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Executive Summary

In this stady we investigate the educational circumstances of Aboriginal students in Winnipeg
inner city high schools. The study is based on interviews with 47 Aboriginal students in
Winnipeg inner city high schools, 50 Aboriginal school leavers, 25 adult members of the
Aboriginal cornmunity, and 10 teachers, 7 of them Aboriginal, In addition, we conducted an
extensive review of relevant literature,

Responses by Aboriginal people to our questions about their experiences in school reveal the
existence of what we have identified as:a cultural/class/experiential divide between Aboriginal
students and their families on the one-hand, and the school system on the other. The life expe-
riences-and cultural values of many Aboriginal students and their families differ significantly
from what they experience in the schools, which are run largely by non-Aboriginal, middle
class people for the purpose of advancing the valuss of the dominant culture. The education-
al system marginalizes Aboriginal students, does not adequately reflect their cultural values
and their daily realities, and feels alien to many Aboriginal people. The incidence of overt
forms of racisii—namie c¢alling and stereotyping, for example—is high, Institutional forms of

non-Aboriginal: for eXdtiple, theré aré:few Abotiginal teachers, and little Aboriginal
conteént in the curriculiim. These characteristics suggest to us an educational system What Aboriginal peo
that continues to be ovetly Buro-centric and evei colonial—a concept that we elabo-  ple have said to us

rate upon in Part Two of thie paper. about the educational

Aboriginal students experience the divide beétween themselves and the school systemon  system is not that
a daily basis, and a good deal of what they experience in school is negative. Not surpris- Aboriginal paople
ingly, many Aboriginal students resist and even reject this form of education, This is not
the way in which this issue is generally understood, It is generally understond as being a should be forced to
problem of Aboriginal students failing in school, of their having a 'dropout’ rate double  €hange in order to fit
that of non-Aboriginal students. But what follows from framing the isswe as being Into and ‘suteeed’ in
Aboriginal students' failures in school is that it is the Aboriginal students who need 'fix- hool. b : th ot
ing} and this inevitably loads back to the thinking that drove the residential schools,  Sen00l, DUL rather tha
which is that Aboriginal culture is inferior, and that Aboriginal students must be ‘raised’ ~ the educatianal system
to the level of the superior culture. This approach has simply not worked, Aboriginal  naeds to change.

people donot and will not accept these racist assumptions. They resist such assumptions, h

and thus resist schools;

The evidence that:ws have gathered suggests to us that Aborigina! people want the education that
is needed to enable thern:to participats fully in Canadian soclety and in their own self-governance,
but they do not want to abandon what it is to be Aboeriginal in order to do so. What Aboriginal
peaple have said to vs about the educational system is not that Aboriginal people should be forced
to change in order to fit into and ‘succeed’ in school—this is what the residential schools attempted,
unsuccessfully, to do—but rather that schools and the educational system generaliy need to change
in order to better reflect the rapidly changing demographic and cultural realities of our community,

Making such significant changes will be a challenge, but the benefits to all of us in doing so will
be significant. We conclude the paper by advancing recommendations that arise directly from
what our Interviewees have told us. Thesé are recommendations that we consider to be rea-
sonable and achievable, and which we believe are necessary for beginning the process of change
that needs to take place in our educational system.
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Part Three

3.1 Conclusions

underway in the socioeconomic structure and character of our city, and we believe that edu-
cation will play a crucial role in determining whether we are successful in negotiating these
shifts and upheavals, A recent Saskatchewan study, which calculated that by the year 2016,
almost one-half (46.4%) of school-aged (5-17 years) children in the province will be
Aboriginal, concluded that:

B “.the present ern represents the birth pangs of an entirely new society,
because it is witness to a kind of renegotiation of relations between the defin-
ing peoples. Further, it can he argued that the principle context of this new
contact period is that of education. The role of the school, humble as this
might sound, could not therefore be cast in & more dramatic light..,.The role
the school plays will determine the future and destiny of our province.....An
opportunity of greatest significance lies before us-—nothing more and noth-
ing less than the forging of a new society” (Tymckak, 2001, p.25).

The same can be said, we believe, for Manitoba and specifically for Winnipeg. Indeed, these
shifts in demographic realities are taking place in many large cities across North America, where
people of Buropean descent have become or are becoming a minority. These demographic shifts
have enormous implications for education—for how we construct the curriculum, how we
train teachers, and who gets trained to be a teacher, for example. Giroux, writing about the USA,
argues that*.. the cultural landscapes of our urban centres..”” are changing such that those peo-
ples previously seen as 'the other' and confined to the margins of everyday life are moving to the
centre (Giroux, 1992, p. 111). Schools must reflect these real-world changes.

In Winnipeg this means that schools must become more Aboriginal. We believe that this means
very significant changes to the educational system as a whole, In our recommendations we will
emphasize those changes in the educational system having to do especially with who is teach-
ing and what is taught. Thege are changes, we believe, that are achievable within a reasonable
time frame. But our immediate focus on teachers and curriculum should not be seen as
detracting from our view that it is the system as a whole that needs to change to reflect chang-
ing demographic and cultural realitics.

Many of the recommendations that we believe flow from our findings require action on the
part of the provincial government, given that the provinces have the constitutional responsi-
bility for education, Therefore, although our study focussed on Aboriginal students in
Winnipeg inner city high schools, at least some of our recommendations have to be couched
in terms of the province as a whole.

Our recommendations arise directly from what we have been told by Aboriginal high school
students and school leavers and cornmunity members in the interview questionnaires and the
focus groups, and are supported, we believe, by the considerable body of literature that now
exists on Aboriginal education, Before setting out our recommendations, we want to make two
preliminary observations.

First, there are four areas, in addition to those included in our recommendations, where we
belisve, based on our findings in this study, important changes could and should be made. We
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are not including these in our recommendations because we want to focus on the recommen-
dations that we believe to be of the highest priority. Nevertheless, we want to make very brief
mention of these four areas because we believe they are worthy of further investigation and con-
sideration. The first is the importance of those schools with significant numbers of Aboriginal
students making extra, innovative efforts to reach out to Aboriginal parents, including efforts
that reach the community as a whole, like community feasts, and including strategies that have
been tried elsewhere that involve teachers going into the community to meet with parents in the
parents’ homes, The second is the importance of adult learner centres, given that Aboriginal
people are more likely than non-Aboriginal people to return to school after the usual high
school age, and given what appears to us, from our cursory cbservations of adult learner cen-
tres in the course of conducting this study, to be the high degree of effectiveness of at least some
of these institutions, The third is the possibility of developing a community economic develop-
nment strategy around inner city schools, by attaching to such schools early childhood education
programs like Aboriginal Head Start, literacy programs for parents, and high quality after schoo!
Pprograms, each with a hiring strategy aimed at employing more Aboriginal people. There is very
strong evidence that these programs are educationally effective, and there is espeéially strong
evidence that educational attainment is strongly correlated with socioeconoimic statiys, and thus
jobs. The fourth is the importance of developing the programs needed to enable more
Aboriginal high school students than is now the case to find part-time jobs while still in school,
piven the evidence that Aboriginal students are much less likely to be employed while at school
than non-Abongmal students and that many Aborlgmal students would like to be employed
thiat-each of these fcmr areas is important from an Aboriginal educational attmnment point of
.v'ie"w,‘ drid edch is Wbrthy of further investigation

Aborigmal teachers, to add a considerable additional amount of Aboriginal content to the
teacher training programs, and to integrate much more Aboriginal content into the existing
high school curriculum—are listed as three separate recommendations, but are much better
thought of as three inter-related parts of an integrated strategy, the ultimate goal of which is
broad systemic change. Producing more Aboriginal teachers is useful in itself, but is much
more effective if these Aboriginal teachers have come through. a teacher training program
which has provided them with an understanding of colonialismn and the Aboriginal.experience,
and is much more effective if the curtriculum these teachers are working with is:infused with
Aberiginal content. Similarly, infusing the high school-curriculum with Aboriginal content is
useful in itself, but is much more effective-if those who teach it are knowledgeable about
Aboriginal matters, and is more useful still if the number of teachers who are Aboriginal is pro-
portionate to the number of students who are Aboriginal. Thus we see these three recominen-
dations:as an integrated package, and we see them as the achievable starting points for signif-
icant 'systemic change, the outcoms of which would be an educational system in which
Aboriginal cultures and people are fully acknowledged, respected, and represented.

We wish to add that we know that there have been many studies of Aboriginal education in the
past, and relatively little action has resulted. The Auditor-General of Canada, for example,
when reporting recently on the state of Aboriginal education in Canada, said the following:

“According to one First Nations organization, education for First Nations has
been studied for over 20 years, This includes at least 22 studies between 1991
and 1999 in one departmental region...None of the study reports that came
to our attention was accompanied by a departmental implementation plan
that identified how and by whom the necessary remedial action would be
taken” (Canada, 2000, pp. 4-9, 4-10).
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It is not within our mandate to identify how and by whom the necessary remedial action will
be taken. It is, however, our task to set out what we believe, In broad terms, to be the necessary
remedial action. In the following recommendations we seek to do that, by setting out the pack-
age of changes that we think, based on our interviews and the existing literature, is of the high-
est order of priority, and is the most likely to be achievable within a reasonable time frame.

3.2 Recommendations

In our discussions with the Aboriginal people whom we interviewed, many offered some vari-
ant of the view that ‘the whole educational system needs to change’ We believe that there is a
sense in which this is true. The educational system is not now meeting the needs of large num-
bers of Aboriginal students, and therefore it needs to be changed. The specifie recommendations
that follow are, in our view, the steps that are most likely to be achievable in the immediately
foreseeable future, and that are most likely to lay the foomdation for the kind of long-term sys-
temic change that is'needed if the educational needs of Aboriginal people are to be met. Thess
changes must be implemented with the full participation of the authentic Aboriginal leadership,
as has been recommended by the Aboriginal Justice Iriquiry and the Royal Commission on
Aboriginal Peoples.

RECOMMENDATION #1: The Centre for Urban Aboriginal Education
We recornmend:

a, Thiat in order to assist in the process of ensuring the timely implementation of these rec-
ommendations, and to ensure that the Aboriginal community has the organizational
means by which to prometg its educational interests and aspirations, there be established
in Winnipeg a Centre for Urban Aboriginal Education.

b. That the Centre for Urban Aboriginal Education be;
1. an independent body;
it. governed by the Aboriginal community;
iil. provided with a secure financial base;

iv. mandated to provide leadership and organizational capacity for the Aboriginal
commupity in the on-going process of effecting positive changes to the educational
system.

REGOMMENDATION #2: Aboriginal Teachers
We recommend:

8. That the provincial government, working closely with the Aboriginal community,
immediately prepare and implement a plan designed to produce enough Aboriginal teach-
ers that in 10 years from now, the proportion of teachers in all Winnipeg and all Manitoba
school divisions who are Aboriginal will be at least equivalent to the proportion of stu-
dents in those school divisions who are Aboriginal.

b. That the plan include at least the following measures:

. i, That a specific and significant proportion of the spots in each year's incoming class in the
Faculties of Education at the University of Manitoba and the University of Winnipeg be
allocated to Aboriginal students. A version of this is done in the Faculty of Social Work at
the University of Manitoba, where 25% of incoming students each year tust be Aborigingl,
or immigrants, or people with disabilities, It s done at the Winnipeg Education Centre as
well, where the incoming class must reflect the population of Winnipeg's inner city.
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ii. That increased, targeted funding be made available to the Faculties of Education specifi-
cally to enable them to put in place the supports that would be needed to meet the acade-
mic needs of a significantly increased number of Aboriginal students. Aboriginal student
- oounselling and advising services are alreadly stretchied to the limnit at the two universities, so
that to enable more Aboriginal students to graduate as teachers, mote Aboriginal student
services staff would be needed. For the University of Winnipeg Faculty of Education, this
might best be done by extending the already proven Access model to the University of
Winnipeg, singe the UW does not now have specific funding for Access programming, The
Am model is mtended to provide access and necessary supports to those students—

vermty

jii. That increased, targeted funding be made available to the Faculties of Education specif-
Jcally to enable them to put in place the kind of aggressive recruitment strategy that would
be needed to engourage much larger numbers of Aboriginal students to embark upon
careers in education. This would require that Aboriginal staff from the two Faculties of
Education or from Aboriginal Student Support Seivices go into rural and city high schools
and elementary schools to talk about the value of tesching as a career, and the opportuni-
ties available for Aboriginal students in education. It may also require the development of
various strategies—mentoring, for example, or ‘laddering’ from job to job—to prepare
Aboriginal people in the community to qualify for ademission to Faculties of Education,

iv. That a program be devised which would enable Aboriginal people now working as
teaching assistants to earn credits toward a Bachelor of Education degree based on
their work in classrooms as teaching assistants. This would shorten the time during
which classes would have to be taken at the Faculties of Exducation at the University of
Manitoba or the University of Winnipeg, and would be likely to increase the number
of Aboriginal people who would seek to graduate as teachers,

RECOMMENDATION #3: The Training of Teachers
We recommend:

8. That the provineial government make available to the Faculties of Education at the University
of Manitoba and the University of Winnipeg sufficient additional, targeted funding to enable
‘thiose faculties to niake the changes in their course offerings and the additions to their staff that
die fecessar’y for the specific purposs of ensuring thit all prospective teachiers who are trained
in Manitoba are fariiliar with the colonial experience of Aboriginal people in Canada,

b. That thie funding be targeted in such a way as to enable the Faculties of Education to do,
at a mininoum, the following:

i. To hire additional staff to teach courses in Aboriginal history, culture and spiritual-
ity, dnd in colofililism and racism, with the very strong preference that these addi-
tional staff membeérs be Aboriginal people

and racism, andin anti-racist education.

c. That all prospective teachers seeking certification to teach in Manitoba be requiired to
have taken at least one coufse in the Faculty of Education with specifically Aboriginal con-
tent, as recommended by the Royal Comrnission on Aboriginal Peoples.

d. That targeted funding be miade available to all Manitoba school divisions specificilly to

enable them to provide a wide variety of professional development opportumt.les for exist-
 ing teachers to become more aware of Aboriginal issues.
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REGOMMENDATION #4: The High School Curriculum
‘We recommend:

a. That the high school curriculum in Manitoba, and in particular in those school divi-
sions with a significant Aboriginal student population, be thoroughly revamped in a
way consistent with the recommendation of the Aboriginal Teachers Circle: “The total

b. That this include at least the following:

i. Significant changes to the English, Social Studies and Science curriculums such
that Aboriginal content be totally integrated, and such that the use of Aboriginal

ii, The addition of more courses with specifically Aboriginal content: Aboriginal
History, Aboriginal Culture, Aboriginal Literature, and Aboriginal People and the
Colonial Bxperience, for example.

ili. The development of Eldets-in-the-schools programs in those s¢hools with sig-
nificant numbers of Aboriginal students.

iv. The development of Aboriginal ertists-in-the-schools programs in those
schools with significant numbers of Aboriginal students.

v. The development of anti-racist courses,
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