituality was de-

scribed as the relationship and connection between peo-

ple and the environment and world around us.  Spirituality

was also seen as a means of looking at the whole person,

including their heart, soul and mind.  Language programs

are also directly associated with these issues, and again

the importance of parental, family and community involve-

ment with these programs was raised.  It was pointed out

that sometimes parents think that when their children are

learning about culture and language, they are not learning

valuable curriculum.  Schools must work to demonstrate that

this is not the case, and parental involvement in program

planning may be useful in that regard.

Kirkness (1992) argues that “curriculum must be structured

to use the child’s awareness of her or his own cultural envi-

ronment as a springboard for learning about the external

world,” and she maintains that parents and the community

must be involved in curriculum development if it is to be suc-

cessful.  Kirkness further argues that there is an increasing

recognition of the need to have culturally relevant programs

and curriculum, and an increased effort to put some relevant

information into existing curriculum;  however, there is not

as much recognition that First Nations education systems

and processes must spring from First Nations cultures.

“Students don’t really
have the opportunity to
examine themselves
wholistically, and to look
inside themselves spir-
itually.  They know
they’re angry, but they
deal with that at a
surface level only.  We
need to help them feel
better about them-
selves.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998

“Their ability to find
their place within their
community and nation will
lead to their ability to
find their place outside
of their community.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998
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In this regard, the way in which the information is transmit-

ted to students is also seen to be an important considera-

tion.  Some people have indicated the need to teach cul-

ture in context, utilizing elders and community resource peo-

ple in the classroom  to validate the authenticity of the infor-

mation being presented. In addition, it was noted that com-

munities have certain expectations for young people, and

for how they will become a part of the community and de-

velop into future leaders.  Communities also have expecta-

tions about academics and their individual achievements.

Now there is a need to consider how to bring those expec-

tations together, and learning how to do that must involve

families and students.

Involving students directly in cultural events and activities is

seen by many people to be a useful learning technique, as

is the teaching of basic skills with the use of traditional ac-

tivities to reinforce concepts or skills acquisition.  In addi-

tion, the need to bring traditional processes, such as story

telling, oral instruction, and community-based examples into

teaching and curriculum, has been emphasized.

Based upon their study of First Nations students and their

learning habits, Henry and Pepper (1988) argue that teach-

ing strategies that use concrete examples and move from

theory to practice are most effective.  The authors suggest

a variety of techniques, including using cooperative learn-

ing groups and group projects, informal classroom activi-

ties, experience-based activities, metaphors, analogies and

symbols, games and flexible learning activities, peer tutor-

ing, visuals and illustrations, and a great deal of encour-

agement.

“Don’t put culture into
the education process,

put the education proc-
ess into the culture.”
Workshop Participant,

May, 1998

“Research is needed into
how to fit traditional
perspectives of child
development into the

contemporary education
system.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998

“Making education
processes reflect our
cultures is the key.

We must be brave and
do this!”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998

“Let’s start using the
knowledge which is in

our communities.”
Workshop Participant,

May, 1998
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The people involved in the Four Worlds Development Project

(1989) support such assertions, as they pointed out the fol-

lowing differences between the educational needs of First

Nations and other students:

(i) First Nations students learn better in a cooperative

rather than competitive classroom environment;

(ii) they better understand subject matter presented in a

wholistic manner before individual facts or skills are

taught;

(iii) they respond better to visual information than they do

oral;

(iv) they are accustomed to learning by having skills mod-

elled for them, as opposed to having processes de-

scribed; and

(v) non-directive and an egalitarian management and

teaching style are more effective for them.

Some of the workshop participants agreed with those as-

sertions, and added that multi-sensory education helps many

First Nations students to perform better.  Other workshop

participants, however, were somewhat concerned about

generalized comments related to the learning styles of First

Nations students, and argued that more research should

be conducted in this area before any final conclusions are

reached.

Methods of teaching relate to another important considera-

tion – the difference between content and performance

standards.  Jack (1997) highlights this issue, stating that

content standards relate to the knowledge or understand-

ing students are expected to have, whereas performance

standards describe a specific use of knowledge and skills.

The Hazelton First
Nations Education Cen-
tre works to ensure
that every part of the
curriculum has a local or
cultural focus, such as
circle and smudge,
Gitskan Language and
Art, music, and carpen-
try.  The academic
skills programs are
designed to ensure
equivalency, and often
surpass provincial
standards.  If the cen-
tre cannot offer a
course a student wishes
to pursue, arrangements
are made for the stu-
dent to do it through
correspondence with
local tutoring and addi-
tional materials to make
the courses relevant to
his or her life and cul-
tural background.
Every week, talking
circles and smudge are
used for spiritual heal-
ing, cleansing the soul,
and dealing with the
difficulties of everyday
life.  The centre is open
to all sorts of ideas,
and students are en-
couraged to become
involved, to enrich the
lives of those who
choose to attend the
centre.

Best Practices Project
April, 1997
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Jack notes that in transferring cultural information, a focus

can be on what students should know, on what they should

be able to do, or on both.

In terms of ensuring that effective curricular materials are

available, this may involve using existing materials, text

books, and literature that are appropriate.  More textbooks,

curriculum kits, and audio visual materials from a First Na-

tions perspective are beginning to appear.  As a study by

Ross (1988) indicates, however, there is a shortage of chil-

dren’s books written without bias.  Ross researched the

stereotypes and racism in children’s books, and found that

appropriate reading materials were too few, too hard to find,

and even more limited in terms of junior and intermediate

materials.  The workshop participants also noted that First

Nations students are overwhelmed by negative stereotypes

in the media and school textbooks.

In addition, Kirkness (1998) refers to the lack of curricular

resources for language teaching.  Kirkness argues that there

is a need for “extensive research in the area of Aboriginal

languages, their philosophies and their relationship to de-

veloping curricula and appropriate materials for language

teaching.”  Given that situation, new materials may need to

be created in many instances, and resources must be made

available to First Nations to allow for the development of

relevant curriculum and curricular materials.

In regard to curriculum development, several important

points were raised throughout the workshop discussions.

It was suggested, for example, that it is difficult for each

community to do everything that is required.  Curriculum de-

velopment includes a need for curriculum framers, people

with knowledge of cultural content, community resource peo-

The First Nations Edu-
cation Division of the
Greater Victoria School
District has been actively
involved in developing
curricula and learning
materials for levels K-12.
A variety of cultural
materials have been
developed for teachers
to integrate into their
classrooms.  In addition,
a Framework for Devel-
oping First Nations Cur-
riculum has been written,
which addresses a vari-
ety of issues including
planning for, writing,
implementing and evalu-
ating curriculum.

Best Practices Project
April, 1997

The Tales of Northern
B.C. Reading Series
were developed to pro-
vide adult learners with
reading materials of an
appropriate level which
are also relevant to
First Nations people
living in the North.  The
books are being used
with success in several
learning centres.

Best Practices Project
April, 1997
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ple, graphic artists, editors, publishers, supplies and mate-

rials.  Opportunities for sharing within and between nations

should therefore be considered.  While some curriculum

must be specific for each community, it is sometimes useful

to do comparative studies of First Nations cultures, and

sharing resources between nations can help to demonstrate

the diversity of First Nations people.

The need to identify First Nations people with expertise in

curriculum development was also noted in several work-

shops.  Creating an inventory of people with curriculum de-

velopment experience who can link the cultural components

to theory, as well as a list of places which provide training

for new people to learn curriculum development was noted

as a worthwhile initiative.  First Nations people needing new

curriculum could then use those resources to identify ap-

propriate people for the task.  While the individuals listed

may not have knowledge of each specific culture, it may be

possible to match people who have the cultural knowledge

with people who can transfer that knowledge into a curricu-

lum framework.   Similarly, it was also suggested that hav-

ing curriculum templates and models available for distribu-

tion would also help communities and schools.

The development of
culturally appropriate
curriculum and curricular
materials raises very
important issues related
to copyright.  As many
people have noted,
there is a need for
more research and in-
formation sharing to
ensure that materials
are developed and used
respectfully and without
appropriation.  A re-
source and information
guide prepared for the
Association of Aboriginal
Post-Secondary Insti-
tutes, Education Re-
source Centre (1996) on
Copyright Law explores
the issue of copyright
and how it pertains to
traditional indigenous
knowledge, and the
types of works pro-
tected by copyright.
As the resource guide
notes, ownership of a
work is important be-
cause it determines who
has control of it, who
can benefit from its
use, and who must be
contacted to get per-
mission to use the work.
It was suggested at
the workshops that the
relevance of this issue
for curriculum should be
explored more fully.
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7. Teacher Education and Training

As mentioned in Section 5.6, many people agree that the

competence and commitment of teachers are vital prereq-

uisites for quality education.  Eastersen (1991), for exam-

ple, notes that the effectiveness of First Nations education

is critically dependent on the quality of teaching.  Through-

out the province, there is a core of excellent teachers who

demonstrate tremendous enthusiasm and energy in their

teaching careers.  It is important that there be continued

efforts to foster an effective and skilled teaching force.

Fullan (1993) also supports the notion of continuous teacher

education, including pre-service and in-service training, as

a major vehicle for educational development, but the author

asserts that “despite the rhetoric, society has not yet seri-

ously tried to use teacher education as a tool for [educa-

tional] improvement,” and there is not always a sufficient

commitment to investing in teacher education.  There are

likely several reasons why this is the case, including the

fact that investing in teacher education is a long-term solu-

tion to pressing issues.  There are, however, no substitutes

to having a high quality teaching force.

One of the most important issues in terms of teacher edu-

cation is the need to attract good recruits – particularly First

Nations people with an interest in teaching and education.

While teacher education programs must ensure that the pro-

fessional and personal qualifications of new entrants to the

teacher force are adequate, it may be useful to broaden

the concept of a “good” teacher beyond a focus on students

with the  highest grades.

“Teacher training tends
to be ignored.  It is

more important than we
give it credit.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998

“First and foremost, we
need more First Nations

people trained as
educators.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998
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As discussed above, the existence of First Nations teach-

ers in a school can have numerous benefits.  Accordingly,

in recruiting and accepting students into teacher education

programs, consideration could be given to the individuals’

previous experience, knowledge of First Nations cultures

and traditions, connection to First Nations communities, and

understanding and awareness of the needs and unique cir-

cumstances of First Nations students.  Wilson and Martin

(1997) highlight this issue by commenting that “when teach-

ers are able to bring a strong understanding of culture to

their classes, they have the potential to validate and improve

the quality of education for all students,” and “it is extremely

important for children to have teachers who care about them

and who understand the realities of their lives.  One work-

shop participant emphasized the importance of attracting

recruits with the appropriate characteristics by noting that

effective training is only one component of teacher effec-

tiveness;  personal suitability and past experience is equally

important.

In terms of the education process, it is also necessary to

prepare new teachers effectively.  In this training, in addi-

tion to the basic skills necessary for the teaching process

itself, it may be useful to include cross-cultural awareness

programs, information related to working cooperatively with

First Nations communities and families in implementing

educational programs, and an emphasis on meeting the

unique needs of First Nations students.  It is important to

set teachers up for success, which may involve greater ex-

posure to a variety of situations, including more practicums

for developing teachers in First Nations schools -- particu-

larly in schools located in remote and/or northern locations.

These opportunities would provide for cross-cultural train-

ing in a practical setting, and preparation for high stress

“Too many teachers are
ill prepared for band
controlled schools.  You
almost have to experi-
ence the situation to
fully understand it.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998

“We need to effect
teacher education pro-
grams to make all
teachers aware of the
needs of First Nations
students.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998

“Let’s give society a jolt
so that they begin to
look at our children the
way we do -- as unique
individuals with so much
to share and offer.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998
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environments.  Ellwood (1995) notes that numerous schol-

ars have shown how easy and damaging it is for well-

intentioned educators to make mistakes based upon cul-

tural ignorance.  The effectiveness of teachers is limited if

they do not understand what their students see and know,

and this in turn can limit students’ chances for success.

Hersch (1993) asserts that “most teacher education pro-

grams in North America serve to maintain a social system

based on inequality and injustice.”  Instead, teacher educa-

tion programs should promote future teachers who deal criti-

cally with reality and work to improve it (Liston and Zeichner,

1991).  In this regard, it is important to design courses on

anti-racist education, and Hersch (1993) suggests that Abo-

riginal people who graduate from teacher education pro-

grams may be the most appropriate people to design anti-

racist teacher education curricula and materials, as “anti-

racist materials produced from an Aboriginal point of view

would also present a superior form of knowledge for all

learners, because it would be more concretely rooted in

actually existing reality.”  In addition, several workshop par-

ticipants suggested that courses in First Nations education

should be a degree requirement.

Grant also maintains that more work in the area of teacher

education remains to be done, particularly in terms of in-

corporating new philosophies of teacher education into Uni-

versities.  Hebert (1988), for example, argues that more

effective teacher education programs may use a process

of empowerment and the development of a critical peda-

gogy, a perspective supported by Hersch (1993).  There-

fore, the flexibility allowed for innovative teaching philoso-

phies and learning styles may be an important element in

the success of First Nations teacher education programs.

“Established, institu-
tionalized programs
teach according to

provincial standards,
they are too narrow,

and too focused on
intellectual development.

The programs need to
be more wholistic, and

they need to
incorporate spirituality

and values.”
Workshop Participant,

May, 1998

“We should be willing to
talk about racism and
address it directly.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998

“Incorporate
multicultural and First
Nations awareness as

mandatory require-
ments.  Then empower

local First Nations peo-
ple to define and design

those requirements.”
Workshop Participant,

May, 1998
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The workshop participants indicated several areas of main-

stream teacher education programs that need reform, but

Universities were also seen to be among the institutions

most resistant to change.  It was recommended that the pro-

grams begin making special education a core aspect of

their training, and that they train more for open-mindedness

and flexibility.   Some workshop participants indicated that

teacher training programs need to focus on teachers as

educators with knowledge of counselling, social work, drug

and alcohol prevention, and child abuse, as well.  Children

do not always come to school ready to learn;  sometimes

teachers must have an ability to help their students with ba-

sic social issues.  This issue is also related to the problem

of expecting schools to do too much, as discussed in sec-

tion 3.4, and raises the need for collaboration amongst serv-

ice providers.

 It was also suggested that conventional programs in insti-

tutions produce teachers who believe that they know what

is best for students, which can lead to conflict if parents,

community members or students disagree.  It may be use-

ful to rethink the tools for teaching, particularly if more re-

search is conducted regarding whether there are learning

environments which are more appropriate for First Nations

students.  Teachers should also be trained to have better

observation and responsiveness techniques, so that they

can watch students to see and adapt to what they need.

 Finally, the workshop participants suggested that teacher

training programs may be able to address ways to incorpo-

rate language and culture programming into education;  it

would clearly be impossible to accomplish this goal in terms

of each specific First Nations’ values and traditions, but it

may be useful to discuss fundamental concepts related to

“We were concerned
that sometimes commu-
nities can’t accept our
own trained people,
which really hurts mo-
rale.  We wanted to
engage the community in
training so they would
recognize our teachers.
Also, we found that
when people left the
community to study
teaching, sometimes
they forgot about the
community they were to
serve, or brought back
stereotypes and biases
about First Nations
learners.   In an effort
to address this prob-
lem, we implemented a
training program at
home.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998

“Programs are too ori-
ented to the status
quo, not to what is
possible.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998
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teaching language and culture. The issue of language

teacher training is particularly key.  As Kirkness (1998, p.

4-5) suggests:

it appears that there are few certified Aboriginal teach-
ers who have the facility with their ancestral languages.
Those who have been given the responsibility of teach-
ing our languages have typically been fluent speakers
with little or no training. ... All across the country, Abo-
riginal language teachers continue to plead for train-
ing.

FNESC is undertaking research into Aboriginal Language

Teacher Training Programs in an effort to outline skills and

tools which are consistent in the teaching of First Nations

languages.

In recent years, there has been a growth in the number of

teacher education programs designed specifically for First

Nations people.  These programs have been said to be

very effective, and Grant (1995) suggests that they have

had some success in getting First Nations teachers into

more classrooms.  As pointed out by several workshop par-

ticipants, however, it would be useful to now take the time

to evaluate the effectiveness of these programs, to identify

whether they are working, and, if so, to determine what as-

pects are the most important.  It was also suggested that

there be more graduate programs offered closer to com-

munities, and more programs generally available in the

North.

In-service training is a key consideration.   It is important

that First Nations schools take measures to maintain teacher

competency and teacher motivation.  Part of the problem

with initial training programs is that there is simply too much

“We are designing a
course about the reality

of our community, and
the local college has

committed to incorpo-
rate the course as a

requirement in all serv-
ice training programs

such as teaching, health
administration...”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998
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information to acquire, too many skills to learn, in too little

time.  As a result, formal teacher education programs may

be best viewed as the initial stage of an ongoing process of

learning for teachers, and schools which include provisions

for in-service training for their teachers may be more likely

to enjoy success.

In addition, as the workshop participants noted, teachers

who are new to First Nations schools may need training

which reflects the school’s values, goals and philosophies.

They also may need exposure to some of the differences

associated with working in First Nations schools.  First Na-

tions schools are generally smaller, less structured, and have

fewer screens between the staff and parents.  These char-

acteristics can result in greater job satisfaction, and many

teachers enjoy a closer connection to the people in the com-

munity; however, they can also raise challenges.  As Wilson

and Napolean (1998, p. 13) state, “schools in the villages

are a major focus of the community.  This allows for greater

communication with parents and greater possibility for con-

flicts to emerge and continue.”   Dealing with these issues

in a positive way can be covered in very thorough

orientations, or though continued in-service training.

Some workshop participants indicated that teachers leav-

ing conventional training programs need to be taught flex-

ibility in their thinking, and require “deprogramming” to over-

come the mindsets they were taught in school.  In addition,

it may be useful to share with teachers alternatives to pro-

vincial curriculum which they may never have been exposed

to in University.  Non-First Nations teachers, it was noted by

a workshop participant, are often hesitant to teach cultural

content, and orientation sessions and implementation work-

shops can help them learn to do so effectively and respect-

“People need extra
training if they are to
teach in First Nations
schools.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998

“In-service teacher
training can work to
unseat myths and
stereotypes of First
Nations students.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998
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fully.  Finally, it was suggested that in-service training in spe-

cial education is a key issue.

Unfortunately, a concern was raised about in-service train-

ing for First Nations schools;  teachers who receive such

training, and who may commit considerable time and en-

ergy to learning about the unique aspects of working in First

Nations schools, may not have that extra work recognized

if they leave the school, and may not have access to the

same benefits as do people trained in conventional ways.

Generally, however, teacher training was seen to be one of

the most important factors in school success, including ap-

propriate in-service training.  It was suggested by some

workshop participants, given its importance but also its cost,

that First Nations schools and the First Nations Schools

Association investigate the possibility of sharing in-service

training, perhaps by designing and implementing profes-

sional development days specifically for teachers in First

Nations schools, or ( as noted above) by coordinating

teacher and personnel exchanges.

“Before we can have
quality education, we

need new teacher train-
ing in Universities and

Colleges.”
Workshop Participant,

May, 1998.
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8. Evaluation

Evaluation and assessment are issues directly associated

with education standards and school effectiveness.  Regu-

lar, thorough, and transparent evaluation processes can be

used to address a number of concerns.  Evaluation relates

directly to issues of accreditation.  It also relates to commu-

nity acceptance and the need to demonstrate to parents,

the community, and funding agencies the credibility and

achievements of First Nations schools.

Useful evaluations in the context of First Nations schools,

however, may require expanded attitudes and expectations

on the part of parents, community members and the public,

and may require a commitment to new approaches to and

ways of thinking about success and quality education.  Cur-

rent evaluation systems do not reflect the goals and values

of First Nations.  As Matthew (cited in Jack, 1997) states:

…  the context in which First Nations exist today … is
sufficiently different from that of public schools that the
difference must be accounted for in the evaluation proc-
ess.  It is argued that evaluations conducted from a
technical point of view, utilizing criteria developed out-
side of the First Nations community to judge the worth
of the school programs are of limited value to First
Nations decision  makers.

Evaluation incorporates a number of different factors, and

includes the need to assess the school’s organization and

operations, teachers, and students. “Evaluation should be
seen as positive, not
punitive.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998

Evaluation is important
when you’re trying to
have a system recog-
nized.  It demonstrates
that you have the ca-
pacity to meet certain
goals and expectations.

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998.

“Don’t be defensive
about what you’re doing
at the school.  Find out
what people honestly
think about the school.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998.
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8.1 School Evaluations

School evaluations can be very time-consuming but also

very valuable exercises.  Comprehensive school evalua-

tions should be undertaken periodically, while smaller as-

sessments and checks should be more regular.

The need to evaluate First Nations schools raises a number

of important questions, such as who will choose the assess-

ment indicators, what information is relevant and should be

collected, and who will define effectiveness and success.

Currently, individuals who are sent by the provincial and fed-

eral government to evaluate First Nations schools some-

times lack an understanding of First Nations cultures and

priorities.  This makes it difficult for them to put the activi-

ties and programs they review into an appropriate context.

For this reason, it has been suggested by several people

that a process for peer evaluation would be useful, and that

the FNSA might be an appropriate vehicle for the organi-

zation of teams of First Nations schools representatives to

evaluate each other.   This issue has been a topic of dis-

cussion for some time.

Primarily, it has been noted, school evaluations should in-

volve determining how satisfied the community is with the

operations of the school, whether students generally stay in

and enjoy school, and whether they are gaining what they

need from their educational experiences.  The information

outlined throughout this framework paper is intended to of-

fer some other suggestions in regard to these questions,

indicating some of the key considerations which relate to

First Nations schools and education processes.

“A school’s evaluation
should consider its

transmission of culture.”
Workshop Participant,

May, 1998.

“We need more
how-to’s and examples
of school evaluations.

The  FNSA should
design a framework.
We also need more

people trained to do
evaluation.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998.
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Some of the crucial components, the workshop participants

suggested, are the school’s reflection of its goals and vi-

sion, the level of community involvement in the school, its

flexibility, ability to respond to change, and signs of improve-

ment, and its wholistic nature.  The evaluation may involve

conventional measures such as graduation rates, comple-

tion rates, attendance rates, and age/grade placement rates.

These indicators should not, however, be seen as the only,

or even the most important, considerations.

School evaluations may also involve assessments of the

school governing authority and administrative structures, as

well as the school’s infrastructure and school manuals.

In addition, evaluation of a school’s effectiveness will likely

include some consideration of the success of its programs,

and as language and culture are such crucial aspects of

First Nations schools, these programs must be among those

assessed.  The issue of evaluating language programs has

been a topic of interest for some time.  The summary of the

1996 FNESC regional sessions, for example, notes that

“First Nations are suggesting that they should come together

and jointly determine the goals of Aboriginal language pro-

grams and how they should set and evaluate standards”

(Williams, 1996).  Many of the workshop participants also

addressed this issue, and suggested that standards relat-

ing to language and culture must match the school and com-

munity’s goals, and should depend upon whether the focus

is on language and culture revival, retention, rejuvenation

and/or maintenance.

Ignace (1998) also directly addresses the issue of stand-

ards, evaluation and language programs, and presents a

similar conclusion.  Ignace notes that assessment criteria

“Evaluation of the school
should be school based.
It should fundamentally
ask “what’s important
to our school, and is
that happening?””

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998.

“We need to keep
accurate records of
where kids are, if
they’ve left school, why
they’ve left, and what
we’re going to do about
getting them back.
We also need to see
who’s going on to
post-secondary
education, training and
employment””

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998.
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for Aboriginal language programs that aim to promote the

continuity of intergenerational language transmission in-

clude: (a) its provision to students a level of proficiency so

that they can use the language in the community and use it

with such confidence and ease that they will speak it with

their children; and (b) the provision of incentives and meas-

ures for re-integrating the actual use of the language out-

side of the school, in the Aboriginal household and com-

munity.

Ignace (1998) also notes that Aboriginal language programs

can teach an appreciation of language and cultural knowl-

edge and skills, and that these programs have a valuable

place in the curriculum.  In general, Ignace suggests that

language programs should be evaluated according to the

objectives they set, which may range from fluency, to com-

petence in the language, to more knowledge about and

skills in the language.

As suggested above, the school governing agency, the com-

munity, families, teachers and students may all be involved

in answering questions related to school effectiveness and

success based upon collectively established goals and ex-

pectations.

8.2 Teacher Evaluations

It is also important that teachers be regarded as profes-

sionals, submitting their expertise to regular appraisals.

Teacher evaluations should be viewed as positive compo-

nents of school operations, as they can promote teacher

motivation, recognize the work and commitment of teach-

ers, and highlight areas for improvement, thereby fostering

professional development.

When evaluating teach-
ers, you may consider
whether they under-
stand and reflect the

school’s vision, philoso-
phy and goals in their

work.  You may also ask
whether they reflect

your language and cul-
tural goals, even if they
are not directly respon-

sible for language and
cultural programs.

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998.

“If the needs of the
students are addressed
it’s a quality system.”
Workshop Participant,

May, 1998.
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It was suggested at one workshop that the only aspects of

teacher effectiveness that can be assessed by people who

are external to the school is whether the teacher is certified,

and whether he or she passes a criminal records check.  All

other matters, it was argued, can only be properly assessed

by people working within the school.  School administra-

tors, for example, are best able to consider whether teach-

ers demonstrate adequate skills in terms of record keep-

ing, classroom preparation, job performance, commitment,

and understanding of the First Nations culture.  The evalua-

tion process itself should be open and adaptable.  Ideally,

teachers should be involved in the process of their own evalu-

ations, and should undertake self-assessments, so that they

have a full understanding of the goals and outcomes of the

evaluation process.  Other issues raised by the workshop

participants include the need for a response to recommen-

dations made, and the need for more administrative stabil-

ity so that teachers are provided some consistency in fol-

low-up.

8.3 Student Assessment

One of the most important but also controversial areas of

evaluation is student assessment.  For too many people,

student assessment dominates education;  whether in the

form of exams and tests, or marks and grades for course

work, its influence is pervasive.

Discussions of student assessment too often focus prima-

rily on testing students to determine their levels of compe-

tency in a variety of subject matters.  Some people view

standardized tests as “objective,” “rigorous,” “easily quanti-

fiable,” and therefore teacher-proof mechanisms that will

“What should students
know?  Ask them.
And ask their parents,
families and communi-
ties.  They can
determine what is
acceptable.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998

“We really need
information in this area,
as well as templates
and models for teacher
evaluation.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998



Standards ... 84

Table of Contents

guarantee validity.  Often this perspective of student assess-

ment distorts the learning process, as teachers teach to

the test, emphasize short-term memorizing, and cause anxi-

ety and stress in students.  It also means that testing is used

too much to categorize students, which is extremely prob-

lematic.  Levine (1995) argues that the “tyranny of the stand-

ardized measures” leads to pressures to trivialize, teach

isolated skills, and neglect higher-order skills, and Meier

(1995) suggests that they ignore the skills needed to func-

tion in a complex world, including being able to work collec-

tively, understand the perspectives of others, persevere, mo-

tivate, solve problems in a real-world context, lead, and value

moral integrity and social commitment.

Student assessment, therefore, should be viewed more

broadly than in terms of standardized testing, and it should

be thought of as a positive aspect of the learning process.

It is useful to set clear goals and high expectations for stu-

dents, and ensure that students are encouraged to meet

those goals.  As Rampal, Singh and Didyk (1984) found in

a study of First Nations communities in northern Manitoba,

there is a strong positive correlation between teacher ex-

pectations and student achievement.  And as one work-

shop participant commented, assessment should ascertain

whether, at each level, students are getting the knowledge,

skills and values they need to have their feet firmly planted

in both worlds.  As the OECD (1989) also reports, informa-

tion on performance can tell us what we’ve mastered, and

what we may want to learn more about.

Evaluation can sustain and motivate students, recognize

their efforts, monitor their progress on an ongoing basis,

and certify their competence.  Student assessment is also

key if First Nations students are to be allowed an opportu-

“Research is needed
regarding ways to

assess students that
will measure the things
that are important to

us but that are difficult
to measure.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998.

“Most of our students
at some point transfer
into the public system.
We have to recognize
that, and ensure that

they are able to
successfully make the

transition.”
Workshop Participant,

May, 1998

“We need training on
how to assess

students.  We need
examples of alternative
assessment tools, such

as portfolios, and
different record keeping
techniques and reporting

mechanisms.”
Workshop Participant,

May, 1998
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nity to transfer to other schools, gain entrance to post-sec-

ondary institutions, or gain employment.

Unfortunately, in some cases student evaluation is discour-

aging, because it emphasizes weaknesses and “failures.”

Rather, assessment can make a positive connection to edu-

cation if it moves beyond measurement to include highlight-

ing of strengths, guiding students on how to improve their

performance, and informing and shaping their learning proc-

ess.  This is often referred to as the instructional aspect of

assessment.  What is key to student assessment, then, is

to ensure that it is appropriately designed in terms of form,

use, level of difficulty, frequency, timing and feedback.  As-

sessment procedures must also be culturally appropriate;

too often, for example, First Nations students are labelled

as having special needs as a result of inappropriate testing

techniques.

Glassner (1990) argues that it is important to ask students

to demonstrate that they can use what they’ve learned, and

that they have mastered processes, demonstrating their

abilities rather than their memories.  It is also necessary to

carefully consider what will be rewarded;  for example, should

the assessment process recognize fast work or quality work,

quantity of participation or quality of participation, independ-

ent achievement or a cooperative attitude, or a combina-

tion or balance between each characteristic?  Alternative

approaches to assessment may include a continuous as-

sessment of students using their regular work (moving away

from formal exams or standardized tests), records of

achievements, portfolios, practical tasks, school-based

assessment by teachers, self-assessment by students, us-

ing the results as feedback to help define objectives and

encourage learners to take responsibility for their own learn-

One alternative assess-
ment method used by
several First Nations
communities is the
Structure of Intellect
(SOI) Program.  SOI is
intended to provide prac-
tical evaluations of the
basic learning skills of
students in grades K -
University, including
adults.  The program also
provides specific training
for any underdeveloped
skills which may be iden-
tified, and provides the
student with an under-
standing of their learning
strengths and learning
style.  The learning skills
that are taught through
the SOI program are
applicable to academic
achievement, as well as
being beneficial to self-
esteem, verbal compre-
hension, memory and
focusing skills which are
necessary for employ-
ment and success in
school.  SOI recognizes
that people learn in dif-
ferent ways, and empha-
sizes how students learn.

Best Practices Project
April, 1997
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ing.  Generally, effective schools may be those that focus

their student assessment mechanisms on what they see as

ultimately important in terms of student achievement, and

the values and principles students are expected to demon-

strate.

The workshop participants made a variety of additional

observations related to student assessment.  They indicated

that it should be used to demonstrate a mastery of subject

matter and skills appropriate at each grade level, and many

people argued that there should be no “social passing.”

Allowing children to advance grades without adequate

preparation, they argued, was setting them up for failure.

Student assessment, it was noted, should match the learn-

ing process, and should be structured to complement indi-

vidual needs and individual learning plans.  The need for

research into alternative assessment tools that can incor-

porate values, culture, and individual potential was also

emphasized by many people.

Generally, in all evaluations, whether they be school, teacher

or student assessments, it is most important that there be

follow-up on the recommendations or suggestions which

arise.  The evaluations should include recommendations

for improvement, and a plan of action to reward and con-

tinue the positive outcomes, and remediate and assist with

any weaknesses.  Implementing these clearly requires com-

mitment and adequate funding.  Evaluations which lay dor-

mant on shelves can cause frustration, bitterness and will

result in diminshed commitment to future assessment

processes.

I’ve seen lots of
evaluations.

Unfortunately, too
many of them are
sitting on shelves.

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998.
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9. Summary Comments

The issue of standards for First Nations education is ex-

tremely complex, and the consideration of this important

area will likely continue for some time.  The framework out-

lined above is intended only to promote discussion about

how First Nations schools might begin to develop meas-

ures which are appropriate and effective. As Delpit (1995)

notes, “asking or demanding that people work harder and

do more of what has always been done in the way that it has

always been done will not produce the needed changes or

results in education.”  This statement was echoed by a work-

shop participant, who noted that  “we musn’t be afraid to try

new approaches.  Too often, we go back to what we’re used

to.  We pattern our education system on what we know.  This

must stop.”

The imposition of standards that were developed for public

schools will not meet the needs of First Nations schools, a

fact which is clearly indicated by anecdotal information

based upon the years of experience of First Nations edu-

cators.  It is also clearly demonstrated by the unacceptably

low success rates of many First Nations students attending

public schools.

First Nations schools provide an important alternative for

many First Nations students.  Establishing measures to

demonstrate the effectiveness of those schools is an im-

portant aspect of increasing recognition of the real benefits

they create.  As many of the workshop participants noted,

there is a real difference in the children who are graduating

from First Nations schools, in terms of how secure they are,

“First Nations schools
are too often judged
within the context of
today only, without
consideration to past
and future develop-
ments.  Think about how
far they’ve come and
the accomplishments
they’ve made.  Previ-
ously, simply the idea of
First Nations schools
seemed unrealistic.
Now look!”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998

“Too many First Nations
schools are trying
harder, but with the
same tools.  We’re now
learning not to
try harder, but to try
differently”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998

“The more you do what
you’ve always done, the
more you’ll get what
you’ve always got.”

Workshop Participant,
May, 1998
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their sense of community, and their willingness to go on and

see the education they have as a first step.

It is clear that the availability of adequate funding is a key

factor in determining the success of First Nations schools

in each of the areas outlined above.  However, while there

is definitely a need for increased funding for First Nations

schools, this reality should not halt considerations of other

issues.

As Jack (1997) suggests, what is most important is that

standards are set at a level such that students will do their

best to achieve them with the support of parents, schools

and the community.  Educators alone can not make the nec-

essary decisions or changes to ensure the success of First

Nations schools; establishing school visions, and consid-

ering ways in which to measure the success of First Na-

tions schools in reflecting those visions, will require a com-

mitment from the entire community.

Enhancing and demonstrating the success of First Nations

schools will also be strengthened by coordinated efforts be-

tween schools, and this project is intended to reflect that

goal.  As one workshop participant commented, we need

to think more about how to support one another, and come

together in meaningful ways to work toward healthy and

positive futures for First Nations young people.  The First

Nations Education Steering Committee and First Nations

Schools Association are dedicated to such a concept, and

hope to continue to share ideas and research through a

continued consideration of the issues highlighted above.

“We need a sustained
commitment to change.”
Workshop Participant,

May, 1998
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Endnote 1.
General Discussions of School
Effectiveness and “Quality”
Education

The concept of school effectiveness and quality education

is a common concern, but one without precise definition or

a common set of criteria.  One indicator of quality used quite

consistently is student achievement, which is often related

to standardized achievements tests and national averages.

As Smith and Lusthaus (1995) outline, in some discussions

quality has been understood in relation to criterion-refer-

enced measures and normative test scores.  Throughout

the world, there is an increasing emphasis by the general

public on the “products” of education and the need to set

clear and precise measurements of effectiveness. This think-

ing, however, is somewhat limited.

“Quality” means different things to different observers, not

all people share the same perceptions of education priori-

ties, and the number and variety of duties assigned to

schools raises questions related to the quality of what,

and quality for whom?  There is no way, then, to avoid the

subjective nature of “quality.”  As a result, many people

argue that schools should be encouraged to establish

their own student and community centred definitions of

quality, which relate to determining the underlying goals of

the school and education system.

The possible definitions of effective schools, quality edu-

cation, school visions and/or educational goals, are al-

most unlimited.  Some descriptions focus primarily on

student achievement, such as:
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The purpose of the educational process is to assist
students in their development of the joy and tools for
learning which will permit them to live productive
lives in their world (National LEADership Network
Study, 1993).

The OECD (1995) cites the example of the Ontario

school system, which identified ten essential learning

outcomes for students, including:

• be able to use language to think, learn and commu-

nicate effectively;

• be able to use mathematical knowledge and skills

effectively;

• be able to apply scientific methods and knowledge

in understanding the world, solving problems, and making

responsible decisions;

• be able to use a wide variety of technologies effec-

tively;

• be able to apply historical and geographical knowl-

edge in analyzing world events and understanding differ-

ent cultures;

• show a commitment to peace, social justice and the

protection of the environment in their own community,

Canada and the world;

• have the skills needed to get along well with other

people, show respect for human rights, and practice

responsible citizenship;

• plan properly for entering the work force or continu-

ing education;

• appreciate, enjoy and participate in the arts; and

• build healthy lifestyles and relationships.

Goodland (cited in Smith and Lusthaus, 1995, p. 383 -

384) states that:
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[in order to improve the quality of schooling, we]
need to involve students in a variety of ways of
thinking, to introduce students to concepts and not
just facts, to provide situations that provoke and
evoke curiousity, to develop in students concern for
one’s own performance in work and the satisfaction
of meeting one’s own standards, to cultivate appre-
ciation of others through cooperative endeavours,
and to be concerned about the traits of mind and
character fostered in schools.

Many sources also recognize that the potential for student

success – and for failure – is often more closely associ-

ated with the education system than it is with individuals’

actions.  Some definitions of school goals and effective-

ness therefore include the responsibility of educators to

provide an environment in which continuous improvement

and quality education can be delivered.

The National LEADership Network Study (1993), for

example, highlights five necessities for school effective-

ness, including:

1. a commitment to improvement;

2. a philosophy of quality;

3. an end to a dependence on final products;

4. consistent training programs; and

5. leadership focused on helping people to improve

upon what they do.

Eastersen (1991) provides a list of some of the character-

istics commonly associated with effective schools and

strong student performance, which represents a summary

of a variety of sources.  The characteristics she identifies

include:
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• strong administrative leadership;

• high expectations for student achievement;

• an orderly atmosphere conducive to learning;

• an emphasis on basic skills acquisition;

• frequent monitoring of student progress;

• a focus on fundamental learning objectives of the

school;

• an efficient use of classroom time;

• fostering high levels of parental contact and

involvement; and

• goal specific staff development programs.

The Organization for Economic Cooperation and Devel-

opment (OECD, 1993) also outlines the following charac-

teristics of effective schools:

1. a commitment to clearly and commonly identified

goals;

2. collaborative planning and shared decision-making;

3. positive leadership in initiating and maintaining

improvements;

4. staff stability;

5. continuing staff development related to each

school’s goals;

6. carefully planned curriculum that ensures sufficient

place for each student to acquire essential knowl-

edge and skills;

7. high level of parental involvement and skills;

8. maximum use of learning time; and

9. a responsible education authority.

Finally, the preamble of the BC School Act states that:
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… it is the goal of a democratic society to ensure
that all its members receive an education that ena-
bles them to become personally fulfilled and publicly
useful, thereby increasing the strength and contribu-
tion to the health and stability of that society;

… the purpose of the British Columbia school sys-
tem is to enable all learners to develop their indi-
vidual potential and to acquire the knowledge, skills
and attitudes needed to contribute to a healthy,
democratic and pluralistic society and a prosperous
and sustainable economy.

The goals and visions of First Nations schools may share

some of the characteristics of quality and effective educa-

tion outlined above.  However, the perspectives of First

Nations people in terms of quality education will likely be

somewhat different, reflecting their unique cultures, tradi-

tions and histories.
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Appendix One --
Recommendations
Political

√ Discussions with the BC Teachers Federation and the
BC College of Teachers should continue, followed by
discussions with institutes offering teacher training pro-
grams, to consider issues of flexibility and alternate ap-
proaches.  Discussions should also continue regarding
appropriate recognition of teachers in First Nations
schools.

√ The Chiefs Action Committee should continue its discus-
sions with the Department of Indian Affairs regarding
improved access to capital funding for the building of
First Nations schools.

√ The Chiefs Action Committee should continue to pursue
the need for resources to develop new appropriate and
relevant curriculum.

√ Funding for special education must be pursued as a
priority.

Research and/or Project Management

√ The FNSA should coordinate a library exchange for First
Nations schools.

√ Fundraising for library resources should be pursued.

√ Research into practical examples of and analysis of the
benefits and challenges of alternate school calendars
should be initiated.
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√ Research into copyright and ownership of First Nations
language/ culture/ curriculum would be useful, including
the collection of relevant sample agreements.

√ The issue of curriculum development requires substantial
research, and should involve the development of a sam-
ple/template, and the creation of a list of people with
expertise in this area. The FNSA should also organize a
sharing of resources to develop new curriculum.

√ The Ministry of education should establish and share a list
of existing curriculum resources relevant for First Nations
schools.

√ The FNSA should begin the facilitation of staff/resource
people exchanges between schools.

√ The success of alternate teacher training programs
should be investigated, and research should be done
regarding the incorporation of new philosophies into
mainstream programs.

√ Special needs programs and services should be investi-
gated and their success should be analyzed.

√ Sample school handbooks and newsletters should be
collected and shared.

√ A forum to facilitate an exchange of ideas for fundraising
and ways to use existing funding sources creatively
should be organized.

√ More Best Practices in all areas of education should be
collected and shared, including from First Nations in other
provinces.
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√ The First Nations Schools Association should or-
ganize training in evaluation, sharing ideas for
different methods and approaches.  The FNSA
should also collect and share sample evaluations
and possibly develop templates.

√ FNESC/FNSA should begin a process for research-
ing child development / education from a traditional
perspective, involving considerations of how to fit
traditional practices back into education system.
Research should also be done to investigate
whether First Nations students have unique learning
styles, and if so, the characteristics of that style.

√ More research should be conducted regarding how
to bring students into the education system, and
allow/enable then to take responsibility for their own
education.

√ Possibilities for establishing economies of scale
should be explored.

√ Research is needed regarding assessment tools for
students that are culturally relevant/appropriate.

√ A comparative analysis of building requirements of
the federal and provincial governments would be
useful.

√ Possible governing authorities, and ways to in-
crease First Nations leaders’ commitment to and
involvement with education should be considered.
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