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This chapter presents an overview of Aboriginal education in Canada that focuses 
on linking the transgenerational effects of colonialism with current issues. Educa-
tional models, partnerships, and programs already exist that make an enormous 
impact on outcomes for children and youth in and from Aboriginal communities. 
Examples of six successful programs that were developed in partnership with Aborig-
inal communities and range from elementary school through post-secondary school 
are highlighted. 

Aboriginal education in Canada continues to be one of the most impor-
tant topics in the field of educational research. Children and youth living 
and attending schools on reserves are often more disadvantaged, and have 
lower rates of educational attainment, than children and youth living and 
attending schools off reserves (Assembly of First Nations, 2012). While a 
history of colonization and, more specifically, the use of schooling to force 
assimilation on children, youth, and families have contributed to this dis-
parity (e.g., Boldt, 1993; Chandler, 2010; Helin, 2006), there are also Ab-
original communities where high school completion rates are comparable 
to those of the non-Aboriginal population (Chiefs Assembly on Educa-
tion, 2012). Research shows that Aboriginal learners do better in school 
and are likely to develop new skills and further interest in learning in 
Aboriginal communities with strong leadership and family values, where 
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traditional activities are embraced through the development of language 
and cultural programs, and where experiential, informal learning, and 
leadership opportunities are available (CCL, 2007, 2009; Chiefs Assembly 
on Education, 2012). Early educational successes create a foundation for 
post-secondary engagement and further educational attainment. 

In addition, when Aboriginal communities open their own post-second-
ary institutions founded on the basis of Indigenous worldviews—often in 
partnership with colleges and universities—more Aboriginal learners en-
gage in post-secondary education (CCL 2007, 2009; Castagno & Brayboy, 
2008; Chiefs Assembly on Education, 2012; Graham, 2005; McCue, 2006). 
Students are more likely to complete their high school education and transi-
tion to post-secondary learning if their communities act in partnership with 
colleges and universities to create and deliver accessible and community 
focused post-secondary programs (Ball, Pence, Pierre, & Kuehne, 2002; Bell 
& O’Reilly, 2008). The availability of and access to opportunities to pursue 
post-secondary education is a crucial factor in educational attainment for 
Aboriginal learners (Congress of Aboriginal Peoples, 2009; Holmes, 2005; 
Hull, 2009). First Nations-University partnership programs, for example 
those offered in Child and Youth Care by the University of Victoria in Brit-
ish Columbia, have demonstrated the possibilities afforded by integrating 
Western and Indigenous knowledges into well-designed programs that meet 
the needs of a number of different communities and their members and 
provide a high level of post-secondary education (Ball, 2003, 2004, 2009). 

Divided into three sections, this chapter argues that Aboriginal educa-
tional engagement and attainment is influenced by the past and present 
experiences of Aboriginal peoples with colonization. Fostering Aboriginal 
educational engagement and attainment, therefore, must address these 
experiences. The first section briefly describes the legacy of colonization 
on the current experiences of Aboriginal learners in Canada, including 
some of what has been learned from and with Aboriginal adult learners 
reflecting on their educational experiences. The second section offers 
several examples for rethinking Aboriginal education in the 21st century, 
including successful high school programs, career and vocational counsel-
ing programs, and institutes and partnerships for post-secondary educa-
tion. A brief summary, in the third section, is followed by future directions 
for educational research. 

CONTINUING EFFECTS OF COLONIZATION

Historically, the schooling experiences of Aboriginal peoples in Canada, 
as well as in other colonial countries, have had a devastating effect on 
all aspects of Indigenous ways of living. Schooling was used expressly for 
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the purpose of assimilating children into European-Canadian society; the 
last residential school was closed as recently as 1996 (see Green, 2012). 
Separating Aboriginal children from their families with the intention to 
“civilize” them by placing them in residential or Indian day schools de-
stroyed the structure of Indigenous societies and held several generations 
of Aboriginal children hostage, stripping away their language, culture, 
knowledge, and ways of living (Chandler, 2010). To educate Aboriginal 
children and youth, a dominant society imposed rules, laws, and school 
practices without respect for and/or an understanding of Indigenous cul-
tures (Assembly of First Nations, 2010; Fournier & Crey, 1997, 2000; Fri-
deres, 1988; Furniss, 1995; Glavin, 2002; The Standing Senate Committee 
on Aboriginal Peoples, 2011). In substandard conditions, many children 
were malnourished and abused, and disease was rampant; in some schools 
the mortality rate for children was 30% to 60% (Milloy, 1999).

While schooling could have contributed to a positive integrative process 
of learning about and building healthy relationships between Aboriginal 
and European-Canadian cultures, instead it became an oppressive colo-
nial tool used to marginalize and devalue Aboriginal culture and identity. 
Schools imposed “on Aboriginals a design for living which has literally 
devastated Aboriginal cultures and has created a continuing cultural crisis 
for Aboriginals for more than a century” (Peavy, 1993, n. p.). Forced as-
similation, isolation, a loss of identity and ability to self-sustain, a ban on 
cultural practices, and a loss of the ability to function in accordance with 
traditional Aboriginal teachings resulted in the development of economic 
dependence, prevented Indigenous cultures from flourishing, and con-
tributed to a complex legacy of conflict between Aboriginal and Europe-
an-Canadian cultures (Boldt, 1993; Chandler, 2010; Helin, 2006). Three 
interrelated effects of this legacy—transgenerational trauma, poverty, and 
cultural alienation—are discussed briefly in relation to public schooling.

Kirmayer, Simpson, and Cargo (2003) argued that forced assimilation 
is the main reason for poor health, substance abuse, identity confusion, 
and the low socio-economic status of Aboriginal peoples on individual and 
community levels. The authors stated that the transgenerational effects of 
residential schools include: 

the structural effect of disrupting families and communities; the 
transmission of explicit models and ideologies of parenting based 
on experiences in punitive institutional settings; patterns of emo-
tional responding that reflect the lack of warmth and intimacy in 
childhood; repetition of physical and sexual abuse; loss of knowl-
edge, language and tradition; systematic devaluing of Aboriginal 
identity; and paradoxically, essentialising Aboriginal identity by 
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treating it as something intrinsic to the person, static and inca-
pable of change. These accounts point to a loss of individual and 
collective self-esteem, to individual and collective disempower-
ment and, in some instances, to destruction of communities. (Kir-
mayer et al., 2003, p. 18)

Poverty, discrimination and stigmatization, identity confusion, and past 
experiences with residential schools are some of the challenges addressed 
in the Education Action Plan created by the department of Indian and 
Northern Affairs Canada (INAC, 2005). Their report indicated that these 
issues continue to play a significant role in the educational success or fail-
ure of Aboriginal peoples in Canada and negatively affect individual moti-
vation, self-esteem, and self-efficacy.  

Current statistics also reflect these challenges. For example, approxi-
mately 42% of all Aboriginal peoples in Canada live below the poverty line 
in comparison to 17% of non-Aboriginal peoples; every fourth Aboriginal 
child lives in poverty and the poverty rate in British Columbia (BC) is one 
of the highest in Canada (Ministry of Children and Family Development, 
2011). Aboriginal children are largely overrepresented in the care of the 
BC’s Ministry of Children and Family Development at 54% (Ministry of 
Children and Family Development, 2009), although they represent only 
8% of the total population of children in the province (Statistics Cana-
da, 2006). In a discussion on Aboriginal socio-economic issues, Fournier 
and Crey (2000) stated that “[p]overty is a scourge that stalks Aboriginal 
children as they grow up. It is a well-documented fact that poor children 
suffer more health problems of every kind, and Aboriginal children in 
Canada are among the poorest of the poor” (p. 306). 

There is also a large difference in the earning potential between Aborigi-
nal and non-Aboriginal peoples that can be seen as contributing to poor 
living conditions and low socio-economic status of Aboriginal families. The 
median income gap between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal peoples in 
Canada is about 30%; however, in some locations, such as remote reserve 
communities, the income gap can approach 88% in favor of non-Aboriginal 
people (D. Wilson & Macdonald, 2010). Only Aboriginal peoples who hold 
university degrees have managed to reduce this gap; those who have lower 
levels of education are still lagging far behind non-Aboriginal Canadians 
in their income. It is interesting to note that on the one hand, many Ab-
original women are among the poorest in Canada, and on the other hand, 
Aboriginal women with post-secondary degrees, “particularly at the Master’s 
level, may earn more than non-Aboriginal women, but there are fewer of 
them doing so” (D. Wilson & Macdonald, 2010, p. 22). Apparent in the 
2006 Census, this might indicate a developing trend in Aboriginal women’s 



Learning From and With Aboriginal Learners: Rethinking Aboriginal Education in Canada  469

education, employment, and earning potential (D. Wilson & Macdonald, 
2010). As a group, they are also more successful in pursuing and completing 
higher levels of post-secondary education in comparison to Aboriginal men. 
Although educational attainment among Aboriginal learners between 24 
and 34 years old is slowly rising, and those with university degrees earn more 
than they have in the past, Aboriginal men, even with a bachelor’s degree, 
still earn less than their non-Aboriginal cohort. 

Forced assimilation also destroyed Aboriginal epistemologies, world-
views, and ways of knowing that are culturally significant for the identity 
and well-being of individuals and communities. Chandler and Lalonde 
(2008) addressed issues of Aboriginal identity development in relation to 
youth suicide, the negative effects of colonization, and the overall well-be-
ing of Aboriginal communities. The authors developed a number of mea-
sures of what they called “cultural continuity” to understand the relation-
ship between community well-being and suicide rates. Cultural continuity 
reflects the presence or the lack of several social, political, educational, 
and cultural factors in Aboriginal communities. Specifically, communities 
had no incidents of suicide if they: were self-governing and addressed land 
claims; had control over education, child protection, health services, po-
lice and fire services; encouraged women’s presence in government; cre-
ated cultural facilities; and embraced knowledge of Indigenous languages 
and traditions. These are the measures of cultural continuity that seemed 
to affect the well-being of people living on reserves. Communities that 
had none of these measures had the highest rate of youth suicide, noted 
as “epidemic” (Chandler & Lalonde, 2008, p. 72). The results of this study 
demonstrated that “constructing a sense of ownership of one’s personal 
and collective past, and some commitment to one’s own future prospects” 
(p. 69) relates to positive identity development among Aboriginal youth 
and healthy communities overall. 

The transgenerational effects of colonization and resulting unmet 
needs faced by a large proportion of Aboriginal learners contribute to 
their educational disengagement. The school completion rate among Ab-
original peoples lags behind their non-Aboriginal peers and varies with 
their location of residence and their identity population groups. For ex-
ample, approximately 60% of all Aboriginal peoples in Canada living off 
reserve and almost 75% of all Métis people complete high school. Among 
peoples aged 25 to 34 years old, about 30% of the non-Aboriginal popu-
lation holds a university degree while only 8% of the Aboriginal popula-
tion in the same age group holds a university degree (Richards, 2008). 
In BC overall, 54% of Aboriginal versus 81% of non-Aboriginal students 
attending public schools completed their Dogwood certificate (BC Teach-
ers’ Federation, 2012), which meant that they completed high school in 
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six years or less after enrolling in Grade 8. Specifically, 56% of female and 
51% of male Aboriginal students, and 83% of female and 79% of male 
non-Aboriginal students, completed their Dogwood certificate in BC (BC 
Teachers’ Federation, 2012). 

Engagement in educational opportunities is a potential pathway to 
overcome some of the negative effects of colonization, as well as to gain 
access for participating in public political, economic, health, and educa-
tion policy and decision-making. Graduation from high school, or the 
equivalent, is essential to further professional development, for example, 
to pursue a trade school, college, or university education. While studies 
have shown that some Aboriginal adults who left school early as youth do 
pursue and complete their high school equivalent as adults, others meet 
with barriers time and time again that reduce their participation. These 
barriers include: economic and health issues (Haig-Brown, 1995); unem-
ployment, poverty, and racism (Brown, Higgitt, Wingert, Miller, & Morris-
sette, 2005); economic barriers and a lack of access to information on how 
to attain desirable goals (Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives & The 
Manitoba Research Alliance on Community Economic Development in 
the New Economy, 2006); the pragmatic difficulties of not having a perma-
nent address, as well as lack of access to distance and/or non-traditional 
education (Dhillon, 2005); and a lack of equal access to local community 
resources for educational purposes, including completion of high school, 
Aboriginal language courses, workshops providing information and train-
ing on government policies and employment rights, job training infor-
mation, and educational alternatives (Kenny, 2002). What these studies 
tell us is that Aboriginal adults do attempt to complete their high school 
education, and that the barriers for adults are still substantial; the number 
who return to complete their high school equivalent is much higher than 
the number who succeed.

In a speech in the House of Commons, Member of Parliament Colin 
Mayes (2007) presented a report on Aboriginal post-secondary education 
in Canada stating that:

Improving education outcomes is absolutely critical to the future 
of individual Aboriginal learners, their families and children, 
their communities, and the broader Canadian society as a whole. 
. . . Therein lies the challenge for us all. The cost of not meeting it 
is too high in too many lost opportunities for too many Aboriginal 
people, and for Canada. . . . It is incumbent on all of us, moving 
forward, to ensure that Aboriginal Canadians have all the edu-
cational opportunities and all the resources necessary to enable 
them to realize their potential. (p. xix)
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Significantly, Aboriginal education is an issue of social justice and human 
rights for a growing population. Between 1996 and 2006, there was a 45% 
increase in the rate of growth in the Aboriginal population Canada-wide, 
in comparison to an 8% increase in the rate of growth of the non-Aborig-
inal population, making it the fastest-growing group of people in Canada 
(Statistics Canada, 2013). In 2006, almost half of the Aboriginal popula-
tion in Canada was under the age of 24, while the mean age of the non-
Aboriginal population was 40. It is estimated that approximately 300,000 
to 400,000 Aboriginal young adults will be entering the labor market in 
the next decade (Assembly of First Nations, 2012; Cappon & Laughlin, 
2009). Mendelson (2004, 2008, 2009) noted the high unemployment rate 
and lack of high school completion as one of the most serious problems 
faced by the Aboriginal population at a time when Canada’s demand for 
college- and university-educated professionals is on the rise and employers 
are struggling to find qualified professionals and workers in all spheres of 
employment (Human Resources and Social Development Canada, 2008). 
The lack of qualified, skilled employees will be a strain on the economy in 
the future that is exacerbated by the educational system if it continues to 
fail a growing young Aboriginal population (Mendelson, 2004; National 
Council of Welfare, 2006). 

Experiences with colonization continue to carry transgenerational ef-
fects for children and youth who are now faced with difficult choices when 
deciding on their education and career path in a dominant European-
Canadian society. Many youth face a dilemma of reconciling the past 
traumatic experiences of their parents and grandparents, their desire 
to reconnect with their traditions, and the need to acquire an education 
and the skills necessary to integrate into the dominant culture. The high 
rate of dropping out that continues, and the small number of university 
graduates among Aboriginal young adults, raises the question of whether 
the process of integrating Aboriginal curricula into school programs in 
Canada is enough. Although culturally relevant curricula are important, 
it is also imperative to recognize and address issues pertinent to the de-
livery of education according to the philosophy of Aboriginal teachings 
and the needs of Aboriginal learners (Ball et al., 2002; Ball & Simpkins, 
2004). Indeed, recognizing the significance of Aboriginal epistemologies, 
worldviews, and ways of knowing—along with a better understanding of 
culturally relevant pedagogy and curricula—may be needed (Assembly of 
First Nations, 2012; CCL, 2007), as well as ways of addressing the interre-
lated effects of colonization including transgenerational trauma, poverty, 
and cultural alienation (Chandler, 2010; Sam Ktunaxa, 2011; S. Wilson & 
P. Wilson, 2002).
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RETHINKING EDUCATION FOR THE 21st CENTURY

Today, the extent to which Aboriginal students are expected to accul-
turate into the public school system is a living remnant of colonialism, 
one that directly shapes how Aboriginal young adults view themselves, 
their cultures, and public education (Cheah & Nelson, 2004). The pres-
ent mainstream education system does not address the above-mentioned 
concerns and needs of Aboriginal learners, and the opportunities are 
limited for education inclusive of Aboriginal worldviews, traditional cer-
emonies, practices, and skills, and learning Indigenous languages (Hare 
& Pidgeon, 2011; Mendelson, 2009). Under these conditions, Aboriginal 
learners may feel like outsiders in public education with potential chal-
lenges to identity, culture, and belonging (Kenny, 2002; Kirkness, 1999; 
Neil, 2000; Rudin, 2005; Wesley-Esquimaux & Smolewski, 2004). The 
Canadian Aboriginal population is diverse, and changing public educa-
tion to address concerns, meet needs, and respond in culturally relevant 
ways is complicated, but not impossible. Educational models, partner-
ships, and programs already exist that make an enormous impact on 
outcomes for children and youth in and from Aboriginal communities 
(see Kelly, this volume). 

This section highlights six successful educational programs that range 
from elementary school through post-secondary school, including: 
Mi’kmaq Schools, under the jurisdiction of the Mi’kmaw Kina’matnewey; 
Career Counselling for Aboriginal Youth and Guiding Circles, two career and 
vocational counseling programs; and Nicola Valley Institute of Technol-
ogy, Red River College Access Nursing Program, and the University of 
Victoria’s First Nations Partnership Programs. Each program description 
includes general characteristics, principles, and educational outcomes. As 
a general context, a holistic lifelong learning model is described.

THE CANADIAN COUNCIL ON LEARNING: HOLISTIC LIFELONG 
LEARNING MODELS

The Canadian Aboriginal population consists of many diverse groups 
with various worldviews, traditions, ceremonies, languages, and values. 
Aboriginal worldviews and cultural practices are diverse and cannot be 
homogenized; however, the Aboriginal Healing Foundation (2006) de-
scribed the “values of wholeness, balance, harmony, relationship, con-
nection to the land and environment, and a view of healing as a process 
and lifelong journey” (p. 15) as important values and worldviews common 
to all Aboriginal peoples in Canada and fundamental in addressing the 
needs of Aboriginal peoples in the process of healing from the effects of 
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colonialism. Learning is a lifelong process grounded in four domains of 
knowledge: the world of people; the land; the languages, traditions and 
cultures; and spirituality (CCL, 2007, 2009; Rheault, 2002). In a combined 
effort, first in 2007 and later in 2009, the Canadian Council on Learning 
(CCL) worked together with multiple Canadian Aboriginal groups con-
sisting of Elders, researchers, educators, community members, and politi-
cal and cultural leaders to create models of learning that are inclusive of 
the fundamental values and worldviews of Canadian Aboriginal peoples. 
Three Holistic Lifelong Learning Models were generated, grounded in the 
First Nations, Métis, and Inuit traditional knowledges: “The three learning 
models attest to the cyclical, regenerative nature of holistic lifelong learn-
ing and its relationship to community well-being” as the focus of learning 
and development (CCL, 2009, p. 11).

One model represents the First Nations Holistic Lifelong Learning 
Model (see Figure 1). On the right of the model, the process of First Na-
tions learning for the individual begins as the infant is born into a world 
that includes both Indigenous and Western knowledges. Learning is 
four-dimensional—spiritual, emotional, physical, and mental—and each 
aspect is balanced from early learning through to adult and intergenera-
tional learning. On the left, collective well-being is represented as a tree 
and defined through spiritual and cultural, social, economic, and political 
aspects, while sources and domains of knowledge, the roots of the tree, in-
clude other nations, one’s nation, clan, community, self, family, ancestors, 
as well as the natural world, traditions and ceremonies, and languages. 
The integration of Indigenous and mainstream knowledge and culture is 
a necessary process for a holistic and balanced way of living that leads to 
social change and growth along the four branches of collective well-being. 
This model emphasizes that knowledge acquisition is grounded in experi-
ential and applied lifelong learning, and the meaning and the value of re-
ceived knowledge is regarded as collective memory, manifesting “through 
oral tradition, storytelling, ceremonies, and songs” (CCL, 2007, p. 5). It 
has circular components that interconnect “knowledge of language, cul-
ture and traditions, and all existence (humans, animals, plants, cosmos, 
etc.)” (p. 5) with one another in ways that resonate with Western theories 
of learning, development, and culture that are holistic (e.g., Bronfenbren-
ner, 1979; Vygotsky, 1978, 1986) (see, for integration, Cochrane, 2009). 
This model demonstrates the necessity for a holistic approach: being har-
monious, balanced, and grounded in the principle of interconnectedness.

Interconnectedness and respect for all living things, harmony, and broth-
erhood and sisterhood are foundational concepts of Aboriginal epistemol-
ogies, worldviews, and ways of knowing that have practical applications 
in the lives of Aboriginal peoples in Canada (Helin, 2006; Martin, 2003; 
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Portman & Herring, 2001; Ross, 2006; Sewell, 2001). These teachings en-
compass four types of knowledge, including: acquired knowledge, which is 
learned from stories, legends, and myths; traditional knowledge, learned 
through ceremonial teachings; revealed or spiritual knowledge, received 
through vision quests, dreams, and intuitions; and empirical knowledge, 
acquired through observation (Rheault, 2002). All elements of the Earth 
possess life, and kinship is the main model of the relationship between all 
forms of life, the environment, and the Creator. To understand this philos-
ophy is to understand the significance of interconnectedness and the role 
of “kindness, honesty, strengths and generosity” in learning, teaching, and 
life (Rheault, 2002, n.p.). Aboriginal models for education and vocational 
and career counseling must be inclusive and participatory in nature, in-
tegrated with these values, and grounded in Aboriginal epistemology and 
cultural traditions. Ball and Simpkins (2004) spoke of Aboriginal identity 
as an “evolving process” and noted that individuals and communities need 
to participate in the development of interventions focused on empower-
ing Aboriginal youth to embrace and maintain cultural practices. This can 
be accomplished only through the integration of and engagement in both 
Aboriginal and mainstream cultures as youth and their families are sup-
ported to reimagine their futures, individually and collectively, and pursue 
their educational and professional goals. 

The First Nations Holistic Lifelong Learning Model provides a founda-
tion for the development of First Nations educational programs address-
ing the fundamental principles of lifelong learning. This model also cre-
ates an opportunity for non-Aboriginal Canadians to explore and develop 
an appreciation for and an understanding of the significant role played by 
Aboriginal epistemologies, worldviews, and ways of knowing for the peo-
ples of First Nations, as well as how these perspectives would contribute to 
and expand Western knowledge. 

MI’KMAQ SCHOOLS, MI’KMAW KINA’MATNEWEY: RETURN OF 
EDUCATION JURISDICTION TO THE MI’KMAQ

Twenty years ago, the people of Mi’kmaq First Nation in Nova Scotia re-
quested that the Department of Education form a Task Force to advise 
and provide recommendations to the Minister of Education regarding 
the educational needs of Mi’kmaw students attending public schools. In 
1996, a Council on Mi’kmaq Education (CME), representative of various 
Mi’kmaq organizations and community members, was legislated under the 
revised Education Act (CME, n.d.). This act officially declared the return of 
the control over Mi’kmaq education to the Mi’kmaq people. In addition, 
the Mi’kmaq Education Authority was created and later named Mi’kmaw 
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Kina’matnewey (MK). Presently, education both on and off reserve is under 
the jurisdiction of the MK, including kindergarten, elementary, secondary, 
and post-secondary education (MK, 2012). The Board of Directors for the 
MK is comprised of 13 Mi’kmaq Chiefs working closely with their communi-
ties to develop a comprehensive, complex, and integrated education system 
that addresses all aspects of education for the Mi’kmaq people. The repre-
sentatives of federal and provincial government together with the members 
of Mi’kmaq First Nation governance created a legally binding agreement to 
refute the education sections under the Indian Act (The Standing Senate 
Committee on Aboriginal Peoples, 2011). 

The collaboration between the MK, the province, and the federal gov-
ernment has led to the development of Mi’kmaq language and culture im-
mersion school programs, partnerships with post-secondary institutions, 
and the creation of Aboriginal post-secondary institutions focused on the 
needs of Mi’kmaq communities, thus providing a wide range of educa-
tional opportunities grounded in the Mi’kmaq worldview and cultural tra-
ditions that contribute to cultural continuity. Many practices have been 
and continue to be put in place to promote interest in post-graduate edu-
cation among high school students. These practices include, but are not 
limited to: access and outreach initiatives in the form of education fairs, 
information websites, and pamphlets; summer camps; post-secondary pro-
gramming that includes a variety of supports and recruitment practices 
to explore, inform and engage students in the process of career develop-
ment while still in high school; and offering community-based prepara-
tory programs (Assembly of First Nations, 2012).

As a result of this initiative, seven out of 10 Mi’kmaq communities ex-
ercise full control over their education. Presently, there are about 3,000 
MK students that attend K-12 schools. The enrollment and attendance at 
the schools continues to improve. Since the 2008-2009 school year, the at-
tendance grew from 88.8% to 90.7% in 2011-2012 (MK, 2012). Since 2007, 
over 420 young people have graduated from high school. In 2011-2012, 
their high school completion rate was 89.3% (MK, 2012), which is not 
just above the Canadian average for schools operated on reserves, but also 
above the average completion rate for all schools across Canada among 
youth 18 to 19 years of age (McMullen & Gilmore, 2010). Further, there 
has been steady growth in post-secondary attainment and an increase in 
the number of graduates: from 56 in 2004 to 127 in 2012 (MK, 2012). 
This successful initiative has resulted in the development and implemen-
tation of a culturally meaningful approach to educating Aboriginal learn-
ers based on the integration of Indigenous and Western knowledges and 
practices into a comprehensive framework that supports children and 
youth from early education through to post-secondary education. 
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CAREER COUNSELING FOR ABORIGINAL YOUTH: THE JOURNEY INWARD, 
THE JOURNEY OUTWARD

One example of a participatory and integrative approach to Aboriginal 
youth counseling for vocational and career development was designed 
and implemented by Charter, Persaud, Poonwassie, Williams, and Zinger 
(1994) (see also Poonwassie, 1995). This approach begins at the behest 
of members of a community who request access to the program and who 
will take a leading role in undertaking education and implementing it 
themselves. From this point, aspects of the program are developed in rela-
tion to needs identified by representatives from the community, including 
community Elders and parents, leaders, and educators, in collaboration 
with career counselors. Participating in the process of both the develop-
ment and the implementation of this program enables ownership and par-
ticipants to become advocates of the program as well.

The community counselors are prepared through a two-module pro-
gram; each module takes one week. Week one, “The Journey Inward,” is 
a self-exploration for the community counselors to reflect on their own 
adolescent experiences and, thus, to enhance their understanding of the 
educational and career challenges their clients may face. Week two, “The 
Journey Outward,” incorporates the holistic model of counselling with 
what the community counselors discovered from week one. This model 
includes: (a) cultural knowledge and practices, (b) community resources, 
and (c) aspirations for socio-economic development of the First Nations 
communities. All interventions promote healthy emotional, physical, 
spiritual, and cognitive development in individuals, which are important 
parts of the identity development process. The program addresses “(a) en-
hancing self-esteem, (b) healing past hurts, and (c) modeling Aboriginal 
values by integrating Aboriginal” values and practices into the process of 
program delivery (Poonwassie, 1995, p. 4). Two manuals, The Facilitator’s 
Manual and The Participant’s Manual, provide counselors and clients with 
a step-by-step description and guide of the program, as well as educational 
and career-related resources. The program is strengths-based and attends 
to the principles of equality and respect in counseling sessions: counselors 
provide guidance, rather than expertise, and both clients and counselors 
participate in the co-construction of knowledge through an exploration of 
each client’s educational and career challenges and goals. 

Participatory research has found that youths’ understanding of career 
counseling is closely related to issues of self-esteem, and healing from past 
experiences with violence and/or the break up of families (Charter et 
al., 1994). These issues cannot go unrecognized when discussing future 
education or career options. The Aboriginal youth who participated in 



478  National Society for the Study of Education

this vocational counseling program built new relationships with organiza-
tions and other communities, increased their knowledge regarding exist-
ing resources, contributed to the development of new inter-community 
and inter-agency networks, and promoted the facilitation of educational 
and career counseling programs in Aboriginal communities. The Inter-
national Association for Educational and Vocational Guidance (IAEVG) 
identified the principles and approach to career and vocational counsel-
ing employed in this program as strategies for career counseling and guid-
ance in the 21st century (IAEVG, n.d.). 

GUIDING CIRCLES: A FIRST NATIONS CAREER-LIFE PLANNING MODEL

The “First Nations Career-Life Planning Model” (McCormick, Neumann, 
Amundson, & McLean, 1999; Neumann, McCormick, Amundson, & 
McLean, 2000)—which later became “Guiding Circles”—is a program de-
veloped at the University of British Columbia that is now used in vocational 
counseling with Aboriginal youth, young adults, and adults across Canada 
(Aboriginal Human Resource Council [AHRC], 2003; Poehnell, Amund-
son, & McCormick, 2006). The emphasis of this program is on exploring 
self in relation to community, family, and the world, focusing on the pres-
ent to build strength, knowledge, and confidence. The authors described 
this program as interactive, involving parents, Elders, teachers, and other 
significant figures in one’s life to participate in career exploration so that 
the connection with the community is present and recognized as valuable. 
This approach was designed to promote responsible choices, strengthen 
the interconnections within and across whole communities, build a sup-
port system, and develop a vision for one’s life in terms of giving back 
to one’s community and enhancing the lives of others. This program in-
corporates traditional smudge and prayer ceremonies, which involve the 
burning of sage as a spiritual ritual to connect with others and the spiritual 
world, and a talking stick or feather ceremony to promote respect for the 
one who is talking and facilitate communication within the group. 

A counselor or community professional who accepts the “Guiding Cir-
cles” approach to Aboriginal vocational counseling and career develop-
ment implements the principles of active engagement (Amundson, 2003) 
with a client who is engaged in a holistic exploration of his or her life at 
all levels. These principles include: (a) establishing a trusting and safe 
environment in counseling sessions; (b) supporting and enabling creativ-
ity and imagination regarding the program as a source of guidelines ap-
plied to meet client-specific needs; (c) allowing a client to set the pace in 
a session and reflect on the process of exploration; and (d) focusing on 
strength through storytelling and the recognition of life patterns, values, 
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favorite activities, and a connection to community (Amundson, 2003). 
Counselors engage clients in a meaningful, goal-oriented career explora-
tion process to achieve the client’s goals. The interconnectedness between 
learning about one’s self, in relation to others, and in relation to the larg-
er whole—self, family, community, nature, and Creator—provides each 
client with a useful set of skills applicable to other situations that require 
decision-making abilities over the life course, thus providing lifelong ca-
reer and decision-making guidance.

A graphic illustration, called the career circle, guides an exploratory 
process. It includes eight aspects of life that influence career decision-
making (see Figure 2). Examination of each aspect leads to the develop-
ment of a deeper understanding of career goals. Aspects include: (1) gifts, 
aptitudes, skills—to explore activities that clients enjoy and are able to 
do, as well as those they want to discover; (2) interests—to engage clients 

Figure 2. Guiding Circles Model 
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in looking into work or non-work related interests that may lead to a ca-
reer; (3) personal style, spirit—to look at how clients approach tasks and 
go about completing them; (4) values and meaning—to explore personal 
beliefs, emotions and their impact on actions; (5) balance—to focus on 
self-exploration of spiritual, emotional, mental, and physical aspects of 
one’s life; (6) learning—to discover what clients learned so far in life from 
all forms of knowledge, what clients want to learn in the future, and their 
learning style; (7) work/life roles—to explore social roles; and (8) work 
connections—to discover what work means to clients and who can support 
them to learn more about different careers and vocations (AHRC, 2003). 
This approach incorporates the principle of interconnectedness and the 
dimensions of a lifelong guidance process such as: (a) length, which in-
corporates the amount of time in the process of career exploration and 
counseling; (b) width, which is the level of competence and skills needed 
to achieve the career goal; and (c) depth, which is the meaningfulness of 
career choices for the client (Amundson, 2003, 2004).

Neumann et al. (2000) emphasized the importance of culturally sensi-
tive counseling for young adults in their exploration of educational and 
career choices. The authors conducted a study to evaluate the model 
based on the principle of interconnectedness. Seven male and six female 
Aboriginal young people between the ages 13 and 23 participated in ca-
reer-life exploration together with their parents, peers, and community 
members, and all participants were asked to provide feedback regarding 
their experiences. The participants felt inspired by the process of explora-
tion, and indicated it was a learning experience for them that contributed 
to a better understanding of self and their role in family and community. 
Specifically, the career-life model was inclusive of who they were as people, 
rather than simply focusing on occupational opportunities. The authors 
noted that this exploratory tool could be used to plan a process of reach-
ing a career goal, or to explore all parts of the self to discover what career 
path to take. This program is appropriate for youth who are faced with 
educational transitions from school to post-secondary settings, as well as 
adults who are dealing with challenges related to their educational and 
career aspirations. 

NICOLA VALLEY INSTITUTE OF TECHNOLOGY

The Nicola Valley Institute of Technology (NVIT) in BC is an Aboriginal 
public post-secondary educational institution with two campuses: one lo-
cated in the city of Merritt, in the interior of BC, and the second locat-
ed in the Vancouver Lower Mainland city of Burnaby, BC. This institute 
opened in 1983 as a result of the collaboration of five local bands, with three 
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instructors and 13 students as an original cohort (NVIT, n.d.). NVIT grew 
over the next 30 years and became a leader in Aboriginal education with its 
approach to education grounded in both Indigenous and Western knowl-
edges. The faculty is 57% Aboriginal and, in the years 2009-2010, 84% of all 
students were of Aboriginal ancestry out of over 1,300 total students attend-
ing NVIT on both campuses. The governance of NVIT is comprised of the 
Indigenous Board of Governors, management leadership team, faculty and 
staff unions, Elders’ Council, Education Council, and Student Council, and 
together they create educational policies, leadership, and practices mean-
ingful to Aboriginal peoples (Minnabarriet, 2012).

The NVIT governance is based on five factors that have a positive influ-
ence on engaging Aboriginal students in post-secondary education: the 
type of program and its quality; the level of faculty expertise; the geograph-
ic location and access to programs; the quality of Aboriginal programs and 
relevance; and the presence of Aboriginal faculty (Archibald, Pidgeon, & 
Hawkey, 2010). Technological advancement and the introduction of tech-
nology to communities is one of the ways that NVIT delivers academic 
programs. This provides students with a flexible schedule and ability to 
stay in their communities and with their families. The main factors consid-
ered and implemented at NVIT that promoted student engagement and 
program completion included: the involvement of Elders and Indigenous 
faculty; the integration of Indigenous and Western knowledge; the cohort-
oriented program delivery; the proximity to home; financial support; and 
lower tuition and cost of living (Minnabarriet, 2012). 

Many academic programs were developed in partnership with com-
munities, community organizations, and other post-secondary institutes 
to strengthen and build capacity of the local Aboriginal communities. In 
the last five years, about 20 communities participated in various levels of 
partnerships with NVIT annually. In addition to opening a new campus in 
the Vancouver area, the increase in enrollment in the last five years has 
contributed to the availability of community-based programs and Indig-
enous language programs and, specifically, First Nations teacher prepara-
tion programs.

RED RIVER COLLEGE: ACCESS NURSING PROGRAM

Another successful approach to engaging Aboriginal learners in post-sec-
ondary education was taken by the Red River College Faculty of Health 
Sciences in Winnipeg, Manitoba. In 1981, in collaboration with the exist-
ing nursing program, the Access Nursing Program was created to focus 
on the educational engagement of Aboriginal learners and members of 
other disenfranchised groups. This three-year program provides students 
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with an opportunity to pursue a nursing degree if they do not fully meet 
the entry requirements of the existing nursing program and/or require 
financial and personal supports to pursue post-secondary education in the 
nursing program (Laburn, 2002). The potential candidates for the pro-
gram are recruited through outreach efforts from the communities and 
schools with a large number of Aboriginal peoples, refugees, immigrants, 
and other minority groups. Committees who review applications to the 
program include faculty, nursing students, community organizations, and 
members of the community representative of the target groups. 

The introduction to the program begins with a two-week orientation 
period that allows students to: have a chance to meet and develop friend-
ships with their peers; become familiar with the faculty members, coun-
selors, and advisors; learn about academic expectations and policies; and 
receive information on how to manage their finances. Students in the first 
year of studies take their college preparation courses and some founda-
tional nursing courses. These courses provide a hands-on approach to 
learning in order to ensure meaningful and relevant experiences. The 
students who successfully complete their first year and meet the entry re-
quirements continue in the program and are admitted into the nursing 
major. The majority of the required courses in the second and third year 
are taken with the regular nursing program cohort. More complex cours-
es, such as physiology, are offered over two semesters to the students in the 
Access Program; this option is also available to other students who desire 
the same learning experience. The third and final year of the program 
is mainly focused on professional coursework, as well as on discussions 
regarding finding employment, managing stress related to work, and un-
derstanding the importance of self-care (Laburn, 2002).

Allowing students to complete coursework more slowly, as in the two-se-
mester physiology course, and the integration of Access Program students 
into the regular nursing program cohort creates an inclusive environ-
ment, promotes equality of access to educational opportunities, and helps 
to build confidence among the students. Faculty development is also an 
important part of the preparation for the program in order to foster open 
communication, flexibility, and trusting relationships. Through consul-
tation with and ongoing collaboration between the Access Program and 
nursing program faculty, staff, and admission committees, participation in 
workshops on understanding and teaching non-traditional students, and 
presentations by the community members, such as Elders and community 
leaders, the Access Program faculty learn how to provide their students 
with an opportunity to succeed in the program. 

Support systems have been developed for the Access Program students 
to enable a process of continual engagement and program completion. 
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These supports include counseling, close evaluation of students’ prog-
ress, academic and social support, as well as financial support through-
out the duration of the program. Each student is connected with an 
advisor/counselor and they work together to support and guide the 
student’s educational progress. In addition to the support from the fac-
ulty and staff, students are encouraged to provide biweekly feedback to 
the faculty; this promotes the development of agency in students who 
often have experiences with being powerless and marginalized. As the 
students progress in their program, their independence is encouraged, 
as is the development of personal coping skills. Students who drop out, 
or consider dropping out for various reasons, are encouraged to discuss 
all potential options to continue their studies or to come back when they 
are ready to continue their studies. A variety of supports and flexible 
education options are offered to help students address the reasons for 
leaving (Laburn, 2002). 

Sixty percent of the students who enter the program graduate and suc-
cessfully complete national nursing registration exams. This program re-
ceived the Faculty Recognition Award from the University of Michigan’s 
Consortium for Community College Development and the Certificate of 
Achievement from the Manitoba Network for Science and Technology in 
1998. It continuously attracts many potential candidates, though at pres-
ent it is limited to residents of Manitoba. Unsurprisingly, this example 
demonstrates that when the needs of the students are taken seriously, 
when their challenges with access to post-secondary education are ad-
dressed, and when support is provided throughout the duration of their 
studies, success is possible (Laburn, 2002). 

UNIVERSITY OF VICTORIA: FIRST NATIONS PARTNERSHIP PROGRAMS 

First Nations Partnership Programs focus on early childhood education 
for Aboriginal communities, initiated by the First Nations communities, 
and developed in partnership with the School of Child and Youth Care 
at the University of Victoria, located on Vancouver Island in BC. This 
partnership has included over 50 Aboriginal communities across Canada 
located on reserves; the Cowichan Tribes, located on Vancouver Island, 
are the largest community partner. In addition to the involvement of Ab-
original communities, local post-secondary institutions also participate 
in this partnership, including Malaspina University College, Nicola Val-
ley Institute of Technology, and Saskatchewan Indian Institute of Tech-
nologies (Ball, 2003). The main purpose of this program is to create an 
opportunity for community capacity building by providing post-second-
ary education to the members of the Aboriginal communities based on 
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their needs and cultural values for family and child development pro-
grams. The specific goals for this initiative are to provide: developmen-
tally appropriate, stimulating, culturally valid child-care on reserve; time 
for parents to pursue their educational and career training and future 
employment; work opportunities on reserve for community members; 
and opportunities to integrate and promote cultural values and tradi-
tional language for positive identity development in the younger genera-
tion (Ball, 2003). 

Using a “Generative Curriculum Model,” the program is based on the 
idea that knowledge is generated through the understanding and in-
tegration of Western “theories, research, and practice models” (Ball & 
Simpkins, 2004, p. 3) and Indigenous knowledge specific to the Nation 
or community “in terms of: a) language and traditional activities; and b) 
Elders’ involvement and their beliefs and values” (p. 2), as well as spe-
cific “ways of teaching, learning and raising infants and young children” 
(p. 3). Through dialogue, reflection, and a co-construction process, the 
curriculum is generated. Common understandings regarding “the na-
ture of childhood, goals for children’s development, and how to support 
optimal development from the students’ own cultural vantage points” 
(p. 3) are developed and integrated into curriculum. This process of 
co-construction and integration of knowledges follows different paths 
in different communities. Although it may be a lengthy process, the out-
come benefits the community. For example, their needs are addressed, 
along with the issues and challenges specific to the community, and a 
common framework for early childhood education programs is created 
that allows the community to develop consistency and continuity of ser-
vices for their families. 

The students develop relationships with their peers in a cohort and con-
tinue supporting each other after the program completion. This way of 
learning has been shown to increase self-esteem as the students become 
recognized and valued for their knowledge and abilities by their families 
and communities. Over the years, the program development and delivery 
has evolved and several program outcomes demonstrate the positive influ-
ence this program has had, and continues to have, on the Aboriginal com-
munities where it was implemented (Ball, 2005). One of these outcomes 
is community-wide participation and involvement, which promotes the de-
velopment of intergenerational relationships between community mem-
bers and engages Elders in mentorship and guidance processes with the 
students; as a result, relationships become stronger and more involved. 
Through this process, traditional knowledge is recognized and highly re-
garded as valid and essential to the process of child development through 
collective efforts promoting cultural identity development among the 



Learning From and With Aboriginal Learners: Rethinking Aboriginal Education in Canada  485

students and community members. The availability of this program close 
to home is important for Indigenous students; it contributes to their emo-
tional well-being and enhances their educational success. The program 
also allows students to challenge, question, compare, and integrate Indig-
enous and Western knowledges in their practice (Ball, 2005). 

Several communities participated in the program evaluation and the 
outcomes showed “that this was most successful post-secondary program 
in Canada in terms of Aboriginal students’ retention and completion of a 
post-secondary credential” (Ball & McIvor, 2005, p. 6). The two-year, uni-
versity-accredited program’s completion rate ranged from 60% to 100% 
across communities. New initiatives taken by the 65% of graduates in their 
communities have led to the development of a number of programs re-
sponding to the needs of communities for daycare, Aboriginal Head Start, 
infant development programs, youth and school readiness programs, and 
Indigenous language immersion programs. Almost 100% of the gradu-
ates were working in their communities after their graduation, and many 
acquired professional and managerial-level positions in child-care and de-
velopment programs (Ball, 2005, 2009). 

CULTURAL CONTINUITY AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS FOR 
EDUCATIONAL RESEARCH 

The existing research demonstrates a number of ongoing challenges 
faced by Aboriginal peoples in Canada that result from the transgenera-
tional effects of colonization and that, for a large group of children and 
youth, result in educational underachievement. American educator and 
researcher Gloria Ladson-Billings (2006) has argued that the “achieve-
ment gap” in the United States between Indigenous students and White 
students should be reframed as an “educational debt,” one that includes 
a historic, an economic, a sociopolitical, and a moral debt. She noted that 
the “largest moral debt is to the indigenous peoples whose presence was 
all but eradicated from the nation” (p. 8). This description has parallels 
with the current situation in Canada, given our history with Aboriginal 
peoples. Our efforts to change this situation must continue to address the 
transgenerational effects of colonization as a complex, interconnected, 
and multilayered issue that affects individuals and communities; crosses 
policies and practices within and between community, provincial, and fed-
eral governments; and requires integrated social, educational, political, 
and health care services. 

Although the policy of Indian Control of Indian Education (National 
Indian Brotherhood/Assembly of First Nations, 1972) was proposed by 
Aboriginal peoples and accepted by the Government of Canada over 40 
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years ago, the lack of support for this initiative from the government and 
the many challenges that continue to be present in Aboriginal communi-
ties has stalled policy implementation and the creation of an Aboriginal 
education system in Canada. However, many scholars continue to advocate 
for such a system to be developed. For example, McCue (2006) discussed 
the possibility of overcoming oppressive acculturation through the devel-
opment of accredited and fully recognized Aboriginal post-secondary in-
stitutions, with Aboriginal-governed programs that reflect and integrate 
a curriculum content of Aboriginal tribal ancestral values and objectives 
for learning. The examples highlighted in this chapter are evidence of 
further steps toward learning opportunities created with Aboriginal peo-
ples that holistically begin to address their needs for education and career 
and vocational counseling. Central to each example is the commitment to 
work in partnership with Aboriginal communities and community mem-
bers to create programs that build on epistemologies and ways of knowing 
that are meaningful and significant.

This is a fundamental and ongoing issue for Aboriginal education: the 
lack of understanding, in mainstream society and the educational system, 
regarding the significant role Aboriginal epistemologies play in the lives of 
many Aboriginal peoples (Hart, 2010; Sam Ktunaxa, 2011). Smith (2005) 
addressed these concerns, indicating that there is a difference in how is-
sues in Aboriginal education are viewed in mainstream and Indigenous 
cultures. The mainstream approach has been to develop culturally inclu-
sive curricula and pre- and in-service teacher education to enable teach-
ers to overcome biases and be responsive to cultural differences. However, 
Indigenous views of education mainly center on “epistemic self-determina-
tion that includes language and culture and the challenges of generating 
schooling approaches from a different epistemological basis” (p. 94). To 
meet the needs of Aboriginal students and their families, it is essential to 
adopt a new approach to schooling that incorporates Aboriginal episte-
mologies, worldviews, and ways of knowing, along with the development of 
an organized system of supports for addressing the legacy of colonial rela-
tions (Chandler, 2010; Sam Ktunaxa, 2011; S. Wilson & P. Wilson, 2002). 

Educational research is required at both the community and individual 
level that maintains the interconnectedness of both. At the community 
level, educational research must attend to Indigenous epistemologies: to 
understand them in relation to cultural and language practices situated 
within communities, to examine the relationship between Western and 
Indigenous epistemologies, and, even more important, to learn about 
and appreciate the ways they are meaningful and valuable for different 
groups of Aboriginal peoples. In addition, at the community level it is 
important to engage in dialogue around program evaluation that reflects 
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the epistemologies that form the foundation of each program, along with 
some more common culturally relevant measures, in order to develop as-
sessments that enable programs to be evaluated on their own terms (see 
Westoby, Toon, & Morris, this volume). At an individual level, educational 
research must attend to learning from children, youth, and young adults: 
(a) the factors and relationships that enabled their successes in schools 
(or disengagement), (b) the qualities that attracted them to afterschool 
programs (or dissuaded them from participating), and (c) their reasons 
for attending Aboriginal post-secondary educational programs (or educa-
tional programs not specifically for Aboriginal peoples). 

The importance of the success of Aboriginal peoples in education is 
essential to break the circle of poverty, to rebuild identity and agency for 
individuals and communities, and to ensure access to and participation in 
negotiating collaborative relations between Aboriginal and mainstream 
cultures. Many colleges and universities in Canada have developed pro-
grams and partnerships to address issues with Aboriginal engagement. 
These programs demonstrate the potentials of education in collaboration 
with First Nations to develop learning opportunities that address the cul-
tural continuity of Aboriginal children and youth from early childhood 
education through post-secondary education. These efforts are at the 
forefront of changes required to create awareness and develop research-
based interventions that make rethinking education in Canada possible. 
Imagine what is possible when we rethink Aboriginal education in Canada 
with the purpose of creating equitable learning contexts that welcome a 
new generation and afford them possibilities for growing into a world very 
different from the colonized world of their parents and Elders. 
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