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The Schools Speak:
Creating Conditions for Success of
First Nation, Métis and Inuit1 Students
in the Simcoe County District School Board.
Executive Summary
This research builds on and complements Simcoe County District School Board‘s
earlier report entitled ―Spontaneous Laughter and Good Marks:” Creating
Conditions of Success of First Nation, Métis and Inuit Students in the SCDSB.
While that study focused on the perspectives of First Nation and Métis students,
parents and educational leaders, this report shifts focus to the people within the
schools: teachers, principals and support staff as well as the staff of the Urban
Aboriginal Education Pilot Project (UAEPP). This report presents the results of
the Board‘s continuing investigation into the factors influencing school success
for First Nation, Métis and Inuit students. At the same time, it provides a set of
baseline understandings of what the people most directly involved in schools as
the UAEPP initiative began in 2008 have to tell us. Because this research was
conducted once the initiative was underway, this study also serves as something
of a formative evaluation of the effects of the UAEPP during its first months. The
immediacy of its effects are one of the most notable aspects of the study. Over
all, the results provide suggestions for all those involved in education in the
Simcoe County District School Board (SCDSB) concerning best practices in
addressing questions of student success. Sustaining the momentum inspired by
the UAEPP initiatives; providing professional development opportunities for
teachers; continuing support provided by the Child and Youth Workers; and
enhancing community connections with First Nation, Métis and Inuit people are
the most significant needs expressed. While the study is focused on First Nation,
Métis and Inuit students, preliminary results appear to indicate that what works
best with those students works well with most students. In keeping with the long
term plans for improving Aboriginal student achievement as well as shifting
fundamental relations between schools and First Nation, Métis and Inuit people,
the report becomes one more layer in the on-going and ever evolving challenges
of building sound policies and practices to promote success for First Nation,
Métis and Inuit students within the schools of the SCDSB and beyond.
NOTE: Teachers, support staff and administrators willingly shared their views in this
research. The purpose of this report is to represent those thoughts as fairly and
truthfully as possible. Aspects of what has been said point explicitly or implicitly to the
need for on-going support for all study participants as they work to change many long
standing attitudes and ways of working with First Nation, Métis and Inuit students. The
researchers recognize the incredibly hard work done by those involved in schools and
the difficult circumstances that often must be navigated.
1

While the emphasis of the project includes a focus on Inuit school success, at
the time of the research and writing, no one in the schools involved had
identified as Inuit. For this reason, on occasion in the report, the reader will see
reference to First Nation and Métis students.
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SECTION 1: INTRODUCTION TO THE REPORT
A. Research Topic
This piece of research builds on and complements Haig-Brown Research &
Consulting‘s earlier report to the Simcoe County District School Board (SCDSB)
entitled “Spontaneous Laughter and Good Marks:” Creating Conditions for
Success for First Nation, Métis and Inuit Students in the SCDSB. While that study
focused on the perspectives of First Nation and Métis students, parents and
educational leaders, this one shifts focus to the narratives of people within the
schools: teachers, principals and support staff as well as the staff of the Urban
Aboriginal Education Pilot Project (UAEPP). The report presents another facet of
the Board‘s continuing investigation into the factors influencing school success
for First Nation, Métis and Inuit students. At the same time, it provides a set of
baseline understandings of what the people working professionally in schools
have to tell us at the point when the UAEPP began. Because this research was
conducted once the initiative was underway, the study has also served as
something of a formative evaluation of the effects of the UAEPP during its first
months. The immediacy of the effects is one of the key findings of the study.
Over all, the results provide suggestions and raise deeper questions for all those
involved in education in the SCDSB concerning best practices in addressing
questions of student success. While the study is focused on First Nation, Métis
and Inuit students, preliminary results appear to indicate that what works best
with those students has positive effects for most students. Notably, those who
participated in the study indicate a clear understanding of the need for sustained
action to support Aboriginal student achievement. In keeping with the plans for
deep investigation into what exactly leads to enhanced Aboriginal student
achievement, this report becomes one more layer in the on-going and ever
evolving challenges of building sound policies and practices which promote
success for First Nation, Métis and Inuit students within the schools of the SCDSB
and beyond.
B. Conceptual Framework.
The study begins with a focus on the framework developed through participation
with First Nation parents, students and community educational leaders in our
earlier study, Spontaneous Laughter. It is based in the current, innovative
scholarship of Indigenous Thought, a philosophy that draws on old traditions to
inform contemporary analysis. The study begins with an explicit connection to
the teachings or concepts of the Sacred Circle and moves to an honouring of the
Seven Teachings of the Anishinaabe and the Métis flag as ways to frame both the
research approaches and the results of the study.
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Northern Door: Physical
ACTING IN WISDOM

Western
Door:
Intellectual
KNOWLEDGE

Eastern
Door:
Spiritual
VISION

RELATIONSHIPS
Southern Door: Emotional
An Indigenous philosophical concept of holism informs and underpins this
representation based in the Sacred Circle
Drawing on the work of Stó:lō scholar Dr. Jo-ann Archibald and mixed heritage
Hodenosaunee scholar Sandra Styres, this holistic philosophy exists in reciprocal
relation to the circle and ―refers to the interrelatedness among the intellectual,
spiritual, emotional and physical realms to form a whole healthy person….The
image of a circle is used by many First Nations peoples to symbolize wholeness,
completeness, and ultimately wellness.‖ (Archibald 2008, p.11) The Medicine
Wheel or Sacred Circle has been taken up by many who engage with Indigenous
Knowledge. While it is seen as a readily accessible heuristic for some, the
7

complexities of the theory underlying and surrounding the circle—or what some
First Nation people might refer to as the Teachings of the Circle—are revealed
only by working alongside experienced First Nation teachers over time. For this
study, the circle serves as a strong organizer and provides profound insights for
those who take the time to engage deeply with its implications.

Restorative Practices are
one example of a school
initiative being located in
relation to the Medicine
Wheel/Sacred Circle. As
discussed later in the
report, resonances
between a number of
initiatives such as this one
and the Circle are being
increasingly recognized.

At the same time, the people involved and the influence of the UAEPP have
brought to the fore two additional concepts arising out of Indigenous Knowledge
and informing the report. The Seven Teachings of the Anishinaabe and the Métis
flag in their strong presence in the schools and classrooms and their shaping of
the discourses developing there clearly shaped what many study participants had
to say. While the Seven Teachings were implicit in much of what was being said
in Spontaneous Laughter, in this report, they are explicit. The Métis flag, older
than the Maple Leaf by about 150 years, symbolizes the coming together of two
distinct and vibrant cultures, to form a distinctly new culture which will exist
forever.2 The Métis flag is increasingly present in the schools and classrooms of
the four schools of this study. The use of concepts from Indigenous Thought, as
the theory informing this study, promises a contribution to scholarly literature
even as it informs everyday practices in schools.

2

(Accessed September 20, 2009
http://www.metisresourcecentre.mb.ca/history/flag.htm)
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As with the Spontaneous Laughter report, a number of existing studies served as
foundation for this work. Community direction given in the
Barrie/Midland/Orillia Final Report provides one starting point for this work. The
following quote raises some of the concerns expressed by the participants in that
study.
Racism in schools was cited as a major problem both in terms of lack
of curriculum in courses where Aboriginal students can ―meet
themselves‖ in a positive manner and interaction with non-Aboriginal
students. Aboriginal history and contemporary issues are increasingly
being taught in a more appropriate way in schools, but a great deal
remains to be done…. (Urban Aboriginal Task Force p.99)
Spontaneous Laughter itself laid the ground work for hearing from the
professionals in schools. In that report, First Nation students, parents and
educational leaders called for schools which welcomed and challenged students
to become the best scholars and human beings they possibly can be. This report
on the second phase of the research associated with the UAEPP places its results
within the context of the goals of First Nation people in and outside the schools
as expressed in Spontaneous Laughter. It expands the groups whose words inform
and now assess the UAEPP initiative to those involved as professionals within the
schools. Commitment to mutually respectful collaboration with stakeholders is a
goal. Maōri scholar, Professor Russell Bishop‘s seminal work,
Whakawhanaungatanga: Collaborative Research Stories and Cree scholar, Verna
St. Denis‘s community-based research provide the theory and guidance for such
an approach. In this case, the conversations between and among the researchers
and the other participants focused specifically on seeking clarity from teachers,
administrators and support staff in schools as well as recently hired UAEPP staff
on their thoughts for creating positive learning environments for First Nation
and Métis students.
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As a piece of critically informed qualitative work, this study employs Indigenous
approaches to working with study participants. In this case the methodology is
inseparable from the conceptual framework of the study as it is based in a
decolonizing approach (See Linda Tuhiwai Smith 1999). Circlework (Graveline
1998) and one-on-one research conversations allowed the participants to begin
or, in some cases, to continue to think through their relation to First Nation,
Métis and Inuit students and knowledges in the classrooms and schools of the
SCDSB. In keeping with a decolonizing approach, historical and current
contextualization of the study is integral. Cognizant of the Williams Treaties
(Blair 2008) which make all Canadians and First Nation peoples currently living in
the region ―treaty people,‖ recognizing the longstanding and significant
population of Métis people, and respectful of the Inuit people, a smaller group in
this area and part of Canada‘s founding nations, the researchers see these
histories, intersecting as they do in the contemporary urban context of Barrie, as
inextricably linked to this study.
Many educators are familiar with the more general history and current
circumstances of First Nation, Métis and Inuit students‘ schooling. Whether
explicitly or unconsciously, these circumstances include the complex and
interconnected effects of the on-going legacy of residential schools; the
consequent intergenerational mistrust of schools; as well as deficit theorizing on
the part of some school personnel. (See Shields, Bishop and Mazawi 2005 on
deficit theorizing.) While some students have achieved considerable success
through the support of family and individual teachers, far too many are not as
successful as they could and should be. While some people working in schools are
able to infuse First Nation, Métis and Inuit aspects into their various curriculum
areas, for others, this is a very new and sometimes questionable idea. This study
has some resonances with a number of the works of Maōri scholar Professor
Russell Bishop and his colleagues in their analysis of best practices for enhancing
the success of Maōri students in mainstream public schools in Aotearoa/New
Zealand. In particular, the sincere desire on the part of school personnel wanting
to enhance student success points to the need for continuing support in terms of
on-going as opposed to one event professional development.
C. Context of the Study
When it came to conducting interview-conversations and circlework groups with
school administrators, teachers, and other staff on their thoughts related to the
success of First Nation, Métis and Inuit students, it was immediately evident
that the people working within SCDSB are on the move. In the year prior to this
study, significant strides in the self-identification process for First Nation, Métis
and Inuit students had raised the consciousness of many to the presence of the
students in their schools. With the first steps to introducing the UAEPP following
the implementation of that initiative, there was a quick response from the
schools, accompanied by an ever-increasing momentum. As a result, the
gathering of baseline data at the time this study was initiated became almost
10

impossible. Rather participants were asked to remind themselves what they were
thinking at a similar time in the previous school year prior even to selfidentification. While this can never be as detailed a view as one might have
accessed at the time, it did allow participants to reflect on and articulate their
foremost and persisting earlier thoughts.
A second major influence on the conversations which form the basis for this
report was the threat of the early demise of the various initiatives related to the
work of the UAEPP staff including the presence of itinerant resource teachers
and Child and Youth Workers in the schools, designated space for First Nation,
Métis and Inuit students, access to professional learning communities and funding
for resources related to First Nation, Métis and Inuit curriculum development.
This curriculum development includes both materials and approaches specifically
related to the diversity of First Nation, Métis and Inuit students in the classrooms
as well as materials related to First Nation, Métis and Inuit understandings
important for all students in Canadian secondary schools. In addition to
negotiating the tensions accompanying any new project, particularly with
intentions as far-reaching as this one, all participants had the added stress of
dealing with something that appeared to be over almost before it had begun.
Through no fault of anyone, the time required to hire qualified staff, organize
their specific duties and find space for their work resulted in the major thrust of
the initiative beginning to take effect in the schools in late January. As the
research for this study began then, these two contextual dimensions played a
role in what the people participating in the study had to say.
As will become evident in the presentation of the results of the study, even as
there are some common themes that arise from what the people had to say, the
varied approaches between and among schools yielded significantly varying
results. The four schools involve different age groups; exist in different
locations; have different histories in relation to First Nation, Métis and Inuit
students and studies. Participants have a range of different experiences with
Aboriginal people. The location and condition of the ―lodges‖ varied. Secondary
time tables can affect the students‘ access to lodges, activities, CYWs, etc.
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SECTION 2 : RESEARCH DESIGN
We can only anticipate so many questions. But there might be things that
we didn’t think to ask that you think are important to share, so please feel
free to bring up those topics as well.
Research assistant
Fundamental to our work with the teachers and other school personnel was the
use of circlework. Our approach was based in the following understanding of the
use of a sharing circle for research which respects the relation of each aspect of
our lives to the land, all beings and each other.
A. The Circle
The circle represents wholeness, connectedness, and interconnectedness that
brings all of creation together in a circle of dependent and interdependent
relationships grounded in the land and under the great mystery. We are all a part
of the land beneath us, the sky above us, and all that surrounds us. Our past is a
part of our present and our present informs our future. All is in flux. Within the
circle we demonstrate respect for and validate each others‘ contributions as
integral components of the interconnected whole. The circle is organic rather
than static and linear and as such there is dynamic synergic movement of
dialoguing within and around the circle. We move into the circle through the
Vision of the Eastern Door. Moving through the circle takes us to Relationships
and the Southern Door. The Western Door is a place of Knowledge and in the
North lies Action inseparable from Wisdom. Full circle brings us back to the
Vision.
When using circlework as a research approach, certain protocol is followed
although it may vary from place to place and person to person. Sometimes a rock
or feather is passed around the circle from one person to the next as they take
their turn to speak. Only the person holding the rock speaks. That person has an
opportunity to speak uninterrupted. Usually a person speaks only for themselves
about what is on their mind. Especially at the beginning of the circlework, it is
not a time to respond directly to another person in the circle but rather to
reflect deeply on one‘s own thoughts and feelings. A person may pass if s/he has
nothing s/he wants to say.
A most important dimension of the circle is the group members‘ willingness and
capacity to listen to each other. This is also the aspect most important to
research conducted in a way that respects the circle. Researchers come to the
research conversations whether in circlework or one-on-one interviews as
learners. They do not come as experts but rather to listen carefully to the people
most directly involved in a particular experience. In this approach, the people
closest to their work are seen to be the experts in the matter.
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B. Research Team
In total three researchers conducted face-to-face research conversations with
approximately thirty other people. All conversations were recorded digitally and
transcribed verbatim. The principal researcher interviewed six administrators
from the four schools one-on-one and interacted with the school staff connected
with the UAEPP in one formal circlework session and several informal meetings
and other exchanges. The principal researcher also worked closely with two
research assistants, both doctoral students from York University and of First
Nation ancestry,3 who conducted circlework with and/or interviewed teachers
and support staff from the four schools involved. The research assistants decided
not to identify themselves as First Nation unless they were asked. No one asked.
All participants volunteered and school board protocol regarding research with
human participants was strictly adhered to. In examining the existing transcripts,
the researchers determined the point that ―information saturation‖ had been
realised when additional interviews were bringing in little new information. At
that point, they also had interviewed and conducted circlework with all those
who volunteered and decided it was not necessary to solicit more participants.
The rich narratives of people‘s lives in schools in relation to First Nation, Métis
and Inuit peoples, their histories and current contexts make up the recordings.
C. Confidentiality
One of the problems in constructing the report itself has been to maintain an
acceptable level of confidentiality for the people involved. This concern surfaced
at a preliminary report given to the UAEPP Sub-Steering Committee. Because of
the relatively small numbers who agreed to participate in the study and the very
specific roles each of them plays within the four designated schools, it has been
necessary to make every effort to mask specific details of their identities. All
direct quotations included in the report are simply attributed to ―study
participants.‖ Occasionally, when necessary, composite representations of
speakers have been created or gender is blurred through changing the pronouns
used for particular speakers.
D. Research Conversations and Circlework Groups
In keeping with Bishop‘s approach to research and the principal researcher‘s
earlier work, ―research conversations‖ were deemed to be the best approach for
respectful engagement. Rather than relying on a pre-determined, more rigid
interview schedule, this approach promotes careful listening which allows
unexpected topics to surface and the participants to take more direct control
over the emphases of the exchanges. The approach to the interviews and
circlework was semi-structured and participant-led as far as possible. The
assumption underlying this approach is a fundamental respect for the person‘s
3

For Spontaneous Laughter, the main research assistant was Métis.
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experiences and a commitment to seeking the insights arising from and available
in the articulation of these experiences. At the same time, a list of
topics/questions was made available as a guide for the participants prior to the
start of the conversations. Researchers began with a broad question and
continued their questioning by listening carefully to initial responses and then
following up on specific areas raised by other study participants. Participant-led
research such as this allows the opportunity for much deeper revelations of the
issues at hand. At the same time, the researchers who are all experienced in
working in contexts related to First Nation, Métis and/or Inuit education did not
hesitate to probe any areas, including unanticipated ones, that came up in the
conversations and that were seen to be useful to the question of student success
or lack thereof.
As noted above, interviews and circlework conversations were digitally recorded
and transcribed verbatim. In this way, the people‘s own words are consistently
available to inform the analysis. Researchers do not rely merely on memory or
their own notes. The full transcriptions allow for iterative and recursive reviews
of the conversations long after the initial interactions. They also allow the
inclusion of at least some of the specific words shared with the researchers as
appropriate and revealing. The excerpts presented have been edited only to
eliminate repetition, conversational insertions such as ―you know‖ and ―kinda‖
and for clarity. Every effort to maintain the integrity of the comments has been
made.
E. Analysis
Analysis involving all three researchers began by jointly teasing out themes
which arose across interviews. Glaser and Strauss‘s constant comparative method
served as a loose guide to the process. That approach allowed themes identified
in one conversation that recur in others to frame the report. While there was
some thought given to following the pattern of analysis established in
Spontaneous Laughter, once a thorough re-analysis of the interview and
circlework transcripts was completed, a different set of focal points were
deemed more appropriate to structure this report. Other sources of data include
researchers‘ notes, previous reports, the original proposal, photographs and
some documents from the staff of the UAEPP. Photographs included in the
report, including those which are the product of HBR&C, are used with
permission of the Simcoe County District School Board. The principal researcher
also met informally with various members of the UAEPP staff when in the schools
for other reasons (e.g. meetings with the Provincial evaluator; when York
University‘s Teacher Candidates were placed with the staff for their Aboriginal
placement). A formal year-end meeting with staff of the UAEPP provided
documentary information for the internal evaluation which is to be further
developed throughout 2009-10. At the same time, aspects of what was gathered
there have served to inform this report. The UAEPP Sub-Steering Committee has
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received interim reports on the progress of the research and has offered valuable
contributions to its final form.
The final section of the report lays out issues that arise in several places across
the interviews as well as recommendations out of those themes. It also
introduces some maverick elements that may be informative to the goals of the
project. The principal researcher and research assistants worked together on all
aspects of the research from preparing the questions, conducting the interviews
and circlework groups, analyzing the transcripts and contributing to the final
report.
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SECTION 3: RESULTS OF THE STUDY
I need to change my whole way of thinking. I need to change my whole
culture and I feel like I’m still figuring that out.
Teacher from UAEPP school
A. Introduction
While it was initially intended that these chapters would provide a snapshot of
thoughts on curriculum, schools and classrooms prior to the initiation of the
UAEPP, as has been noted above, this became close to impossible for two main
reasons. The focus on self-identification, which had been initiated in early 2008,
had already brought First Nation, Métis and Inuit students more directly into the
consciousness of all administrators and many other staff members. Secondly,
once the real work of the UAEPP began, it had an immediate impact on daily life
in the schools primarily through the three main components: 1) Itinerant
Resource Teachers, with expertise in First Nation, Métis and Inuit education, and
Child and Youth Workers; 2) the creation of designated space for First Nation,
Métis and Inuit students and their allies; and 3) funding for additional resources
to enhance the library and class materials available to all students.
That being said, the transcripts have been mined for each person‘s memories as
they were asked to recall their time in schools and classrooms before the
Ministry-driven initiatives arising out of the First Nation, Métis and Inuit
Education Policy Framework began to create effects. The first part of this
section begins with those comments. It then moves to representations of the
components of the UAEPP, in particular the staffs‘ perceptions of their work and
its context. Both varied widely depending on roles assigned, particular strengths
and interests, school location, experience and openness to change among other
things. Finally, the heart of the matter is revealed: what the people who have
been working in the schools as administrators, teachers and support staff had to
say about their sense of enhancing the experiences and successes of First Nation,
Métis and Inuit students once the UAEPP was underway.
As it is important to assess First Nation, Métis and Inuit students‘ needs for
success in schools in the particular context of the SCDSB, this research also had
the goal of establishing some measure of how people in schools are transforming
their existing knowledge as they engage with the UAEPP in their daily practices.
The report becomes something of an interim evaluation as it lays out the shifts
related to initial understandings of student success as articulated by the school
personnel. The focus of the interviews was on aspects of schooling, including
those implemented with the pilot project, which are deemed to be working well,
places that need to be addressed and then to those seen to be goals for the
future, in order to enhance First Nation, Métis and Inuit students‘ successes in
schools. While many educators have some passing knowledge of the history and
current circumstances of Aboriginal students‘ school experiences, the project is
17

definitely bringing a new awareness and in some cases a change in attitude to a
significant proportion of the people involved. Acknowledging the continuing
effects of residential schools; seeing the relation to an intergenerational mistrust
of schools; and considering ways to excise deficit theorizing from their
assumptions are all dimensions of participants‘ increasing attention to First
Nation, Métis and Inuit student success. While some students have achieved
considerable success, far too many are not as successful as they should be. Much
work remains to be done and it will only be accomplished through a sustained
and sustainable commitment to this complex work.
B. Before Implementation of the Ontario First Nation, Métis and Inuit
Education Policy Framework
If the time frame’s a year ago, if that’s the time frame, I didn’t even give
it a thought a year ago because there has been nothing in this board since
I’ve been here.
Study participant
Let us begin at the beginning. What were the professionals who work in various
capacities in the schools thinking and what did they say to the researchers about
their knowledge of First Nation, Métis and Inuit students prior to the
implementation of the Ontario First Nation, Métis and Inuit Education Policy
Framework? As will become clear, there were varying degrees of understanding
of First Nation, Métis and Inuit cultures, issues and histories and even variation in
awareness of the existence of the students. Some were very knowledgeable,
some had experience in other contexts with Aboriginal students, and one had
even worked on the original proposal for the UAEPP; still others admitted their
knowledge and awareness were minimal or even non-existent. For some a
particular view of the principle of ―treating all students the same‖ had taken
precedent over acknowledging and responding to differences.
1. Consciousness of First Nation, Métis and Inuit
Students
Many of the participants acknowledged they had not been conscious of the
presence of First Nation or Métis students in their schools. When asked what they
were thinking about the students, the responses that follow are most
representative.
Personally I would have thought nothing. I would not have been any more
aware that it should be a special initiative or that we have more concerns
with Aboriginal students than of any other [area] students. A year ago I
wouldn‘t have thought any different. Now I think differently because of our
board‘s initiative. Because it‘s in the schools. It‘s just through an awareness
being brought upon me. Not any awareness on my own part.
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A colleague concurred:
I think I have to agree. I don‘t think until this year I really identified
Aboriginal success outside of the success of the remainder of the
population. But right now of course it‘s forefront and we think about it. And
we know the students. I think there‘s a bit of awareness where before there
was anonymity out there where we weren‘t sure who…you just don‘t know
right. And so like now it‘s [self] identification and some program that we‘re
able to focus on.
Another participant spoke with clarity about the situation in previous years. She
said,
Before the program or project in this school I don‘t think the staff as
whole, and me included, really gave Aboriginal students a thought: they
were a part of our student body and there was a program for all. We
didn‘t see Aboriginal students as Aboriginal students; we saw them as
[school name] students and we have a program that everybody has the
opportunity to take part in. I can confidently say that there was no
distinct separate thought of these other students in our building and
they were seen as just one of the whole.
Similarly,
Last year, prior to the project, I don‘t think we were thinking about
Aboriginal students per se. That‘s not to say we weren‘t thinking about
Aboriginal students [as students]. We were thinking about all students and
we were thinking about how do we meet the needs of all our students
regardless of their backgrounds? Most importantly, what can we do to meet
the needs of all students using differentiated instruction? What can we do
to connect with parents? What can we do to connect with community
organizations?…My thought is really to recognize difference and that‘s part
of what we‘re going to do to help serve the needs of these students.
In a number of cases, participants had more extensive experience with First
Nation, Métis and Inuit students than others either because they were perceived
to be a larger proportion of a school and community population or because a
particular event had had a strong effect on the individual. When asked what they
were thinking about First Nation, Métis and Inuit students in the year prior to this
one, a participant said:
From my perspective, I see the First Nation, Métis, and Inuit students often
and almost always as a very needy population. Often they are very transient
in their education background so when we register them at our school, they
have often attended many more schools than our other new registration
students. And often [they have] just a lot of baggage that comes with them.
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They are very needy. They need a lot of support. They need the resource
and withdrawal. They need understanding teachers and they need a lot of
community supports. And although those are often provided for them
through guidance, I don‘t feel that they take advantage of the supports and
utilize them to the extent that we try and encourage them to. Personally,
as a teacher, the first year I taught, I had some Aboriginal students and one
committed suicide over the summer. And I think the thing that opened my
eyes to that population and its difficulty was just my interest in that
particular case.
While it is important not to over-generalize from this tragic event, it is also
important to take very seriously the disturbing suicide statistics for Aboriginal
youth. Another respondent spoke of his/her prior experience but this time of the
importance of establishing a single, strong connection with a student as integral
to success. He said:
In my short experience in teaching, I have actually quite a bit of experience
with First Nation students. I also grew up close to a reserve and the
schools that I attended had a lot of First Nations students in them. I don‘t
think I‘ve changed any of my techniques working with them. I treat all
students who are at-risk the same. I meet the needs that they have but I
have always tried to kind of make that connection with Aboriginal students
because I‘ve had experience in the past where I‘ve had a First Nations
student who was struggling in my class and I made that connection. I had a
history book from that particular reserve. It had men who had fought in
World War I or World War II and he actually found some of his family
members in it. To see the transition that he made from just that small
connection: starting to show up to class and just changing his entire
attitude because someone actually cared. You know I don‘t know that he
actually had that outside of school and that really inspired me to reach out
to those students.
One person talked of his/her knowledge of relations between Canada and
―Native people‖ but commented that he had not connected that to First Nation
and Métis students in a contemporary context.
I don‘t think that I‘m more conscious of [Native relations] now than I was
last year. Because most of my background is history, I do think about it on a
daily basis only because I try to work it into [my courses]. For
instance…right now I‘m teaching my Grade 10‘s about the 1920s so there‘s
a lot of xenophobia, a lot of problems with racism in the 1920s that leads
into the Holocaust. So I try to bring in -- not just Jewish people and African
Americans and African Canadians but -- how did we treat Native people in
that time as well. The introduction of [one of] the first residential schools
in the 1920s. I try to bring it in that way. But I‘m not so sure I‘m conscious
of, ―Is this helpful to my Native students?‖ Is this just something that‘s
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terribly painful and now I‘ve brought it up and made it part of an inclusive
lesson but am not really been conscious of how it would affect a Native
student?
The rising sensitivity to the effects of a lesson such as this is one example of an
unanticipated positive influence of the UAEPP in the participating schools.
Another study participant had this to say:
Prior to this project, we never thought about Aboriginal education. I mean I
knew there were some Aboriginal students in my school simply because
there is a lot of subsidized housing which is Aboriginal housing for some
families, but I had no idea the extent [of Aboriginal students here] prior to
the self-identification process…[Now we know] there is a significant
percentage in the school. That surprises me because I didn‘t realize there
were that many students who were of Aboriginal heritage.
While making an immediate connection to subsidized housing raises some
interesting questions, even as it is qualified, the person involved indicates a
palpable shift from speculation of absence to evidence-based knowledge of a
significant presence.
Not only were participants very open about their lack of awareness of First
Nation, Métis and Inuit students in their schools, they had also rarely considered
the presence of First Nation, Métis or Inuit staff in their schools. Very few of the
participants mentioned them. One educator stated that prior to UAEPP, she did
not know that some of the teachers and educational assistants in her school had
First Nation or Métis heritage: it had simply never come up. A couple of
educators mentioned that more First Nation and Métis educators are needed in
Simcoe County. Another participant could recall only one First Nation educator
who had worked at her school a few years ago and did ―a lot of First Nation
things‖ and she could not think of anything related to First Nation, Métis or Inuit
culture that had taken place at her school since that educator‘s departure. With
regard to a First Nation, Métis or Inuit presence in their school, one circlework
group remembered a mural of First Nation person that used to cover a wall of
their school a few years ago. It was described as ―terrible.‖ For these teachers,
the removal of the mural was long overdue. In terms of co-curricular activities,
two participants mentioned that very few First Nation and Métis students
participate.
Taking up a different perspective, one participant has anticipated the need for a
focus on First Nation, Métis and Inuit students and was particularly pleased that
his school was chosen as a site for UAEPP, ―I was quite pleased to hear about it
because I knew we had a number of Aboriginal kids at our school and so it made
sense that our school was selected.‖ While bringing in a differentiation that
deserves further discussion, another person appreciated the change in
understanding she experienced, ―See it‘s funny eh? If you asked me last year,
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what‘s the difference between an Aboriginal student and a Canadian, I would say
as a blanket statement, everybody just comes to school. There is no difference.‖
One participant speaks of the immediate effect, in this case, of the selfidentification process.
Along came the Urban Aboriginal project and I remember back in first
semester Lisa coming into the school to talk about the project and to talk
about Aboriginal students and the whole self-identification process. At first,
that made staff step back and go, ―Whoa! Like what do you mean? Like why
are these kids being separated?‖ It brought an awareness to staff that, yes,
we do have Aboriginal students in the school and…they started thinking
about the Aboriginal students who they know are Aboriginal. At the time,
none of them were succeeding academically. Many of them were here
because it‘s a good place to be. It‘s safe; it‘s dry; they can get fed if they
need to; all that stuff….As soon as Lisa started talking about this Aboriginal
programming, about having academic success and engaging them in a
program, you know the rest of it. Then people started to step back and look
at their class list and say, ―Hmm, I think this person is Aboriginal.‖ That
was extremely helpful.
While it has generally been made very clear that it is not up to staff to identify
students who choose not to self-identify, the point being made above is that for
some staff, for the first time, they began to be conscious that they might have
First Nation and Métis students in their classes. Once conscious, they could be
clearer about the levels of success the student was experiencing.
Another participant said, ―In the past when I first came to this school, there
were no Aboriginal students. It was just one cultural group.‖ Based on the longer
comment above, one is left wondering if there really were no Aboriginal students
or whether increased consciousness is opening possibilities previously unavailable
to school personnel. In addition, they noticed that the majority of the students
that they thought were Aboriginal were not doing very well academically. While
one might raise concerns about the assumptions being made, once that question
arises, the will to address it can follow.
The idea of success for First Nation, Métis and Inuit students took participants a
step farther in their thinking. One participant said, ―I don‘t think until this year I
really identified Aboriginal success outside of the success of the remainder of the
population.‖
Another educator commented:
Our goal is to have students graduate and so in all honesty we weren‘t
looking at Aboriginal students in particular as a focus but we‘re looking at
all students including Aboriginal students...We were thinking about how
do we meet the needs of all our students regardless of their background.
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On the other hand, one teacher indicated that the Student Success program has
―a disproportionate number of Aboriginal students.‖ Although Student Success is
a support that First Nation and Métis students who are at-risk of school failure
have access to, it is not specifically for them but rather for any at-risk student.
Many of the teachers who were interviewed perceived that programs or supports
specific to First Nation and Métis students did not exist within their schools prior
to UAEPP. One participant said, ―There wasn‘t anything available in the school‖
in terms of resources or support for First Nation and Métis students.
2. Addressing the Gaps
Participants were clear that if they wanted to learn about First Nation, Métis and
Inuit cultures, histories, and current realities, they had to find that information
on their own, as there was little in the way of professional development related
to First Nation, Métis and Inuit issues. One person said:
I guess if I‘m going to be very honest, you would have to seek that
[information on First Nation, Métis and Inuit history and culture] yourself,
we have a lot on our plate anyway. Seeking out people to help you with
things is secondary to keeping it all under control….I wish I could seek out
more help. I wish I had more time to do that.
Not only did participants express concerns about lack of time, but also they did
not know where to go to acquire the knowledge they were seeking. Many did not
know of any opportunities for professional development in First Nation, Métis and
Inuit other than the ―Teacher of Native Children‖ Additional Qualification. Two
people had completed this qualification in the previous year. Most had no
professional development related to First Nation, Métis and Inuit education. And
minimal knowledge and awareness of First Nation, Métis, and Inuit cultures,
histories, and current realities. They worried primarily about offending First
Nation, Métis and Inuit peoples or passing along ―wrong or bad information‖ to
their students. These same people voiced a strong desire to participate in more
professional development in the area.
Some participants, while they thought that professional development was
important for their own cultural awareness and sensitivity, did not think it could
prepare them to infuse aspects of First Nation, Métis and Inuit cultures in their
teaching. One person said:
That‘s not my background and I really quite honestly don‘t feel
comfortable. It‘s not my history. It‘s not my knowledge base and I don‘t
want to give wrong information, inappropriate information. I don‘t want
to promote ignorance. So, go to the source [First Nation, Métis and Inuit
peoples].
More than one person with experience in other boards, had some strong words
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about this lack of knowledge. One person said, ―I think Simcoe County lags
behind other boards in terms of cross-cultural experiences for staff and
learning.‖ Another commented, ―I see Simcoe County District School Board as
being about twenty years behind a lot of school boards in this initiative
[UAEPP].‖ This participant evaluated the Ontario School Board in which s/he
previously worked as ―light years ahead of this board and they probably have the
same sort of numbers [of First Nation, Métis and Inuit students] within their
district.‖ She described her former School Board by saying that, ―I mean they‘ve
got counsellors. They‘ve got Elders in the classroom. They‘ve got significant
language programs going in both the high school and the elementary level plus
Native studies courses and that was ten years ago.‖
Another of those most committed to the importance of addressing the
relationships between staff and First Nation, Métis and Inuit students presented a
concise view of the situation of most teachers in the school as he contemplated
the time prior to the UAEPP.
Last year, there was no class, no Native Studies course and there was
(pause) I think there was recognition on our staff that there were Native
students in our school, but there was no understanding particularly. No one
stood out as having an understanding about how that may have impacted
their success, or of things that they can do in their curriculum to promote
Native Studies, or were aware of those resources, how to access them
locally, provincially, or nationally for that matter.
Of course, as with any initiative in schools—and this one does ask people to
stretch their thinking to spaces where many may have little knowledge or
informed experience—there are the resistors. There are those who question the
―special treatment‖ they feel the UAEPP is advocating. One example reported by
a study participant gives a sense of an attitude that may have been at least
partly responsible for a prior resistance to addressing First Nation, Métis and
Inuit student success directly. Needless to say the people who volunteered to be
interviewed did not include anyone who was directly opposed to the UAEPP.
The naysayers would say things like, ―How come I don‘t get special
treatment? One of the comments I heard was, ―You have an [ethnicity other
than English or French] background. Has anybody ever designed a program
for you? My reply was, ―Actually growing up in a large city, yeah they did.‖ I
did have the support to learn the language and it was because my parents
were landed immigrants and I was first generation and I did have language
class….I had that course from JK all the way up to grade 13. That was
because of the demographics; I lived in a community where there were a
lot of [ethnicity other than English or French] families. The schools
reflected that and so my reply to them was, ―We live in a community where
we have Aboriginal students, so why do we not have something as basic as
an Aboriginal course?‖
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In this comment, both the resistance and the response of the study participant
provide much food for thought. What role does empathy play in coming to be in
good relation with First Nation, Métis and Inuit students? How does a person with
no experience of a culture other than the dominant one (in this case, primarily
English-speaking and white) move to a deeper understanding of what it means to
have one‘s culture and language ignored in school? What we hear here are the
words of people remembering their various attitudes to success of First Nation,
Métis and Inuit students in years prior to this one. One might assume that similar
attitudes persist in schools which have not had the advantage of a concentrated
focus on transforming understandings and approaches.
3. Connecting with Communities
Connecting with First Nation and Métis families and communities was another
topic discussed in the research conversations and circlework groups. Many
participants acknowledged that they did not know if their schools had official
plans for engaging with any parents or with First Nation and Métis parents in
particular, but said, ―We are always striving to connect with parents.‖ One
person described their school plan as being, ―If there‘s a problem, phone home.‖
An immediate recognition of the usefulness of such a plan led this participant to
say:
We need to make sure that parents are informed of the decisions that
their children are making, how well they‘re doing, whether they‘re
missing school for both positive and negative things. So, [we need] an
official school plan, not specifically for Aboriginal students, but for all
students. Not necessarily specific other than ultimately making as many
connections [as we can] and that‘s just the informal.
Communication with parents usually took the following forms: parent-teacher
nights; telephone calls ―not just for something that is negative but phoning home
for something that is positive‖; report cards; school newsletters; and notices in
the city newspaper. Another way for parents to be involved in their children‘s
schooling is through the Parent Council. Some participants reported that they did
not think any First Nation or Métis parents were on the Parent Council. Again one
might ask the question, ―How do we know?‖ in light of the lack of recognition of
First Nation, Métis and Inuit students and staff in the preceding years.
Several participants said that while some parents were not involved in their
children‘s schooling, others provided strong support. They did wish that more
parents would be visible. One person said, ―Students who are doing well in
school if they‘re Aboriginal or non-Aboriginal, those parents will be here. If
they‘re not doing well in school, those parents are often not here.‖ They
recognized that some parents are working multiple jobs that prevent them from
becoming more involved in their children‘s schooling. As well, with respect to
First Nation and Métis parents, they acknowledged that parents may be
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―uncomfortable in the school setting‖ due to their previous experiences with
schooling. As one participant commented, ―I would say a lot of our parents
didn‘t enjoy school, didn‘t do well at school and never had very good or positive
feelings about school.‖ Consequently, it is possible that such attempts to
develop connections with parents may take time. Reflecting on his/her
experiences of connecting with First Nation and Métis parents, one person said:
We have each been most successful in connecting when they see us as a
person rather than as part of a system. When they see me in my office and
I‘m just talking to them about my friend who lives in the North, you make
that personal connection. I think maybe they take us away from being part
of the school system that they hate so much and see us just as a person.
Although many participants acknowledged the need for support from both
teachers and parents, for some, stability at home was the most important factor
contributing to the success of First Nation and Métis students in school. One
person said directly, ―If I had to identify the most important factor I would say
stability in their home life.‖ School absenteeism was frequently cited as an
impediment to First Nation and Métis students‘ success and many participants
perceived that ―a lot of the problem is getting the kids to the classroom in the
first place.‖ One teacher stated, ―You really have to improve that stability in
order for them to succeed. There‘s nothing I can do to force them [students] to
come to my class.‖ Some felt that funding should first be used for ―getting kids
to come to school‖ rather than purchasing resources for the classroom. The
fundamental issue reflected here is one that is discussed by parents and students
in Spontaneous Laughter. When schools and classrooms become welcoming
places where relationships are strong, students come willingly to school.
In terms of connections between Simcoe County schools and the First Nation and
Métis communities, the statement that, ―none of us really has too much to do
with Aboriginal culture‖ was repeated frequently. Several people indicated they
did not know if any existing partnerships existed, while others stated that ―there
are probably not a lot.‖ The Barrie Native Friendship Centre was identified as
the community connection. Educators talked about inviting staff from the
Friendship Centre into the school to do ―periodic demonstrations‖ for students,
teachers, and parents. First Nation, Métis and Inuit resource people or guest
speakers visited the school ―the odd time‖ but ―certainly not a lot.‖ It seems
that the few connections that do exist, exist ―in very minor ways.‖
Over all, prior to UAEPP, official programs or initiatives for connecting
specifically with First Nation, Métis and Inuit families and the community were
very limited and partnerships between schools and the First Nation, Métis and
Inuit communities rarely occurred. It also seems that most often communication
between teachers and parents was initiated by the teacher for the purpose of
meeting the teacher‘s agenda. Educators tend to request parents to come into
the school, which is the ―teacher‘s domain‖ rather than finding ways to go into
the community to meet with families. Likewise, the few existing connections
26

between schools and the First Nation and Métis community required First Nation
and Métis community members to come into the school. An important question
arises: If First Nation, Métis and Inuit parents and First Nation, Métis and Inuit
communities have not been consulted regarding their children‘s schooling and if
the school building itself is not a safe or neutral space for them, is it reasonable
to expect them to be involved with and supportive of its agenda?
C. Enter the Urban Aboriginal Education Pilot Project
We all want what’s best for that [First Nation, Métis or Inuit]
student…isn’t that the bottom line?
Study Participant
Just putting art work up in the hallway and having the teachers teach
what they can about First Nation or Métis people and cultures or getting
the Resource Teacher in the classrooms to teach their students, that’s
how it’s becoming more inclusive in the school. By non-Native students
learning about the culture.
Study Participant
As noted above, the introduction first of the self-identification process and then
in 2008-09 of the Urban Aboriginal Education Pilot Project (UAEPP) had a strong
impact on people‘s sense of the place of First Nation, Métis and Inuit peoples,
cultures, issues and histories in their schools and classrooms. It is important to
note that although this initiative has the name ―project‖ attached to it, the
intent is that it will lead to a sustainable and expanding shift in attitudes and
practices much more extensive than a one year trial might imply. Ideally, the
various dimensions will continue to affect fundamental change in the
perspectives of many of the people in schools, like those in the previous section,
in their relation to First Nation, Métis and Inuit student success. If the first year
is any indication, that transformation is underway. Throughout the interviews,
participants made constant reference to specific components of the UAEPP and
made clear that they were being immediately affected by its presence in their
schools. The decision in the Simcoe County District School Board to focus on four
schools in its first year produced a very striking alteration in each of them as
reported by those interviewed. Many participants were clear about their sense of
the differences that the focus on First Nation, Métis and Inuit students in their
schools had on their awareness and, in a number of cases, on their practices.
Two elementary and two secondary schools were chosen to be the focus for the
first year of the project. These schools also became the focus of the research for
this study. They were chosen to be part of the initiative for various reasons. In
one case, the adminstrator volunteered; in another an adminstrator recounted,
―Lisa sent me an e-mail back in September and I pretended I didn‘t see the email, because I‘m tired of getting those e-mails that say, ‗You‘ve been selected.‘
I‘ve been selected for an EQAO audit twice, I been selected for an insurance
audit twice and so when I read something that says you have been selected I‘m
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never thinking—I‘m thinking it‘s not necessarily a good thing. But it‘s been a very
positive experience in our school.‖
Who and what made up the UAEPP in the schools? 1) Child and Youth Workers,
three in the four schools; 2) two Itinerant Resource Teachers with their focus on
First Nation, Métis and Inuit curriculum development and delivery; 3) designated
spaces in each school which came to be called ―The Lodge‖; and 4) funding for
resources related to First Nation, Métis and Inuit peoples were the main aspects
mentioned most frequently by participants.
4. Child and Youth Workers
I’m not a teacher. I’m not gonna teach you., I’m not here for that. I’m
here as your big friend, peer support person.
CYW
It’s nice to have someone on our team who is First Nations who can give
us the information we need. She taught us so much.
CYW
In conversations and circlework with the CYWs, it became clear that each one
took up her work in slightly different ways. For one, who gave some of her
credentials as being ―familiar with the Native community and comfortable with
my Native background,‖ being a presence in the schools and making community
connections were significant parts of her assignment.
What‘s worked out for me is to be the presence in all four schools and,
because I‘m First Nations, to be a resource person in the community. I
went to community agencies, met a lot of people and renewed
acquaintances that I had previously had with a lot of Natives in the
agencies and pulled together information. I also asked them, if they were
on board, if we had problems could we approach them. And I got all yeses.
A non-Aboriginal CYW noted that she has some experience with First Nation
children but thought she had probably been hired partly because she indicated in
her interview, she was ―willing to learn.‖ As a qualified teacher and youth
worker, she saw her role in this way:
I feel my job as a child and youth worker is to work with the children and
youth who are First Nation, Métis, or Inuit and support them however I can
whether its emotionally or intellectually. I…support their families however
they need and get involved in the community. Whatever we can do to help
them get moving on in life or if they already have good stability, then
implement more of their culture if they don‘t know that much. School
wide [we try to] make it more inclusive, by having the teachers, the staff,
the administration learning more about First Nation people and Métis
people and Inuit and just have a better inclusive school that way…. I‘m
open to helping them however I can.
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Another non-Aboriginal CYW commented on her background as similar in terms of
connections with First Nation and Métis children. She also gave a glimpse of the
flexibility required in her new job.
I came from I background for six years in child and youth protection
working with foster children and fostering myself with high needs
treatment kids. [In this job] every day is a new day. We can sit here and
plan it out, ―Ok, today we‘re going to do this.‖ And then I may have a
teacher come down and say, ―I got this kid that‘s in crisis right now. Can
you sit with him?‖ And that ten minutes may turn into an hour. What I had
planned isn‘t going to happen now.
All three spoke about the differences in working with students in elementary and
secondary schools.
CYW 1: Elementary, you‘re very hands on. You have lots of eagerness. You
can really plan some fun and exciting stuff. I‘m not going say there is not
a lot of behavioural, emotional stuff but it‘s different compared to the
high school students. In the high school system…my kids that I‘m dealing
with, I‘m lucky if they‘re there half of the time at school. They‘re failing.
There‘re attendance issues. There‘re family issues. There‘re drug and
alcohol issues. There‘re all kinds of other really grown up issues that you
are dealing with: it‘s more intense one-on-one stuff when you get them.
In the elementary we do more activities. We can make dream catchers.
We can bring in video. We can do all that kind of stuff.
CYW 2:- And during those period of activities too, the students talk
CYW 3- Yes.
CYW 2- and we learn a lot about lot about what they‘re doing and a lot
about what their life is like. And we might even (pause) they even shine a
little bit of light on the problems they‘re having. And I think we‘ve been
able to help them feel good about who they are because we‘re bringing
them into the classroom, or into the lodges and they seem happier.
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All three also commented on the changes they were seeing in the First Nation
and Métis students in their schools. By March 2009, there would be a knock at
the door of The Lodge and a curious student asking, ―Are we doing that Native
thing today?‖
A lot of our First Nations kids in the elementary level they‘ll come in and
they‘re very reserved. You talk about traditional First Nations culture or
traditions and they‘re like ―Yeah,‖ and the head‘s down. (Pause.) But
now, ―I‘m from [First Nation community] and look. I brought my carvings
and I want to show you this and I want to do that and, oh, we can smudge
and we know what bannock is and we can make it.
High school students blossomed as well with the presence of support and
acknowledgement.
We were just talking about a student who has been back and forth to
different provinces and she‘s just come here and she doesn‘t have much
family support….Last semester she was having really a lot of difficulties.
This semester she‘s coming to school every day; she‘s doing great in three
out of four classes. She comes and sees me: I don‘t even have to call her
down. Normally to get a student we would have to call them down and
they meet me in our lodge. She‘s there three times a day. She needs me.
It‘s the same with another student. She has a lot of family problems, but
she comes and sees me and she is attending classes and last semester
[before this support] she failed all four of her classes.
Of course, not all students were responding so quickly. But that does not seem to
deter the CYWs.
There are a few students who continue to have attendance and academic
problems and I‘m always chasing them, but they‘re never there and I‘m,
(pause), I‘m not going to give up. I‘m still going to try and get them to
come to class, but it‘s hard you know. Like any students, if they‘re not
attending school it‘s hard to meet with them. And when they do meet,
they don‘t want to talk. So it‘s kind of just sitting there. You have the
students who you are really helping and you have the ones you really want
to but it takes time. It does take more time. If we are here next year
maybe I would grasp on to them earlier in the school year.
5. Itinerant Resource Teachers
I am of the philosophy that you’re supposed to help your people. I’ve
always been taught since when I was a kid on the rez that you’re
supposed to come back and help your people.
IRT
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The Itinerant Resource Teachers (IRTs), both First Nation, also play a major role
in shifting attitudes and in creating the conditions for recognition of First Nation,
Métis and Inuit presence in the school and in the wider community and country
more generally. One person spoke of his/her reason for becoming involved with
the UAEPP.
I am of the philosophy that you‘re supposed to help your people –I mean
I‘ve always been taught since when I was a kid on the rez that you‘re
supposed to come back and help your people. And when I left the rez in
1998, a position just wasn‘t available for me and I got the sense that I
needed to go and learn more in the regular world before I could come
back and help out. And in doing so, I found that I could help students or
could help people who weren‘t connected to the reserve in the regular
school system. In taking this job I felt it was somewhat my duty as a First
Nation person to come to Barrie to help out.
In working with the non-Aboriginal people in the SCDSB, teaching proper protocol
for working with First Nation teachings becomes a priority. As with the teachings
of the circle, there are teachings which accompany each aspect of working with
Indigenous knowledge. While some people decide to practice what they have
seen without deep knowledge, it is important to recognise that respectful
engagement with Indigenous knowledge such as the use of tobacco is important.
Selected First Nation and Métis people are the ones who hold this knowledge and
who are often more than happy to share under the right conditions.
I gave everybody tobacco. I asked them to hold it in their left hand. I gave
them a teaching about tobacco. I took everybody outside, I brought my
eagle feather and I brought my smudge bowl and I smudged everybody. I
asked them to put their tobacco in the smudge bowl first and then
smudge. And then I asked everybody to hold hands and I said a prayer and
I prayed that the afternoon would go well and we‘ll all understand each
others‘ perspectives. And I said, ―Ok, that‘s it. Let‘s go back into the
classroom and everybody sit in a circle.‖
IRTs also worked as curriculum developers and resources for other teachers. One
said, ―My job basically has been to write curriculum, to try to include First
Nation, Métis, Inuit people perspectives into the high schools; to be available for
PLC‘s [Professional Learning Communities]; and put some teachings together for
the Urban Aboriginal team, schools and administrators.‖ The job required ―being
in different places at different times,‖ including setting up special sessions for
students and teachers, booking presenters, including a poet, and even working
on computer links between First Nation communities and the elementary schools.
―What don‘t I do?‖ quipped one IRT. The lists and calendar below give a partial
answer.
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The presenters booked by the IRTs allowed a focus on each one of the
components of the Education Policy Framework: First Nation, Métis and Inuit.
Scott Carpenter has come in to represent the Métis Nation and he‘s done
presentations for the primary division, junior and the intermediate here at
Andrew Hunter. And we are going to have Shannon Thunderbird from
Prologue Theatre in Toronto. We‘ve got the Spirit Course presentation and
the Native Centre of Toronto came into both schools. The schools
themselves as a whole have humungus presentations and then the
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classrooms have had the opportunity to either book a presentation or to
opt out as they saw fit. Ruth, who is associated with Scott, also came in to
do finger weaving with the primaries in both of those schools. We‘ve tried
to get every division and tried to spread presenters around as much as we
can.

IRTs also work directly in classrooms helping with implementing newer resources
that have been purchased as part of the UAEPP. Sessions for the PLCs have
included a review of the Framework, a review of a teachers‘ tool kit from the
Ministry and general work with the teachers involved to prepare for curricular
offerings related to First Nation, Métis and Inuit peoples. One of the high spots
was a presentation related to the Inuit.
Recently we completed a PLC for the four schools in Rama that had to do
with the Inuit people. I booked two presenters and we had some
information that was shared with the teachers. Because I think here in
Simcoe County you tend to ignore the Inuit people because of the distance
factor. There has been no visible presence here in Simcoe County. That
presentation from two people who actually spent time in Canada‘s North
was awesome. I thought that was a real highlight in terms of the PLC
organisation from my stand point.
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While language teaching is not a specific component of the UAEPP yet, efforts to
bring First Nation and Métis language at least into the consciousness of the
students were made. One IRT said, ―In Kindergarten class, I introduced a few
words.‖ Within some of the lodges, language was apparent as well. For some,
language classes are a priority as this work unfolds.
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School and community events caught the interest of parents, staff and students
alike. Open House at each elementary school, community information sessions,
field trips for students, theatre productions, and a culminating Cultural
Celebration were some of the events related to the goal of raising awareness of
the presence and the needs of First Nation, Métis and Inuit students in the
schools. Sessions within schools on traditional knowledge such as an introduction
to feasting bundles, talking circles, circle teaching, finger weaving, jigging and a
presentation on Inuit Culture at one of the secondary schools all contributed to a
strong focus for all students—First Nation, Métis and Inuit and others. Some
students who chose not to self-identify were drawn to these events.
CYW 1: I think what is really remarkable, in the high school the kids who
are really coming around are the ones who didn‘t want to be involved to
begin with and yet they are the ones, the most troubled students are the
ones, who come when we have the circles, when we have the speakers,
when there‘s something, maybe, that they think that they can get out of
it. Those two girls came to Bernice Trudeau‘s circle and they were the last
two that we expected to see there and yet, they there were.
CYW2: I find in the high school where I am that a lot of the students I‘m
meeting with daily, who need the support, haven‘t self-IDed.
The importance of sustaining the work that the UAEPP had introduced becomes
clear. In the broader community, student displays at Barrie City Hall and murals
at the MacLaren Art Centre created a presence of First Nation and Métis students
for people beyond the school walls. The pride generated in the students whose
work was featured was palplable.
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D. Framing the Effects of the UAEPP within the Sacred Circle
The Sacred Circle provides a way of thinking about the implementation of the
UAEPP and its concommitant effects. Moving around the circle and encountering
the four directions in their relation to one another, it is a holistic model.
Entering through the Eastern Door and spirituality, a vision of having schools
work in ―good ways‖ to enhance First Nation, Métis and Inuit student success is
fundamental to the origins of the UAEPP and a first step to transforming both
attitudes and experiences of teachers, administrators and support staff within
schools. As both current teachers and the Child and Youth Workers (CYWs) make
clear in their conversations, moving around the circle to the Southern Door
accentuates relationships through support for emotional health. Unless students
are well emotionally, their opportunities for success in schools are limited. As
noted in Spontaneous Laughter, many parents and students themselves have
found schools less than welcoming places. The presence of Child and Youth
Workers acknowledges the importance of emotional well-being and provides
opportunities for support in this area. Once emotions are cared for (and of
course, this does not all happen in a day), the emphasis moves to the Western
Door, knowledge and the intellectual well-being of the students. Itinerant
Resource Teachers (IRTs) and funding for curriculum materials and other
resources contribute to this aspect of the transformation of classrooms to places
of added recognition of First Nation, Métis and Inuit student success and to a
developing awareness and knowledge of First Nation, Métis and Inuit cultures,
issues and histories on the part of all students. Finally the Lodges have provided
a place where all aspects of the circle act together in wisdom: smudging, as a
spiritual cleansing for school; emotional support as needed from qualified and
informed CYWs, shifts in classroom pedagogy and curriculum to include First
Nation, Métis and Inuit perspectives and content across the various disciplines as
a move to support and enhance intellectual achievements; and a physical space
within the lodge to bring the venture full circle.
As becomes clear when the people from the schools speak, their understandings
echo those of the UAEPP staff who have come to work with them on this long
term initiative whose goal is to permanently transform attitudes, curriculum and
even everday practices within schools and classrooms.
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CULTURAL CELEBRATION: COMMUNITY AND SCHOOL DANCE TOGETHER
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Northern Door: Physical
Action (Wisdom)
The Lodges

Western
Door:
Intellectual/
Knowledge

Eastern
Door:
Spiritual/
Vision

IRTs &
Funding for
Curriculum
Materials

UAEPP

Southern Door: Emotional
Relationships
Child and Youth Workers

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK FOR RESULTS SECTION
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TWO EXAMPLES OF THINKING IN TERMS OF THE CIRCLE

Eastern Door:
Spiritual
Dimension:
Vision
Aboriginal
medicines in
use.

Northern Door: Physical Dimension: Acting in Wisdom
Circlework in the lodge: a space for sharing and listening;
a time for being welcomed and listened to;
a place to seek help.
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E. What the People Said
1. The Eastern Door: Vision (Illumination)4

Sacred Medicine Tobacco5

SPIRITUAL
Vision enters in through the eastern door of illumination and is
represented by the sacred medicine Tobacco. Visioning can be seen to be
the act of anticipating something that will or may come to be. It can also
be used in the sense of envisioning, which is to imagine or conceive the
possible, or to be able to picture mentally some future event(s).
Styres, 2008, p. 55
Spirituality in the classroom, for some participants, is seen to be beneficial and
is directly connected to character learning where ―We are all trying to be the
best person you can be…I love how the values and beliefs of Aboriginal people
brings out the best in a person and that is who you are and your culture.‖
However, for others, it is ―fear and lack of knowledge‖ that prevents them from
incorporating Aboriginal spirituality into the classroom. Some study participants
talked about appreciating the carpets in the classrooms that promote circle work
and cultural teachings such as Turtle Island, The Seven Teachings, or Medicine
Wheel. Another person cautioned over-simplification of traditional knowledge:
―It‘s not our only philosophy: the Seven Grandfathers.‖ The idea of an outdoor
based classroom was particularly intriguing to some who saw that it could serve
to ―make learning exciting, engaging, meaningful and authentic‖ for Aboriginal
students. This outdoor space would be connected to the school but would be a
space that Aboriginal students could feel a sense of connection and belonging
rather than borrowed space where the indication is that ―You‘re just a guest
here as opposed to belonging here.‖ An outdoor space for incorporating
spirituality was seen to be crucial as Aboriginal students in some of the lodges
located within the schools were prohibited from smudging, a critical practice of
most First Nation spiritual teachings.

4

See Serim, F. (1998). Four Directions for life long learning. Retrieved March 21, 2006 from
http://oii.org./html/the_four_Directions_explained.html for more information.
5
See Anishnawbe Health Toronto (2000). The four sacred medicines. Toronto, ON: Anishnawbe Health
Toronto. Retrieved March 21, 2006 from http://www.aht.ca/traditional-teachings for more information.
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CIRCLEWORK TEACHINGS
Many of the study participants were silent on the issue of spirituality in school
and classroom or indicated that it was non-existent. Certain study participants
were reluctant to touch on or discuss the nature of Aboriginal spirituality in
curriculum. Most however did make general connections between cultural
teachings such as the Seven Teachings, Aboriginal spirituality, and character
education currently being implemented and as such felt that Aboriginal content
could be effectively infused into and integrated with curriculum. One study
participant commented that spirituality is an important aspect of the holistic
learning process whereby the whole person is engaged in learning.
An extensive comment from one of the participants speaks to the reluctance of
teachers and ways to address these worries related to spirituality.
I think it‘s difficult for teachers. They don‘t want to touch it, only
because they don‘t know enough and they feel like they‘re going to just
bomb or they‘re going to upset someone. And a lot of [that worry] comes
from the fact that they don‘t access the right avenues. And they‘re afraid
to access the right avenues, whether it be through an elder at the
Friendship Centre or to actually go to a celebration. So many of the
teachers who I‘ve talked to don‘t know that Barrie has a powwow and
Georgian Bay has a pow wow, Rama has a pow wow or that the Friendship
Centres exist. So if they want to actually bring in an elder to lead us to do
some drumming, [that is difficult]. And pardon me but there is no excuse
for that. Those groups have been there for more than fifteen years now,
and it‘s time to put away teaching about the Indians and how the cowboys
beat them in the west and actually start implementing something that‘s
more meaningful. You don‘t have to be scared of culture: you just have to
know where to go to get the teachings. Don‘t run a smudge if you don‘t
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feel comfortable because you don‘t want to look like your faking in front
of the students and you don‘t want to offend. But if you want to do it and
you put something in that‘s important and you want to touch that cultural
aspect, here‘s how you go about it. I think the teachers are receptive to
that today and trying to get culturally significant material into the
programs too—new stuff that is actually done by Aboriginal authors. I
mean you should be leaving the Land of the Silverbirch far behind at this
stage….Why not invite some drummers to run the drumming session? But
whether you sing Scoobi-do to it or not, at least you‘ve invited the
drummers.

Links between
character
education and
the Seven
Teachings were
frequently
made.
This display
appears in one
school entry.
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2. Southern Door: Relationships (Trust)6

Sacred Medicine Sweetgrass7

EMOTIONAL
Vision in the eastern door leads us through to the southern door of trust
represented by the sacred medicine Sweetgrass. This is the place from
which relationships associated with the vision are established and
maintained. Relationships can be evidenced either by the connections,
associations, and conditions of being related, kinship ties, or particular
kinds of connections that exist between unrelated people who have
dealings with each other.
Styres, 2008, p. 57
a. Forming Relationships
Strong relationships with other human beings are fundamental to First Nation and
Métis student academic success. In Spontaneous Laughter, several students and
parents talked of the significance of an adult simply saying, ―Good Morning,‖ in
making a difference in a student‘s sense of belonging. Participants in this study
frequently mentioned that establishing a one-on-one ―connection‖ with First
Nation and Métis students was an important factor that contributed to their
success, especially for secondary students. One person described this connection
as ―providing an opening for the students to share with you.‖ However, for many
of the participants, the large size of schools and student population made it
challenging to build meaningful relationships with students, and as one
contended, ―If we‘re talking about building relationships, it‘s very difficult to
build relationships in a school with 2000 kids. It‘s much easier to build
relationships in a school of 200 to 500 students.‖ Two participants mentioned
that the School Board should make decreasing class sizes a priority and one other
stated that, ―If I had unlimited resources I would spend them on more teachers.‖
Educators also emphasized the importance of stability of support in contributing
to the success of First Nation and Métis students. In particular, secondary school
participants stated that the structure of schooling in which teachers change
every semester interrupted their efforts to build relationships with students. One
person reflected, ―Having someone at all times rather than every semester. You
have four teachers and which one do you talk to and then when you‘re not in the
class anymore, who do you talk to?‖ It is only once a meaningful connection
forms, that teachers can become familiar with their students‘ lives and
consequently, become perceptive to things going wrong. Several participants
said that the time and environments required to build such meaningful
relationships are difficult to find in the current schooling system. Consequently,
it seems that a question for future consideration and discussion is, how might
6

See Serim, F. (1998). Four Directions for life long learning. Retrieved March 21, 2006 from
http://oii.org./html/the_four_Directions_explained.html for more information.
7
See Anishnawbe Health Toronto (2000). The four sacred medicines. Toronto, ON: Anishnawbe Health
Toronto. Retrieved March 21, 2006 from http://www.aht.ca/traditional-teachings for more information.
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schools, especially secondary schools, provide that stability not just for First
Nation, Métis and Inuit students but for all?
b. The CYWs and Their Contributions in Classrooms
In-school supports, such as the Child and Youth Workers (CYWs) are seen to be
enormously beneficial for the teachers in their classrooms. Participants spoke of
dramatic differences in some of the students especially in their interactions
within the classroom.
I can think of some children who have benefited from having the Child and
Youth Worker checking in on them in the classroom. There is a change in
one young man, in particular, from last year. His behaviour has changed; he
has really settled down.
The CYWs provide a welcoming space, in what came to be called the Lodges, for
First Nation, Métis and Inuit students to be who they are. ―It gives Aboriginal
students a place to go—they know this is Native/Aboriginal—this is their room.‖
Students can, with permission, leave their classrooms and go to the Lodge:
there, they can talk freely about their experiences, interact with the Child and
Youth Workers who, because they are not teachers, are not assessing their work
or judging them. Above all it is a space where they can be proud of their culture.
These spaces and in-school supports ―become part of the school‖ and in this way
support and complement teachers in their classrooms as some First Nation and
Métis students become more engaged with their classes after spending some time
there. Non-Aboriginal students ―are hearing about this as well and are being
educated about Aboriginal culture.‖ On some occasions, the CYWs do provide
classroom support by assisting students with their work as a way of building a
stronger relationship with them. Absenteism and incomplete homework have
often been problems for students who were struggling in the classroom.
It wasn‘t that teachers were teaching at a level that was too high for them
[First Nation and Métis students]—they were just getting frustrated and so
they weren‘t doing their homework and were getting into trouble. When
they go down to the Lodge they can get extra help with school work but
they not only getting academics. We are working on their self-esteem,
confidence, and the culture. They can work one-on-one with the CYW.
Another participant said:
They really blossomed and you know another way they‘ve blossomed was
even before they were allowed to bring people to [the Lodge] they would
come back and they might have had a craft they made and they would
share that, whereas before they would be too shy to share it. So it‘s been
really positive in my classroom.
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Some study participants noted that the First Nation and Métis students in their
classrooms had tended to be shy, withdrawn, and or disruptive. Once those
students began participating in the lodge activities they changed, becoming more
outgoing and having more positive interactions with their fellow students and
teachers.
Once they were invited to take a friend, they suddenly became the popular
ones.They were suddenly picking and choosing and sharing their
experiences…It‘s been really positive in my classroom.
A number of participants suggested that the First Nation and Métis students,
through participating in Lodge activities and interacting with the CYWs have
increased self-esteem and confidence as well as receiving related assistance with
their schoolwork. These changes have led some to the choice to self-identify.
Some First Nation and Métis students coming back into the classroom from the
Lodge have actually begun to effect change in the classroom environment by
asking things such as, ―Why don‘t we do a talking circle?‖ Study participants in
the UAEPP saw this kind of intervention as a most positive development. Others
mentioned positive and effective peer mentoring as one way to increase First
Nation and Métis student engagement and it was discussed as a possible solution
to increasing their success in classrooms.
If they‘re engaged then they have a lot better chance of success…I think
that if they have a friend in class it is a huge benefit because if they‘re
doing anything that requires partnering or to be included in a group they
are connected to someone in the class.
Another study participant stated that:
It‘s really about how they [First Nation and Métis students] engage. Do they
want to ask questions? When they take it on themselves to be successful and
identify what success means to them…they‘re believing in themselves.
Although this thought raises questions about the roots of this lack of selfconfidence, again the participant‘s awareness of the possibilities for success
articulate an important expectation for First Nation and Métis students that is
not common to all people in schools. Several participants stated that when First
Nation and Métis (indeed all) students are engaged there is a buzz, energy, a
hum in the classroom, everyone‘s happily involved and engaged in activity. In
that moment he can step outside the teacher role, not that he is not in charge of
his classroom environment but that the students do not need him to play an
authoritarian role.
Throughout the circlework sessions it was made implicitly and occcasionally
explicity clear by study participants that the CYWs were not to be perceived as
teachers and that the lodge was not an academic classroom with authority
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figures, rules, and regulations. ―I totally understand where they are coming from
and I walk in there and say I‘m not a teacher, ‖ said one participant. The study
participants generally believe that the CYWs primary responsibility at this point
is to build the First Nation and Métis students‘ self esteem, contribute to a
positive sense of identity, and to listen to their stories about their families,
community, and school experiences. ―I am not there to teach school subjects as
much as wanting them to be proud of who they are.‖ It was seen to be important
that First Nation and Métis students ―have a room where students can open up—
I‘m not their teacher. I‘m not there to teach.‖ One study participant recounts
how a particular First Nation child who used to be shy, reserved, and reluctant to
talk about her community or identity, ―Now all of a sudden is taking on a huge
leadership role in her class. She is talking and bringing in traditional
woodcarvings. She‘s opening up.‖ It was clearly and generally agreed that this
has risen from her involvement with the Lodge and interaction with the CYWs.
The CYWs themselves felt their time had been well used:
It gives us a wonderful feeling when the kids come toward us, say hi and
call us by names. You know some of them want a hug—they‘re just happy
to see us.
We‘ve been able to help them feel good about who they are because
we‘re bringing them into the classroom or into the lodges and they seem
happier.
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The study participants generally agreed that the CYWs are a support for both the
First Nation and Métis students and teachers in the classroom who may have
thirty children with tremendously varied needs including emotional ones. The
CYWs can focus on the First Nation and Métis children who may be experiencing
difficulties concentrating or focusing on school for a variety of reasons not
necessarily related to school. In some cases, they also worked with nonAboriginal students who sought them out or were sent by their teachers.
We‘re that extra person to help that teacher with those students who need
the extra emotional support in dealing with a crisis that just happened the
night before….I get it. I can look into the eyes of a 14-year-old and say, ―I
know, I get it, I know how it feels.‖
Study participants felt supported by the efforts of the CYWs in counselling and
working one-on-one with First Nation and Métis students to reduce absenteeism
and at-risk behaviours. ―Behaviour has been an issue before in my classroom.‖
The efforts of the CYWs served to create confidence and build a sense of
connection and positive identity. One study participant stated that First Nation
and Métis students will now self-identify and ―seem very proud in that moment.‖
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c. Making Connections Within the Classroom
Generally all study participants felt that the key to curricular and academic
success of First Nation and Métis (indeed all) students was the interaction
between students and teachers. Further, they discussed the importance of these
connections and relationships extending beyond the curriculum into the First
Nation, Métis and Inuit community as a whole. Study participants in general
expressed genuine concern for the welfare and success of the Aboriginal students
in their classrooms.
I‘ve had experiences in the past where I‘ve had a First Nations student who
was struggling in my class and I made that connection and saw the
transition that a particular student made from that small connection.
Study participants unanimously asserted that making connections, building
trusting relationships, creating respectful and culturally-acknowledging space,
and having positive interactions with First Nation and Métis students (indeed all
students) is crucial for academic success not only within the classroom, but oneone-one, and within the community as well. One study participant passionately
asserted that:
It‘s a [First Nation or Métis] child in the room and their self-esteem is in
your hands the very minute that they walk in the door. Really making that
connection with them seems to help in their success: Are they comfortable
voicing their opinions and more open to the learning processes?
It is interesting to note that in many cases, when study participants are referring
to self-esteem, an individual attribute, they also refer immediately to the
importance of a strong relationship as the basis for that self-esteem. Another
participant appreciated the difficulty of establishing many relationships
throughout the various courses in a secondary school.
I do look at some classes where students are there everyday because they
do feel welcome and it‘s really great. Then [there are] some classes
where that same processes is not happening. It‘s somewhat erratic. I don‘t
know if they‘re burnt out after coming from two classes and meeting with
success and they have to take off or what's that all about. Maybe their
welcome is not as a genuine from one teacher to the next or it‘s hard to
shift gears. It‘s difficult to deal with so many different people. And you
have to build relationships with each teacher on a one-on-one basis and
sometimes you can only build so many relationships at one time.
Similarly, a participant commented:
Sceptical staff members are saying to me that Aboriginal students are still
not coming to my class. I say, yes, but they are going to their period four
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class, their Native studies class. I don‘t think he‘s a better teacher than
you, so what‘s the difference?
One study participant articulated that connections are made and accumulated in
the small everyday things such that First Nation and Métis children ―want to
come to class, knowing that they are going to be safe and treated fairly, and
that when they walk in the door they know that we believe in them enough that
they can succeed.‖
And for some, this year has provided them with a beginning that they look
forward to building upon even as they are aware of the vast task ahead.
I have a few ideas about what I could do in my classroom next year. My
circle would be a little different and I would definitely have some of my
character traits linked to the Seven Life Teachings. There‘s a few ways that
I would change the room that would make it more inclusive for Native
students. I need to change my whole way of thinking. I need to change my
whole culture and I think I feel like I‘m still figuring that out.
For this participant, it is clear that building relationships across cultures has
become a long term commitment.
d. Building Relationships with Family and Community
While many participants recognized the importance of building relationships
beyond the school and classroom to include parents and the broader community,
few had concrete ideas about their responsibilities in this work. They did
recognise the importance of establishing and maintaining some flow of
communication from the schools to homes but were less clear about how to
access information from the sometimes reluctant or otherwise unavailable First
Nation and Métis parents. Several stated, ―We [schools] need to connect with
parents,‖ acknowledging the importance of support for students coming from
both teachers and parents. With regard to First Nation and Métis students who
are successful, one participant stated, ―Usually there is a really strong parental
support and teachers supporting them.‖
While the staff of the UAEPP clearly see the importance of establishing
connections with First Nation, Métis and Inuit families and community
organizations, much work remains to be done. One of the most successful events
of the year came fairly early in the UAEPP: an Open House. A participant reports:
When we ran our open house we had thirty people through our doors. The
school ran their grade eight parent teacher interview night and two
parents showed up. That‘s it: all night. We had enormous response. Even
[other] schools were saying, ―Wow, for [school name] to get that that
support. I think the administrators were was really surprised.
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INVOLVING COMMUNITY: THE DRUM GROUP AT THE CULTURAL CELEBRATION
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3. Western Door: Knowledge (Looking Within)8

Sacred Medicine Sage9

INTELLECTUAL
Relationships in the southern door lead to the western door of
looking within as represented by the sacred medicine Sage. This is
the place from which we develop our collective and personal
knowledge. It implies an acquaintance with facts, truths, or
principles arising from study or investigation. Knowledge is about
the creation, use, or dissemination of special knowledge. Further, it
comes from the understanding gained through experience or
education gained either formally or informally.
Styres, 2008, p. 57
The Western Door brings us to Knowledge and the intellectual dimension of the
circle. This area might be assumed to be the classroom and solely the purview of
the teacher although of course students are learning from both the explicit
curriculum (mandated by the Board and Province) and the implicit curriculum
within schools (rules, regulations and attitudes encountered) and even from the
null curriculum (what is not taught or mentioned). Comments from Spontaneous
Laughter have made this clear. Itinerant Resource Teachers, the Professional
Learning Community associated with the UAEPP and availability of new resources
were all seen as important sources of appropriate knowledge for working in good
ways with First Nation and Métis students.
a. Professional Development
While some participants felt comfortable with their knowledge of First Nation,
Métis and Inuit students as well the knowledge associated with those complex
cultures, histories and issues, others felt a strong need for on-going support for
this new work. New approaches and ways of thinking are seen as desireable by
many especially now that their awareness has been affected by the presence of
the UAEPP. Although the initiatives coming with the UAEPP were valued, they
were seen only as beginnings to addressing something complicated that will need
continuing attention. With ongoing professional development, participants felt
they would not need to ―be so afraid‖ of being politically incorrect or insensitive
to the needs of the First Nation and Métis children in their classrooms. For some,
the fundamental reminder to themselves of the effects they can have on a child
is a place to start.
You forget the power you have as a teacher in the classroom. I think that
when you‘re tired, overworked, and overwhelmed, you can be very
8

See Serim, F. (1998). Four Directions for life long learning. Retrieved March 21, 2006 from
http://oii.org./html/the_four_Directions_explained.html for more information.
9
See Anishnawbe Health Toronto (2000). The four sacred medicines. Toronto, ON: Anishnawbe Health
Toronto. Retrieved March 21, 2006 from http://www.aht.ca/traditional-teachings for more information.
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belittling sometimes. I don‘t think you mean it but I think that we forgot
how we can make our students feel and how insensitive we can be. I am
that much more aware as a professional how you impact those [First
Nation and Métis] kids. You say one or two things and those kids leave and
they don‘t want to come back. Why would you want to come back? You‘re
feeling beaten down before you even get here and then we just stomp on
you a little more and expect you to come back the next day.
Another aspect of professional development that some sought was modelling of
best practices.
We don‘t have the experience to sit in other people‘s classrooms and see
what a good teacher is who can do all of these things: be successful in the
classroom and be inclusive. We read about it, but we don‘t see it….I need
to see a good teacher in action. I don‘t need a list of ten things to do in
the classroom. I need to see those hand motions. I need to see the
movement in the classroom. I need to see the kids‘ reaction and we don‘t
have any of that. I need to see what I should be doing. We expect all of us
to be learners in one way and all of our students are different [from each
other]. I want to go in the classroom and see what he‘s doing.
When asked about bringing First Nation, Métis or Inuit resource people into the
classroom, study participants turned to the expertise of the Itinerant Resource
Teacher and on some occasions, the CYWs, to provide direction or to initiate
contact with such individuals. Study participants across all sessions indicated
that they felt that the CYWs provided ―an extra body in the classroom to assist
with the Aboriginal students and not so much as a resource themselves.‖ And in
that the CYWs allowed the teachers to get on with their work of teaching more
directly.
So those counsellors [CYWs] have been phenomenal because, as a teacher,
dealing with both the counselling hat and the educator hat is a very hard
balance. In terms of delivering curriculum, ―But this kid‘s mom just went to
jail. Where‘s the priority? It‘s not language or math today, right?‖ Those are
the ones who take up 70% of your job. Thirty per cent, you can be the
educator and 70% you‘re the counsellor. So the fact that the CYWs are
taking that 70%, now you can be the educator. It‘s been very helpful in that
I don‘t have to take that home. That sounds really selfish and horrible, but
now I can focus on the education aspect, which is my job. It‘s my job, it‘s
my knowledge background, and it‘s my speciality.
One study participant indicated that the CYW:
has come in and talked with individual Aboriginal students that are in the
Urban Aboriginal program. She is just an individual support not necessarily
to talk about Native studies.
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Another study participant saw both the Itinerant Resource Teacher and the CYWs
as contributing to First Nation and Métis student success in his/her classroom.
S/he appreciated:
…the extra support that we received. Without the CYWs and the additional
resource teacher we wouldn‘t have had the opportunity to have the
counselling piece there for the [First Nation and Métis] kids, which makes
a huge difference. They‘re trained in that. They‘re knowledgeable. They
know how to deal with those situations that—maybe as a teacher I can
wear that hat, but I‘m no expert in counselling kids through divorce. With
those CYWs all being Aboriginal, I was more comfortable saying, ―Maybe
that‘s something you need to speak to them about‖ because that‘s not my
background and I really quite honestly don‘t feel comfortable. It‘s not my
history; it‘s not my knowledge base; and I don‘t want to give wrong or
inappropriate information.
Interestingly his/her assumption that the CYWs were all First Nation or Métis was
erroneous. It raises two interesting questions: Why is that the assumption? How
does one think about being from a different background and still responding
appropriately to one‘s students no matter what their background?
b. Curriculum
In one case, there was an effort to ―embed‖ the teachers into a new way of
taking up curriculum to include a focus on First Nation, Métis and Inuit content.
In the interests of sustaining the momentum the UAEPP was stimulating, teachers
were encouraged to address some aspect in their courses. Examples included
addressing the Great Law of Peace in a Civics lesson on democracy; considering
traditional peoples‘ relationships to place in a Geography lesson on eco-zones;
bringing treaties into History class; First Nation and Métis novelists into the
English classes; traditional foods into Foods and Nutrition and buying lacrosse
sticks for the Physical Education program. The idea was to see these lessons as
starting places for teachers on which to continue to build their own lessons.
Study participants generated heated discussions around teaching First Nation,
Métis and Inuit content-based curriculum. One study participant stated that to
teach First Nation, Métis and Inuit content required ―specialized training‖ so that
the First Nation and Métis students in the class would not ―disconnect‖ at being
given the teachings by a ―non-expert.‖ It was unclear in this person‘s comment if
this expert should be of First Nation, Métis and Inuit descent or if that is a nonissue. However, what appeared to be critical was that the educator should be
grounded in using First Nation, Métis and Inuit teachings. Another study
participant felt that rather than seeking to become experts in Indigenous
thought, it was more important to start by making themselves more culturally
sensitive to and aware of the teachings. In one circle, this heated discussion
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centred around who has the ability to determine culturally appropriate resources
and respectful ways to incorporate First Nation, Métis and Inuit teachings into
curriculum units. At this point one study participant expressed nervous
apprehension and thought it best to pull out of the discussion altogether and
ironically to pass the responsibility of answering student queries about First
Nation, Métis and Inuit teachings to the CYWs whom she determined were the
cultural experts.
It comes back to my previous comment where I said I felt much better
with those people in the school to say why don‘t you speak to them
[CYWs] about it. It‘s not my culture. I‘m no expert and I don‘t feel
comfortable going there because I don‘t want to insult or pass on wrong or
bad information.
An assumption that everyone who works in First Nation, Métis and Inuit programs
or initiatives must be First Nation, Métis or Inuit is worth addressing. While never
detracting from the experience of living as a First Nation, Métis or Inuit person in
Canada and the qualifications that experience ensures, absolving oneself of
responsibility for developing awareness of and sensitivity to knowledge and
relationships with First Nation, Métis and Inuit students is not an inevitable
conclusion.
Across all the sessions, study participants asserted that flexiblility in ―moulding
assignments‖ to the interests of and for their relevance to First Nation, Métis and
Inuit students increased engagement and contributed to increasing incidences of
completed schoolwork and homework assignments. It was discussed that one way
of incorporating First Nation, Métis and Inuit content into curriculum was to
allow students to draw on their cultural heritage, knowledge and area of interest
to complete assignments. In this way, existing curriculum units can be
represented to First Nation, Métis or Inuit students by First Nation, Métis or Inuit
students which also allow them to focus on their strengths and ―celebrate their
skills.‖ While the intention of this comment may be good, it is important to
recognize that in the same way English Canadian children may not have any
knowledge of English or even early Canadian history, it is dangerous to assume
that a First Nation, Métis or Inuit student is necessarily in a position to have prior
knowledge or to be interested in issues related to First Nation, Métis or Inuit
people. Skateboards and hip hop are as likely to be an engaging interest as they
are for other students. That being said creating opportunities without always
anticipating the outcomes is most appropriate as is demonstrated in the
comment that follows.
The best example I would say was a situation I had with the Native boy
and an art project and turning the art project into something more
personal and relevant for him. So taking a concept, whether it‘s art,
drama, or whatever and making it have that personal touch. You‘re still
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teaching that same expectation or that same skill but now it‘s authentic
and relevant.
Study participants, in discussing flexibility of assignments, revisited the spectre
of provincial assessment always on their minds. One participant noted that
provincial assessment scores:
are going to go up when a child [First Nation, Métis or Inuit] is more
engaged and more interested in what‘s actually going on and a way for
them to do that is for it [curriculum and assignments] to be relevant to
them.
c. Resources
In-classroom supports have also come from new First Nation, Métis and Inuit
resources purchased by the school libraries directly from First Nation
bookstores.

One study participant was overjoyed at being able to read stories of residential
schools, authentic history, the oral traditions, and to review amazing artwork.
She indicated that it ―sensitizes and immerses you into the culture and [I feel I]
can understand it better.‖ Another study participant spoke passionately about
the newly acquired resources as a ―gift that‘s right in front of you‖ and that it
would be ―silly not to try and use it.‖
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The study participants in all the conversations stated that having resources
(human as well as material) to create curriculum was a key issue in connecting
with First Nation and Métis students and in presenting all students with the
knowledge they should have. One study participant in particular made clear that
these resources were necessary to embed First Nation, Métis and Inuit cultures
and ways of knowing and learning into curriculum throughout the school. Another
study participant said, ―We only become richer by moving outside our own
cultural barriers‖ in suggesting that First Nation, Métis and Inuit content specific
curriculum was not only for First Nation and Métis students but was crucial for
non-Aboriginal students as well. It was interesting to note that several study
participants asserted that the UAEPP team is working to create and integrate
First Nation, Métis and Inuit content into various curricular areas other than the
usual social studies, history and art. The study participants generally made
connections between cultural teachings such as the Seven Teachings, Aboriginal
spirituality, and character education currently being implemented, and as such,
felt that Aboriginal content could be effectively infused into and integrated with
curriculum.
I find it‘s easy with the arts or if you‘re doing something in the outdoors.
You‘ve got them [resource people] but how do you then do it for
geometry, math, or science? I think it can be done but you know it takes a
lot of energy as a teacher to come up with projects and activities for
different areas of the curriculum. I could sit here and plan a really
fantastic arts-based social studies unit but it would take a lot of time and
a lot of energy and a lot of money and I‘m not sure we can do it all year
long everyday.
For this person, the importance of starting somewhere and appreciating change
is to be considered. The intense wish that things should change quickly is
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something that is to be admired and at the same time tempered. Another
participant had taken on this task through centres.
One thing that is daily in my room, that everyone for the most part is
engaged in, are the literacy work stations where they go everyday. There
are ten centres and they are doing all different kinds of things…There‘s
drama. There‘s cursive writing. There‘s all that and they‘re getting a
chance to do all different stuff and they get to change. They‘re only there
once every ten days. They‘re always engaged and they always like it but it
does take a lot of work to plan it and change it every two weeks and/or
every four weeks and keep the activities fresh so they like it and it‘s fun.
It is a lot of work.
Another participant worried about the effects on non-Aboriginal students of
integrating First Nation, Métis and Inuit aspects into his/her classes.
And then at that same time you‘re also incorporating [First Nation, Métis
and Inuit components] into your social studies which again is a whole
other ball game: to incorporate, to integrate your subject areas and to
continue to make it interesting and engaging for hundred percent of your
class.
One study participant preferred a whole school approach by infusing First Nation,
Métis and Inuit content into curriculum throughout the school, while others chose
instead to create First Nation, Métis and Inuit specific courses and units. ―We are
going to embed this into our curriculum, into our classrooms, so that when these
kids take a math class they feel they belong, that they are being recognized.‖
This approach provides First Nation, Métis and Inuit students with a sense of
identity, connection, and representation. Adopting an approach that takes First
Nation, Métis and Inuit ways of knowing and being across the curriculum also
contributes to a connection to the larger school. When all students are engaged
with the content knowledge, First Nation, Métis and Inuit students are more
likely to see themselves as rightfully in the school.
In the school system right now you can go right through high school without
ever reading a Canadian novel, and that‘s just Canadians. You can imagine
how Aboriginal students feel about the lack of Aboriginal representation in
course material.
d. Learning Styles
Another issue which generated heated discussions amongst study participants
was the question of First Nation, Métis and Inuit students‘ particular learning
styles. Study participants felt that they sufficiently addressed the issues around
diverse learning styles in their classrooms through differentiated learning
instruction. One study participant stated:
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It‘s so hard to think of a specific thing because it‘s something that‘s done
all the time…I think you can‘t state that they learn this or that way. I quite
honestly believe that they‘re people and they have multiple learning styles
like any other child in your classroom.
Tensions between acknowledging difference and making essential and overarching general claims about First Nation, Métis and Inuit students provided
grounds for very healthy discussion. Some study participants felt that First
Nation, Métis and Inuit students did pose a difference in their classrooms that
cannot be addressed through many conventional teaching methods. ―The ones in
my class seem a little more gifted in the arts. They seem to enjoy nature and
hand-on activities.‖ Always worrying about the danger of stereotyping,
participants were sometimes overly cautious in expressing their positions in this
regard. Another study participant said:
We have many more teachers who are accepting of the difference in those
[First Nation, Métis and Inuit] students relative to other students. I think
that are a lot of little in-roads in our staff population as far as
understanding and acceptance of what they need to provide [to First
Nation, Métis and Inuit students].
Yet another study participant asserted that
going along with the diversification and awareness, I‘m noticing that with
the students from the First Nation background, when you make connections
to their home and community, which is something we really try to promote
so that it makes sense to everyone, they‘re not shy now to show their
culture.
While the Western Door emphasizes knowledge and the intellectual, it is
ultimately clear from the comments above the academic success of First Nation,
Métis and Inuit students in the schools of SCDSB exists also in relation to
spiritual, emotional and physical well-being. Relationships with welcoming and
supportive teachers are fundamental to most students‘ success.
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4. Northern Door: Action (Wisdom)10

Sacred Medicine Cedar11

PHYSICAL
The western door of knowledge leads us to the northern door of Wisdom
where vision is actualized and is represented by the sacred medicine
Cedar. Action in this process is constant, consistent, dynamic, and
sustainable….These are the measurable actions that allow us to assess the
success of the initial visioning processes. Styres, 2008, p. 58
For all study participants, environment, location and designated space were
words used to refer to key components of success. The physical space of the
Lodges was seen to be central to students‘ sense of belonging somewhere as well
as their sense of having that welcoming place to go to when needed. The Lodges
themselves varied from place to place but each one had its own strengths. No
one indicated how these special rooms came to be called Lodges, but it was a
name that seemed to work for all.

10

See Serim, F. (1998). Four Directions for life long learning. Retrieved March 21, 2006 from
http://oii.org./html/the_four_Directions_explained.html for more information.
11
See Anishnawbe Health Toronto (2000). The four sacred medicines. Toronto, ON: Anishnawbe Health
Toronto. Retrieved March 21, 2006 from http://www.aht.ca/traditional-teachings for more information.
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Two people talked together of the Lodges:
SP1. Each of these four rooms is decorated with First Nations, Métis and
Inuit art and posters. There some Métis sashes and dream catchers and the
Seven Grandfathers are in the room, and
SP2. I think the goal is to just make it a really inclusive place where
you‘re comfortable so these students can come in and feel that this is our
place. We can do what we need to in here. Whether it‘s come out for a
break, chat, have groups. It‘s just supposed be a very comfortable place
for them to come….Most of the time we sit in a circle.
Although some may see the space as only for First Nation and Métis students,
that was not necessarily the intent nor is it the way things worked out. Here is
one view of what a Lodge could become.
The lodge is a great idea. It could be great place as a meeting or sharing
space. A nice concept for the Lodge would be like a centre hosted by the
Aboriginal students but open to all people to come in….You create
dialogue and you create a sense of sharing and sense of commonality and
vested interest by all people….In order to have Aboriginal students
become successful academically and feel included, we have to open the
eyes and hearts of other students….Only by working in relationship with
others and feeling like other people begin to understand another culture
or are open or are willing to support the Aboriginal community, can all
students thrive. Just focusing on Aboriginal students and trying to support
them and—because they‘re smaller group here in the school, very much a
smaller group—if no one else is willing to open their eyes and change their
ways or change patterns or beliefs or structures or curriculum it‘s like
they‘re not going to get anywhere. There are going to be no
breakthroughs and continued marginalisation with those students. We
need to change the majority of the students here and the teachers and
the curriculum in order to allow for sustainable change to happen.
Designated space in terms of a place of recognition of self and culture was seen
to be ―enormously‖ important: a space within the school where you can take
ownership and arrange the room in a circle format that does not have to be
rearranged for the next class and where you can display students‘ work.
The location of the Lodges came up frequently in the research conversations.
Having them located within the school proper was seen as inclusive and
welcoming. Students then had easier access to move between the Lodge and
other school facilities especially during inclement weather. There was one Lodge
however where there were conflicting views on its location. One participant saw
it as a refuge even while questioning whether it was a good idea to have a
separate space.
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There‘s part of me that says it‘s a wonderful idea to have a place and I
think the portable is a great spot because I taught in a portable when I
first started teaching. I loved it because it was my cabin. I owned that
space. I was close to the outdoors. For students who wanted to smudge or
step outside or just catch some air, they didn‘t have to go into the big
institution of the school to get to their classroom. When I first started I
would sometimes come late at night. I would sit on the back step and
check out the stars or something. It was great and I walked back into my
space and I loved that and that is how I see the portable. To own that
space and control that space.
Not all agreed with that sense of being separate. One person commented, ―[T]he
Lodge is a portable, so no bathroom. It‘s isolated. It‘s hard to get people to
come out to it.‖ When the Lodge is located as a classroom within the school,
accessibility and visibility enables the students to drop into the Lodge and
participate in its activities. This central location also makes it easier for CYWs to
establish and build relationships with the First Nation and Métis students in ways
that they cannot when they are a less visible presence within the school. Having
the Lodges and classrooms decorated with ― First Nation, Métis, and Inuit art and
posters,‖ teachings and artefacts was a first step to respectful acknowledgment
of First Nation, Métis and Inuit students‘ confidence and sense of identity.
WINDOWS INTO AN ELEMENTARY LODGE
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THE LODGE IN THE PORTABLE

Outside the Lodge, the welcoming classroom is a space that is ―bright, airy and
colourful.‖ It is one where First Nation, Métis and Inuit [indeed all] students
could be engaged. In particular, however, First Nation, Métis and Inuit students
need
…to understand that they have a presence in the classrooms.They see
themselves [there] as opposed to being lost in the dust, lost in the walls.
One study participant indicated classroom space is currently shared space. In
addition to designated space for the Lodges, integral to the UAEPP, participants
called for recognition and representaion of First Nation, Métis and Inuit peoples
and cultures in all classrooms. Acknowledgement and visible representation of a
First Nation, Métis and Inuit cultural presence was seen to be crucial to more
students accepting and publically acknowledging their heritage. It also could
lead to self-identification for those who are more hesitant. They have good
reason to proceed with caution as is evident in the comments in Spontaneous
Laughter.
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It‘s an important thing that Aboriginal students can explore their culture
and have it represented in the classrooms. I think that it‘s important that
the other students realize that Aboriginal culture is there.
This moment then brings us full circle and back to the Eastern Door and Visioning
as we consider what is to follow all that the UAEPP has already stimulated. What
are some of the concerns raised? What traps might be waiting? What is working
well? What are some of the directions study participants see as the next steps?

TRAPS FROM DISPLAY OF MÉTIS TRADITIONS
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SECTION IV: CLOSING COMMENTS
The final section consists of three parts. The first briefly addresses the current
success of the Urban Aboriginal Education Pilot Project as seen by the study
participants. The second puts forward recommendations, all positioned under an
umbrella commitment to sustainability. Finally, come a number of persisting
questions which arise out of the report, in particular what the participants had
to say. These gesture to some of the work still to be addressed and focus on
particular issues raised by participants. Final comments conclude the section.
Warning: One hesitates to write a few definitive recommendations out of a study
that covers so much ground and raises so many issues. The worry is that these
alone become the focus and some others of equal importance remain embedded
and unaddressed within the text. It is important for those who read this report to
take seriously their own responsibility to think through what they read, to
question it as needed and to develop their own recommendations as appropriate.
It is also important to ―listen‖ carefully and to take seriously what people who
chose to speak to the researchers had to say. They are the ones most immersed
in and most affected by the vision created by the Urban Aboriginal Education
Pilot Project. Of course, being immersed in the everyday context from which this
report arises brings advantages and disadvantages. An outside and more distant
lens may perceive insights not available to one close to the action; on the other
hand, an insider view can provide alternative and additional readings based in
more extensive knowledge of that world.
A. Success
While almost everyone was focused on the extremely short duration of the pilot
project, many participants said with confidence that it had already achieved
considerable success. When pushed to elaborate, the responses were varied but
clear. A direct quote from one participant exemplifies success from a student‘s
perspective.
I think strictly the pride of being able to come to school and knowing that
you are accepted for who you are. I know as a kid I hid the fact, I did my
best to blend in but I could do that, just meld in with the population. But I
think for kids to come and feel strongly enough that they can say to you,
―I am from Rama,‖ and ―I am a Beausoleil,‖ and ―I am Ojibway.‖ ―This is
who I am and I am proud of it,‖ as opposed to, ―I‘m not going to say
anything. I‘m going to just basically hide because I don‘t want to identify
myself as a First Nation person.‖ I think that was the success of the
program first.
She went on to say,
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The second [sign of success] would be that their needs are met—that there
is strong enough interest in the terms of programming that they can see
themselves in the classrooms and the school. They would view success in
that way, whether is be through art, whether it be through games,
whether it be through extra curricular. [As for the program so far], with
the limited amount of time I would say, yes [we have been successful]. I
would say that we have, in conjunction with the students and the staff,
we have done our best.
For themselves, most participants made clear that their view of success was
measured in their increasing awareness of the presence of First Nation, Métis and
Inuit students in the schools and of their responsibility to work well with those
students across the curriculum. At least some of the ways to achieve the latter
lies in the following recommendations.

Engaging All Children with Traditional Knowledges
of First Nation, Métis and Inuit Peoples.
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B. Recommendations
Recommendation 1: The need to commit to the sustainability of the
transformation that the UAEPP has inspired is a central concern and can be seen
as the overarching messsage of this report. The Board, the administration, the
teachers and the support staff are all implicated in achieving the long term goals
of the project. The desired transformation of attitudes and commitments to First
Nation, Métis and Inuit student success and the infusion of related
understandings across the curriculum cannot be relegated to a one time effort. If
it is to be deep and real, it requires continuous concentration. If the vision is
truly to move people involved with schools to enduring understandings, it must
be addressed on an on-going basis. Although the immediate worry that the
UAEPP would disappear after less than a year was assuaged with the one year
extension of the unspent funding, the over-arching concern for keeping the
momentum it has created remains. One participant speaks for many others in
this statement:
Now who‘s let these people [First Nation, Métis and Inuit students and
parents] down? The conversation that I fear is a parent would come and
say, ―What did I tell you?! You know, you told us to join along, play along
because we have all these things. And we thought, ―OK, maybe. Let‘s go
on out there and give it a try. Now what you‘re telling us is that it‘s
done.‖ We’ve become another project and this is what I fear because then
we‘ll lose these kids.
From another:
It just can‘t be the flavour of the month or flavour of the year. I‘ve been
part of those types of things before, and I know that the money comes and
goes but you can‘t get people to buy in if it‘s not going to be there for a
period of time. We devote tons of resources in our board to help all types
of students with plenty of money and there‘s an inequity, I believe. If
you‘re lucky enough to be chosen to run this program by the Ministry then
I would think it behoves us to run with this next year to show good faith to
the community, as opposed to saying, ―It‘s not important any more and
we are on to chasing butterflies,‖ or what ever else we want to do.
Many sceptics echoed the concern that the UAEPP could become one more
―flavour of the month‖ and saw the need to plan how to move forward with what
must be seen as a permanent part of best practices – creating success for First
Nations, Métis and Inuit students in schools and developing curriculum to create
knowledge and awareness of First Nation, Métis and Inuit peoples, cultures,
histories and current issues for all students. Some of the schools began to take
the initiative to do exactly that on their own last year, creating plans that would
allow the momentum stimulated by the UAEPP to continue to grow even if
funding were to be reduced or worse disappear altogether.
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No, it won‘t be a ―flavour of the month‖ because of the way we‘ve rolled
it out. I‘ll encourage teachers to continue with those lessons and building
on those lessons. And those casual conversations [I have with them] about
how are things going: I hope there are residual effects and I believe
because those teachers are embedded [in what they are doing] it will
happen.
In another school, continuity is also seen as essential. A participant imagined
what this might look like in terms of the shift in curriculum to taking First
Nation, Métis and Inuit content seriously.
It‘s got to become an awareness among the staff: we have this need in
this school and so let‘s address it. It would be nice for every department
to have a representative to get together to say, ―OK, how are we going to
embed this into our curriculum, into our classrooms….Rather than talking
about the Indians as Indians and cowboys and Iroquois, Algonquins, and
the Jesuits coming over, why not focus on other aspects?‖ At our school
we‘re having a lunch and learn circle for professional development and a
speaker is coming in to talk about the apology that the government gave
and the impact that it‘s had on First Nation people and then also another
one will be a talk on European and post-European contact with the Natives
and that legacy. Staff have signed up. I don‘t think they would have
maybe even two years ago. There are people from Family Studies, English,
Student Success, History, Co-op, and Visual Arts who have signed up. So
that‘s a start.
Notably this ―lunch and learn‖ PD is not part of the UAEPP and yet is building on
its effects. Such initiatives might serve as models for further planning. The Board
might also assuage this concern by committing to certain on-going support for
the initiative.12 The major supports from the UAEPP which participants see as
integral to the goals include Child and Youth Workers; dedicated space for First
Nation, Métis and Inuit students and activities; the Principal of First Nation,
Métis and Inuit Education; resource teachers; and designated and on-going
funding to enhance curriculum and library resources.

12

And in 2009 the Board is doing exactly that through funding for the First
Nation, Métis and Inuit Education Principal‘s position as well as one Child and
Youth Worker.
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Recommendation 2: The contributions of the Child and Youth Workers were
seen by most as the central component of the UAEPP and the one that had made
an immediate difference to the schools. One question that was addressed in each
interview had to do with prioritizing the components of the project. Respondents
were most reluctant to give up any of the benefits they had received with the
project. But when pushed to rank the aspects of the UAEPP most needed, almost
without exception school-based participants called for the continuation of the
support offered by the Child and Youth Workers for creating success for First
Nation, Métis and Inuit students. The CYWs were seen as the single most
important dimension of the shifts that had occurred. ―The extra body in the
classroom‖ made all the difference. With their presence, teachers felt that they
could help to address the immediate needs of the First Nation, Métis and Inuit
students who were struggling in school. That assistance then allowed the
teachers to concentrate more on the students who were ready to engage in the
mandated curriculum. This enhanced time for teachers to focus on their teaching
included having the time to develop their own knowledge and then curriculum
resources to enhance the representation of First Nation, Métis and Inuit content
within their classes. In this regard, the Itinerant Resource Teachers, funding for
resources and the Aboriginal Education Principal were all seen as integral to this
work. The opportunities they created provided a significant beginning to the
professional development teachers wanted.
Recommendation 3: Professional development opportunities for all involved
including administrators, teachers and support staff are seen as a priority. The
participants emphasized this need at many points in the interviews. These
opportunities can include continuing support for school-based curriculum
development; Itinerant Resource Teachers; Professional Learning Communities;
continuing cultural awareness development through direct work with First
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Nations, Métis and Inuit community members, whether teachers, administrators
or community-based knowledge keepers as well as other dimensions raised in the
report. Many of the participants are seeking knowledge that may have been
lacking in their own schooling such as the general histories and contemporary
issues of First Nation, Métis and Inuit peoples and cultures; local knowledgel;
knowledge of the relations between Canada and those nations and peoples; and
an introduction to Indigenous philosophical thought and related practices.
On-going cultural awareness education was deemed to be critical in working with
and developing stonger relationships with First Nation, Métis and Inuit students.
―I am mortified to have learned that not everyone treats all the kids the same
and there is no sensitivity or cultural training available.‖ One study participant
stated that he wanted ―something I can actually use to help my students.‖ Crossclass observations, where teachers have the opportunity to observe one another,
were considered a valuable as ways to consider not only how others positively
interact with First Nation, Métis and Inuit students, but to have their own
teaching methods observed for feedback.
It‘s experiential learning getting you into a classroom to see what a good
classroom looks like, and so you know what resources are available to help
you become better at your own practice. I don‘t think teachers college
prepared me for working with Aboriginal students in my classroom. Put
me into a classroom where I can see a Native classroom. I need to see the
students; I need to see the impact; I need to observe the undercurrent
stuff.
Another study participant asserted that:
Teachers are reactive when they aren‘t confident. So if you are struggling
and you don‘t have anything to fall back on your confidence is in question
and you become reactive….The more I‘m learning about the background,
the more I can make them [Aboriginal students] feel accepted into the
classroom and help other students understand.
Professional development and cultural awareness education could prepare
teachers to work with, interact, teach, and make stronger connections with First
Nation, Métis and Inuit students in their classrooms. Participants had several
revealing comments in this regard:
I forget that every kid in the classroom needs me to believe that they can
do it.
Up to now my knowledge has come mainly from the media.
You don‘t have to be scared of the culture: you just have to know where
to go and get the teachings.
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Study participants across all sessions adamantly insisted that professional
development, support for teachers, as well as support and access to current
resources created by First Nation, Métis and Inuit authors and curriculum
developers would facilitate the integration of First Nation, Métis and Inuit
culture and authentic cultural teachings and knowledge into the curriculum.
These supports were seen to be crucially important in order for non-Aboriginal
teachers to become confident in effectively utilizing the First Nation, Métis and
Inuit infused course material, and further, to provide practical strategies for
implementing and infusing culture and knowledge into curriculum and lesson
plans.
I think in-service supports for teachers has been really helpful for those
who don‘t have Aboriginal background themselves. They are much more
comfortable using and presenting Aboriginal materials without feeling that
they are doing it wrong.
Although many participants had had no direct professional development related
to First Nation, Métis and Inuit education, they had participated in professional
development in other areas and offered some suggestions regarding effective
pedagogical approaches and possibilities for professional development in First
Nation, Métis and Inuit education. Rather than attend seminars and read texts,
some educators expressed interest in having the opportunity for practical
experience. One educator stated that, ―I don‘t think it is always giving them
[teachers] a textbook thing or a seminar in something. It‘s getting them in the
classroom. Seeing what a good classroom looks like and getting in there.‖
Another teacher expressed interest in observing ―the perfect teacher for
Aboriginal kids who feel insecure in a regular classroom...Show me the perfect
teacher and let me go and experience that and hopefully just being able to
observe.‖ Some participants also discussed wanting to have someone in their
schools to guide them as they include First Nation, Métis and Inuit cultures,
histories, and current realities in their teaching. One participant explained:
I would appreciate more, ―This is my lesson could you have a look at
it.‖…‖Am I going to be offensive if I teach this lesson?‖ ―Should I ignore or
should I promote education about the following thing?‖ ―Can I say Native?
Should I say Aboriginal? Should I say First Nations?‖
Furthermore, conversations with Simcoe County participants on First Nation,
Métis and Inuit student success support the need for professional development to
address ―the role of personal histories in shaping work in classrooms.‖ This point
was also addressed by First Nation, Métis and Inuit parents and educational
leaders in Spontaneous Laughter and Good Marks. As educators work through
their perceptions of and past experiences with First Nation, Métis, and Inuit
peoples and cultures, they may appreciate having a safe, non-judgmental
environment to discuss and ask questions on First Nation, Métis and Inuit
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cultures, histories, and current realities and to learn where to go to find
resources and how to develop community connections in respectful ways.
Participants recognized that for shifts and changes to be long lasting,
professional development related to First Nation, Métis and Inuit students and
content needs to take place regularly and needs to be ―more progressive‖ rather
than sporadic and ―politically correct.‖ In this light, it is interesting to note that
in other contexts, it has been found that when professional development focuses
on Aboriginal students, the effects are felt by all students within the target
class. On the other hand, when other new initiatives are implemented, while
other students benefit, unless there is a specific focus on Aboriginal students in
the classes, there is often no direct benefit to them. In Aotearoa/New Zealand,
for example, a long term extensive project, funded by the Ministry of Education
and focused on Maori students in mainstream classrooms, has led to significant
improvement in standardized test scores for the Maori students. Most striking is
the fact that all students in the classes involved with the professional
development have experienced similar shifts.
Finally, in relation to the following recommendation, it is clear that effective
professional development involves, in its design, implementation, and
sustainability, school boards and educators working in a respectful way with First
Nation, Métis and Inuit peoples and communities. The final recommendation is
directly related to the importance of developing and maintaining relationships
with the families and communities where First Nation, Métis and Inuit students
live.
Recommendation 4: Further development of parental and community
involvement is seen to be central to both student success and to enriching First
Nation, Métis and Inuit content across the curriculum. In relation to the latter, a
participant spoke of maintaining the connections to resource people established
this year.
It would be really nice to have that continuity because we are just getting
to the point now where things are rolling and we can start to build on
that….One of the other things that is valuable is the connection we have
been able to make in the Aboriginal community. Now we have contacts
and will continue to be able to call on and invite them to come into our
school.
Schools involved and the Board can contribute to enhancing these connections
through demonstrating their interest in involving knowledgeable community
members.
One person said schools should ―bring in community members so that kids can
make that connection with people that they can carry on with outside of school.
Maybe some of those connections will continue throughout the rest of their
lives.‖ A number of participants specified the importanace of involving Elders in
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the SCDSB schools to work with all students, but especially First Nation, Métis
and Inuit students. Others suggested having regular cultural events in the schools
to welcome community members into the school environment and to continue
the introduction of resource people and knowledge of culture to the school
personnel. At the same time, having cultural events in schools could also
contribute to welcoming parents into the schools and create the conditions for
positive exchanges between family and teachers. Some of the educators
appreciated that, if they wanted to increase parents‘ involvement in their
children‘s schooling, they needed to find ways for the school to support families
and build trust with parents. Something more than the phone call home to report
problems is needed.
Further to making the connections through these events which require parents
and community members to come into the school, one participant commented,
―It [interaction between school and community] doesn‘t all have to be in the
school. It could be there or wherever.‖ A number of teachers stated that if they
had the funding, they would be keen to take their students outside into the
community on field trips and especially to listen to First Nation, Métis and Inuit
speakers in the community as well as to have guest speakers visit their
classrooms. Providing an honorarium for such a visit is a sign of respect for the
knowledge and expertise that is being shared.
Some participants with close ties to First Nation communities identified a
particular reason for inviting more First Nation, Métis and Inuit educators with
knowledge of their cultures and histories into Simcoe County schools. NonAboriginal educators often lack knowledge and/or confidence in teaching related
topics. One said, ―I know that it‘s a teacher culture in which we have to know
everything and that‘s the way a lot of my colleagues are....you‘re afraid to ask
because asking is now seen as a sign of weakness.‖ At the same time, another
participant cautioned about proper protocol when engaging with Indigenous
knowledge, ―We have to be careful not to offend the Native population. We need
to recognize specialized people and not just [think], ‗Oh yes, I remember going
to this seminar and now I can talk about it.‘‖ He spoke extensively on the
importance of experiencing life in First Nation communities with First Nation
people, seeing hope as ―the new resources will be people from teachers college‖
who he believes are receiving some training and practical experience teaching in
First Nation, Métis and Inuit communities and some education on First Nation,
Métis and Inuit cultures.
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Enhancing community involvement with schools
C. Persisting Questions
Throughout the document, a number of questions are raised either directly by
the participants or implicitly in comments they have made. Some of those are
repeated here but a careful reading of the report in context is bound to highlight
others. For the most part, they are listed as they arise in the report and the
order is not intended to suggest level of importance.
1) How might a teacher think about addressing sensitive curricular issues
with implications for First Nation, Métis and Inuit students? For example,
is there anything to be done in relation to raising issues related to
residential schools in history class?
2) How can stereotyping be better questioned? For example, assuming that
people working in First Nation, Métis and Inuit education are Aboriginal
themselves or assuming that a visibly First Nation person working in the
school must NOT be a teacher? Or assuming that a First Nation student will
NOT be supported by family commitment to schooling?
3) If First Nation, Métis and Inuit parents and First Nation, Métis and Inuit
communities have not been consulted regarding their children‘s schooling
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and if the school building itself is not a resepctful or even neutral space
for them, is it reasonable to expect them to be involved with and
supportive of its agenda?
4) How can we address our own deficit thinking, i.e. making negative
assumptions about a student based on poverty, familial and community
locations and other circumstances?
5) How might larger schools, especially secondary schools with varied classes
and teachers, provide the possibility of and the stability of longer term
relationships between students and teachers, not just for First Nation,
Métis and Inuit students, but for all?
6) How can teachers better access the contacts within the community and
sources elsewhere that they need to further their knowledge of First
Nation, Métis and Inuit peoples, cultures, etc.?
7) How does a teacher or other school personnel develop cultural proficiency
that will enable them to work well with the students?
8) What role does empathy play in coming to be in good relation with First
Nation, Métis and Inuit students?
9) How does a person with no experience of a culture other than the
dominant one (in this case, primarily English-speaking and white) move to
a deeper understanding of what it means to have one‘s culture and
language ignored in school?
10) How does one develop the patience and create the commitment needed
to make such a radical and system-wide shift in understandings and
relations amongst people? How does one maintain the momentum that the
UAEPP has created?
11) What is the place of spirituality in the school and classroom? How can
teachers develop the confidence to bring some of the concepts
respectfully into their work with students?
12) What is the balance between encouraging teachers to take up and use
Indigenous knowledge in their work and expecting them to take the time
to learn appropriate protocols for respectful engagement with the
teachings?
13) What are the implications of treating all students ―the same‖?
14) What is the role of the Board of Education and the Ministry of Education in
ensuring the continuity of what the UAEPP has begun?
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D. Final Comment
For the sake of clarity, the recommendations from above are repeated here in
somewhat abbreviated form. Again, they should be placed in the context of
being only four of many possible recommendations embedded in the complex
research conversations upon which this report is based.
Recommendation 1: The need on the part of all involved to commit to the
sustainability of the transformation that the UAEPP has inspired is the
overarching messsage of this report.
Recommendation 2: The contributions of the Child and Youth Workers were
seen by most as essential to the success of the UAEPP and as necessary to
continuing its goals.
Recommendation 3: Intensive and sustained professional development
opportunities for all involved including administrators, teachers and support staff
must be a priority.
Recommendation 4: Further development of parental and community
connections is central to both student success and to enriching First Nation,
Métis and Inuit content across the curriculum.
This report is situated in what the people working daily in four schools and their
classrooms in the Simcoe County District Board in 2008-2009 had to say about the
ways they work, and the ways they aspire to work, with First Nation, Métis and
Inuit students and the curricular content based in First Nation, Métis and Inuit
cultures, histories and contemporary issues. It captures a snapshot of a work in
progress. May it inform this work in good ways as intended. May it be received
with respect for all those who participated and spoke honestly as they grappled
with finding the best possible ways to enhance the success of First Nation, Métis
and Inuit students in their schools and classrooms.
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Appendix
INFORMED CONSENT LETTER
and
GUIDING QUESTIONS
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QuickTime™ and a
decompressor
are needed to see this picture.
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SIGNATURE PAGE
I, ___________________________________, consent to participate in this study
designed by Celia Haig-Brown, Ph.D. I understand the nature of the project and
wish to participate. My signature below indicates my consent.

Signature_______________________ Date__________________________
Participant

Signature______________________ Date__________________________
Principal Investigator
Celia Haig-Brown, Ph.D.
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Guiding Questions for Teachers
Research Phase 2 of the UAEPP
The Urban Aboriginal Education Pilot Project (UAEPP) needs to hear from
teachers, administrators and other school staff in order to contribute to the
development of best practices for success in classrooms. While many of these
questions pertain directly to First Nation, Métis and Inuit students, you may
want to think more generally about your classrooom and school when you
respond to them.
Introductory
1. Demographics (number of years teaching; in the district; in the school;
teacher education and professional development; grades currently taught)
2. What is your experience in working with First Nation, Métis and Inuit
students? Their parents or caregivers?
3. Do you have currently have (or do you know if you have) First Nation,
Métis and/or Inuit students in your classes? In your school?
Success
4. What counts as success in your classroom? What does it look like?
5. ****What do you see as the major factors contributing to First Nation,
Métis and Inuit student success in your classroom?***
[Central question for the study. Follow-up questions come from this one as
appropriate. We will take direction from the initial responses to guide what
comes next.]

The Classroom
6. Describe your approaches to including all students in the activities of your
classroom. Give me an example of an actual teaching experience that
shows how this works.
7. Are there specific teaching approaches (your own or others‘) that you
think are particularly beneficial to First Nation, Métis and Inuit students
in your classroom?
8. Describe a specific curriculum initiative you use in your classroom that
might address First Nation, Métis and Inuit student success.
9. Where does your knowledge of First Nation, Métis and Inuit peoples,
histories and contemporary experiences come from? Your own experience?
PLC? Teacher education? Professional development? Other?
10. How would you characterize the learning styles of First Nation, Métis and
Inuit students. What makes you think that?
11. How important is it for all students to have some knowledge of First
Nation, Métis and Inuit peoples, cultures, achievements? Are there places
where you integrate such knowledge into the curriculum other than the
ministry-mandated units?
12. Have you ever had a First Nation, Métis or Inuit resource person come to
your class? For what purpose?
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13. If resources were not an issue, can you think of ways you would reorient
your classroom to make it more supportive of Aboriginal students‘ success?
What would such an ideal classroom look like: one which fully supports the
learning of First Nation, Métis and Inuit students,?
The School
14. Are you aware of any support systems or people available to you when
you need help or advice in working well with First Nation, Métis and Inuit
students? Have you ever sought them out? Can you give me an example of
a time you wished you had or you did have help from a person or an
agency in or outside the school?
15. Are there specific places or programs in the school that are available to
First Nation, Métis and Inuit students for academic, cultural or other
support?
16. Are there extra-curricular activities that play a role in First Nation, Métis
and Inuit student success?
Community and family relations
17. Outline your school plan for connecting with parents. Does the school
have a plan for ensuring participation of First Nation, Métis and Inuit
families?
18. What are some of the recent events which involved families in the school?
How was it received? Were you aware of attendance by any First Nation,
Métis or Inuit family or community members?
19. What would you change about family-community-school-classroom
relations if you could?
Spirituality
20. Spirituality is a major component of many First Nation, Métis and Inuit
peoples‘ everyday existence. Do you see a place for acknowledgement of
spirituality in your classroom or in the school? Are you familiar with the
Seven Teachings of the Anishinaabe?
Final questions
21. Do you have opportunities for professional development that would allow
you to work better with First Nation, Métis and Inuit students?
22. What question should I have asked you that I didn‘t?
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