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Like Humpty Dumpty, the proposed First Nations education act had a great fall. The latest deal to
modernize education on First Nations reserves, announced with great fanfare by thenAssembly of First
Nations chief Shawn Atleo and Prime Minister Stephen Harper in February, did not hold together,
despite a sweetened financial offer.
When Atleo was toppled in early May, Ottawa's plan for bureaucratic reform, embodied in Bill C33, was
abandoned, leaving the pact shattered into pieces. Putting it all together again will require a completely
different approach and a more responsive model of selfgovernancebuilding from the First Nations up,
not the top down.
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We believe the proposed structural education reform missed the mark. More money in the form of
increased capital funding might have brought modest gains to onreserve schooling, but replacing one
bureaucracy with another rarely changes the state of education or improves the quality of student
learning at the school or community level.
A communityschoolbased approach  respectful of what indigenous scholars such as Marie Battiste
term the "learning spirit" that supports a real shift in the locus of decisionmaking  stands a far better
chance of making a difference and improving the achievement of all indigenous children and youth.
Education governance is contested democratic terrain. Provincial district school boards across Canada
are facing a public crisis of confidence, and the proposed act ran the risk of perpetuating that problem by
extending it into First Nations communities.
Publicly elected trustees and schoollevel administrators now voice serious concerns that "centralization"
is slowly choking off local decisionmaking and rendering elected boards powerless. Simply enabling the
establishment of school boards may well reinforce that centralization impulse.
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A 2005 report for the Ontario Council of Chiefs, written by Lise Chalot, identified the critical need for, and
potential of, engaging parents more in First Nations education. Based upon provincewide focus group
discussions, she saw parent engagement as a way of not only tapping into indigenous understandings of
learning, but providing the missing link in the current delivery of educational services to First Nations
children, youth and families.
First Nations control over education now involves a transformation enabling First Nations to develop
educational programs and practices rooted in indigenous knowledge systems and consistent with
aboriginal ways of learning, exemplified recently in what First Nations people call Holistic Lifelong
Learning Models.
Instead of accepting the centrality of First Nations knowledge systems as an essential precondition to
discussion, Ottawa focused on advancing a plan more narrowly focused on improving employability
skills, reflected in student achievement and graduation rates.
The First Nations population is not only young but growing rapidly, creating a sense of urgency. Forty
two per cent of the country's registered Indian population is 19 years of age or younger, compared to 25
per cent of the Canadian population as a whole. By 2026, the onreserve First Nations population of
407,300 in 2000 is expected to increase by 64 per cent to 667,900.
The February 2014 declaration spoke of "mutual accountability" yet insisted upon a core curriculum that
"meets or exceeds provincial standards," requiring students to meet minimum attendance standards,
teachers to be officially certified and schools to award "widely recognized" diplomas and certificates.
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Following the declaration, grassroots First Nations resistance, initially sparked by Blood First Nations
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activist Twila EagleBear Singer, set off a chain reaction. Then First Nations leaders across Canada not
party to the national agreement coalesced, forcing Atleo's resignation and completely rejecting the pact.
With the federal bill broken into pieces, we propose an alternative model for First Nations schools that
we term communityschoolbased management renewal. That approach embraces a mode of decision
making that has much in common with First Nations ways and practices, and most notably the "talking
circle" tradition of the Mi'kmaq.
Pioneered in the Edmonton Public Schools in the 1980s and now adopted by the World Bank in its
international education initiatives, the essential concept of schoolbased management would seem to be
more in accord with the aspirations of First Nations people for a greater measure of selfgovernment in
education.
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Educating First Nations children and youth is too important to be left solely to the federal officials who
still tend to set the education agenda for AFN chiefs. We urge the Canadian government to invest in
supporting and expanding communityled initiatives involving teachers, parents and families outside of
the existing span of administrative control to achieve longerterm goals of improved literacy, academic
achievement and life chances.
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Communityschoolbased renewal rather than bureaucratic reform may do so much more to build
sustainable school communities, unlock the First Nations "learning spirit," and truly engage children and
youth on and off First Nations reserves.
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Paul W. Bennett, senior education fellow, Northern Policy Institute, and Jonathan Anuik, assistant
professor of education policy studies, University of Alberta, Edmonton, are coauthors of Picking Up the
Pieces: A CommunitySchoolBased Approach to First Nations Education Renewal.

5. Scottish revolt on conservatives
6. Time to take the fight to Ebola
7. Franklin's errors should inform Canada's map for
Northwest Passage

9. Canada should send troops to Ukraine
10. iPhone 6’s rough start in China

ADS BY GOOGLE

Axiom Worx

Republished from the Winnipeg Free Press print edition September 15, 2014 A11

Are You Disabled?
SUBMIT A NEWS TIP

thenba.ca/disability

REPORT AN ERROR

Canadian Government Offers $40,000
Credit. See if You Qualify.
t Tweet 8

f Post 1

r Reddit 0

s ShareThis 9

p Print

Private Pilot Exam
Canada

e Email 0

MORE ANALYSIS
Previous Article:

Next Article:

Putting spotlight on all Canada's
vulnerable

A child's future shouldn't be a
lottery

(1 of 33 articles for this week)

(3 of 33 articles for this week)
Undock

You can comment on most stories on winnipegfreepress.com. You can also agree or disagree with other comments. All you need
to do is be a Winnipeg Free Press print or eedition subscriber to join the conversation and give your feedback.
HAVE YOUR SAY

Be the first to comment
New to commenting? Check out our Frequently Asked Questions.
The Winnipeg Free Press does not necessarily endorse any of the views posted. By submitting your comment, you agree to our Terms and
Conditions. These terms were revised effective April 16, 2010.

LOCAL FLYER DEALS

Sale On Select
Small KitchenAid
Small Appliances

Save %15 On
Windows & Exterior
Doors!

Save On Kitchen
Cookware &
Accessories

Target

Home Depot

Sears

Save 25%!

All Your Auto Needs
for Less

Mark's

NAPA Auto Parts

FOLLOW
Dock
MORE ANALYSIS
(3 of 33 articles for this week)

WFP JETS

THE
BULLETIN

TWITTER

NEWS CAFE

FACEBOOK

BREAKING
NEWS
ALERTS

Back to Top
Return to Analysis

http://www.winnipegfreepress.com/opinion/analysis/a-new-model-for-aboriginal-education-275088341.html

2/3

9/15/2014

A new model for aboriginal education - Winnipeg Free Press

General: Contact Us | History | Internships | Advertising | Privacy Policy | Sponsorship | Subscribe | Customer Service | Retail Locations | Submit a News Tip
Online: RSS Feeds | EEditions | Archives | Photo Store | Flyertown | Publications | Contests | Store
Related: Newspaper in Education | Autos | Homes | Classifieds | Celebrations | Careers | Obituaries | FP Newspapers Inc. | News Café

A child's future shouldn't be a
lottery
© 2014 Winnipeg Free Press. All Rights Reserved.

website designed and created by

09/15/2014 1:00 AM 0
READ ARTICLE

http://www.winnipegfreepress.com/opinion/analysis/a-new-model-for-aboriginal-education-275088341.html

3/3

