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Facts & Resources

Other relevant sources
of information are
highlighted throughout
this Handbook and in an
“additional resources”
section at the end. Any
FNSA publications can be
accessed by contacting
the FNSA office at (604)
925 — 6087 or by
visiting www.fnesc.ca.
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Introduclion
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This Handbook was created by the First Nations Schools Association
(FNSA) to assist teachers who are considering or preparing to work in
a First Nations school for the frst time. It describes the many benefts
as well as the unique challenges that teachers may experience

while working in a First Nations school. In addition, the handbook
highlights tips that have helped other teachers make a successful
transition into a First Nations school setting.

This handbook also provides information to help teachers become
familiar with issues related to First Nations education and First
Nations schools specifcally. The FNSA believes that teachers

who choose to work in a First Nations school will beneft from
understanding the history of the schools, the reasons why they were
created, and their special circumstances. Ideally, that information
will help teachers make an easier transition into the new teaching
environment, and will also help them to better relate to students and
parents.

It is important to note that this Handbook includes information
related to First Nations schools throughout the province. Including
general information is possible because First Nations in BC share a
number of important similarities. It is critical to remember, however,
that the communities and schools also vary tremendously. Teachers
are therefore encouraged to investigate how the issues outlined

in this Handbook relate to the specifc place in which they will be
working and, perhaps, living.
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The First Nations Schools Association

The FNSA was created nine years ago in response to requests

from First Nations schools in British Columbia. Those schools had
indicated the need for a service organization dedicated to supporting
their efforts to provide quality educational services for First Nations
students. The FNSA was established with a mandate to undertake
relevant research, share information, facilitate communications and
networking, and raise awareness about the needs and successes of
First Nations schools. The FNSA became a non-proft society and
registered charity in 1996.

The FNSA membership consists of First Nations schools in BC. Those
schools direct the work of the organization through consultations

at its Annual General Meetings. The ongoing work of the FNSA is
overseen by a regionally representative Board of Directors.

Most people who work in First Nations schools quickly become
familiar with the FNSA and its programs. For more information about
the services that are available, visit www.fnsa.ca or call toll-free:
1-877—422—-3672.
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The FNSA created this Handbook as a resource for teachers who are
considering or preparing to work in a First Nations school for the frst
time. Itis intended to help those teachers become familiar with the
unique context of First Nations schools and the communities in which
they operate.

It is important that prospective teachers be realistic about their
suitability for work in a First Nation school in order to ensure that
the experience is positive for everyone involved. As described in

this Handbook, First Nations schools offer a number of benefts

for teachers who enjoy a high level of fexibility, close working
relationships, and especially meaningful work. However, First Nations
schools also present some unique challenges, and new teachers
should be aware of those issues if they are to enjoy their new
position and appropriately assist their students.
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Teacher cited in First
Nations Schools:
Challenging and
Rewarding Places to
Work (Kavanagh, 2000,
FNSA publication).
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The Rewards

First Nations schools offer very special educational and work
environments, which is refected in some very important benefts for
the people who work in those settings.

In 1999/2000, the FNSA conducted a survey of teachers in First
Nations schools to explore their experiences and suggestions for
success. The survey respondents highlighted numerous reasons why
many teachers are attracted to and satisfed working in First Nations
schools, including the following.

Many teachers are excited about the chance to learn about
and experience a new place and a new culture. First Nations
communities generally welcome teacher participation in
cultural celebrations, as doing so helps teachers relate to their
students and become closer to parents and other community
members. These unique opportunities represent a signifcant
beneft to people who are interested in developing an
understanding of different cultures and perspectives.

There are signifcant advantages to working in a small school,
including low student/teacher ratios, close relationships with
students and colleagues, comfortable environments, and
more intimate interactions with parents and families. Many
people fnd such a work environment very enjoyable.

While some people may perceive living in an isolated

place as a challenge, others believe that living in a small,
rural community is a beneft. The peaceful settings,

beautiful physical environments, and range of recreational
opportunities are among the many reasons why some
teachers have remained working in First Nations schools for
extended periods of time.

As First Nations schools are generally not constrained by
collective employment agreements and they enjoy relative
autonomy, they present very fexible work environments.

1 In a few cases, First Nations have entered into agreements that involve school district staff working in the First
Nations school. In those rare cases, the staff may be effected by collective agreements.
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Many teachers have commented positively on their
involvement in school decision making, their inclusion in
choosing and evaluating programs, and their opportunities to
creatively integrate cultural learning into their classrooms.

As a result of complex funding and staffng issues described
further in this handbook, First Nations schools deliver a
wide variety of curricula and sometimes require teachers to
make signifcant programming decisions. Whereas incoming
teachers may be mandated to teach a specifc program,
there are also opportunities for them to have input into the
types of programs and materials implemented. This provides
teachers with the exciting challenge of drawing upon their
education and skills to choose programs appropriate for their
students. It also gives teachers responsibility for ensuring
that the programs achieve their intended results, which can
be an exciting opportunity for teachers to exercise their
professional judgement.

Teacher cited in First - While encouraging community and family involvement can
Nations Schools: be challenging (an issue explored in more detail later in this
Challenging and . . . .
Rewarding Places to handbook), First Nations schools offer special possibilities for
Work (Kavanagh, 2000). establishing positive relationships with colleagues, parents,
and students. The school environments have been said to
be team-based, collegial, and energetic. Many people also
enjoy living and working in a place that has a strong sense of
community, and interacting closely with parents and Elders

can be very fulflling.

In addition, First Nations schools offer teachers an
opportunity to make a positive contribution to First Nations
education and to learning environments that were created to
be especially supportive of First Nations learners. Teachers
who are attracted to a challenging work environment may feel
particularly motivated and excited about working in a First
Nations school, where the work environments can be both
professionally and personally rewarding for people who want

to make an important difference.
p5
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The Challenges

In addition to those numerous benefts, however, the special histories
and current realities of First Nations schools also means that

— like any work environment — the schools present some unique
challenges. Teachers who are considering or just beginning work in a
First Nations school should be aware of those issues if they are to be
realistic about the choice they are making.

A number of the challenges that exist relate directly to funding issues,
as historically First Nations schools have been critically underfunded.
Research undertaken in BC in 2002 and 2003 demonstrated that
First Nations schools were receiving signifcantly less funding than
that provided to public schools. It is only in the 2005/2006 school
year that the federal government began providing comparable core
funding to First Nations schools.

In addition, until very recently First Nations schools did not receive
funding to provide services for students with special needs — even
for those students who had diagnosed needs that ft within the BC
Ministry of Education’s special education funding guidelines. Even
now, the federal government provides a block of funding for special
education in First Nations schools in BC. That funding is distributed
to First Nations through grants that are calculated through a set
formula. Very limited additional funding is available, regardless of
how many students with special needs are enrolled in the school and
regardless of the severity of their needs.

Although First Nations schools have seen a signifcant increase in
their funding in the past few years — including the much needed
although limited special education funding — many of the schools
are still striving to overcome a resource defcit caused by years of
underfunding. That situation may be refected in fewer learning
resources in the schools, some outdated equipment, as well as
teacher salaries and benefts that are not yet comparable to those
paid in local school districts. While it is expected that the recent
funding increases will result in improvements in all of those areas, it
may take some time for all schools to build their resource capacity.
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As well, for a number of reasons — including the critical funding
issues described above — past teacher turnover rates have been quite
high in some First Nations schools, which has caused disruptions for
the schools, students, and parents. As a result, it may take some time
and effort for new teachers to be fully welcomed into a community,
as parents and community members may not be certain about the
teachers’ long-term commitment to the schools.

Past teachers turnover rates also mean that many schools employ
a relatively high proportion of administrators and teachers who are
either new to their positions or to the schools. Some new teachers
may perceive the limited number of staff people with signifcant
experience as a challenge. On the other hand, this situation can be
perceived as an exciting opportunity to grow together with a team.

Many First Nations schools are also relatively isolated, in terms

of being unconnected to a school district structure and possibly
geographically, too. As a result, some staff in First Nations schools
work without access to nearby collegial networks — although other
schools have had success in building relationships with nearby First
Nations or public schools.

Finally, as explained below, it is important for new teachers to
remember that most First Nations communities are still in a process
of healing. In most communities, personal wellness and social
dislocation continue to be a concern, which can be manifested in any
number of diffculties. First Nations are showing great leadership and
commitment in terms of addressing their social issues and building
positive futures for their members. However, the problems they face
are complex and long-standing, and the issues will accordingly take
signifcant time and effort to resolve. In the meantime, encouraging
parental, family, and community involvement is a critical but diffcult
challenge for many First Nations schools, and in some communities
confdence and trust in the education system and in educators
themselves is still growing.

p7
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Preparing to Work in a First Nation School

For teachers who choose to take advantage of the unique work
environments offered by First Nations schools, the following
suggestions may help to make the experience more positive.

Learn about the history and current reality of First Nations
communities and schools. Demonstrating an understanding of
First Nations issues will help you relate to your students and
their families, and will increase community confdence in new
teachers. This handbook provides a brief overview of some
key issues, as well as sources of further information. Take the
time to read as many relevant materials as possible.

Gain an understanding of the community’s history and culture
before you arrive, keeping in mind that each community
functions differently and you will therefore need to adapt your
perspectives as you get to know the community better.

Ask for documents or resources that will tell you about
the community, such as newsletters, website addresses,
information pamphlets, organizational charts, and school
and community mission statements. Read the information
carefully and ask for clarifcation if anything is unclear.

When you join the school, ask to be introduced to the
community staff, including the Band receptionist, Band
manager, accounting staff, social development, and health
staff. Show an interest in the community outside of the school.

If orientation materials are not immediately offered to you,
ask about the school’s orientation procedures and take
advantage of any resources that are available. Specifcally,
ask to see the policy and procedures manual and the teacher
evaluation policy, if they exist.



A First Nations school
representative, 2005
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Always remember that respect is perhaps the most

important and consistent value for First Nations schools and
communities in BC. Respect can be demonstrated by listening
to others, valuing cultural traditions, and seeking direction

as to how the culture is to be appropriately implemented in
school programming.

Take advantage of opportunities to participate in community
and cultural events. First Nations communities appreciate
teachers who show a commitment to understanding the lives
of their students, especially their cultures and traditions. Get
to know the community you are working with.

Reach out to parents as much as you can. Ask other school
staff for suggestions about how to best communicate, such
as phone calls home, informal meals, and/or celebrations.
You might also want to make home visits, although new
teachers may fnd parents more receptive to visits if a
community member comes along. Work to make parents
feel comfortable and confdent that you are interested in their
input. And be patient ... while building relationships may take
time, it will be worthwhile.

Recognize and be proactive in addressing potential
challenges. For example, avoid feeling isolated by contacting
staff in nearby First Nations schools and attending FNSA
sponsored conferences and workshops to build a network of
colleagues. Also, try to build relationships with neighbouring
public school staff to share ideas and resources.

Focus on the importance of professional development
opportunities. Most First Nations communities recognize

the importance of ongoing training, which is refected in
reasonable professional development policies. Given their
potential isolation, it is especially critical that teachers in First
Nations schools take advantage of opportunities to access
training in order to grow professionally and stay aware of the
latest educational trends.

po
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HIStorlIcAl & cUrrent context

First Nations of BC

Source: Musuem of Anthropology, University of British Columbia. A more detailed map can be viewed at www.moa.ubc.ca/pdf/First_Nations_map.pdf
Reproduced courtesy of the Museum of Anthropology, University of British Columbia

First Nations of

British Columbia

©1934 UBC Mureum of Anthropalogy
This map is regularty sevived

The intent is 1o provide a mere accurate
representation of First Nations in British
Columbia. Boundaries shown are language
areas and not an authoritative depiction of
1ribal territories. The names listed are the
ones First paoples prefer 1o call themeelvas.
Terms and spellings do not reflect all dialects
of names used by First Nations living within the
N illustrated regions

Dene:llhah f

Geargia Straits Region:

1) Homaleo

2) Klahoose

3) Sliammon

4) Comox

5) Qualicum

6) Se'shalt

7) Sne-Nay-Muxw

8) Squamish

9) Quwutsun'
10) Stotle
11) Semiahmoo
12) Tslell-Waututh
13) Musqueam
14) Tsawwassen
15) T'Sou-ke
16) Esquimalt
17) Songhesas
18) Saanich
19) Coquitlam
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HIStorlIcAl & cUrrent context

ictorroal & Current
ontenl af Fiest Nations
Sohoole i BC

Understanding the historical and current realities of First Nations

in BC will help teachers relate to their students and communities.
The following information is therefore intended to provide a brief
overview of some critical issues related to First Nations education, as
well as sources of further information.

First Nations in BC

British Columbia has 196 distinct Bands, which are referred to

within this document as First Nations communities (see the note

on language use, below). Each of those communities enjoys its own
unigue culture, language, and values. Each community also has its
own strengths, challenges, and priorities. However, while very diverse
in terms of their histories and current situations, a deep commitment
to building a better future for their children is common to all First
Nations in BC.

While tremendously diverse, First Nations in BC — and indeed
throughout Canada — also share many common experiences that
have shaped their communities in crucial ways. Understanding
that history is critical to understanding the current realities of First
Nations communities.

p11
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Using Appropriate Language

Different terms may be used in referring to First Nations people and communities,
which can be confusing. The following definitions are offered as a general guide
for appropriate language use. It is important to keep in mind, however, that some
First Nations people may refer to themselves differently. For example, while a
First Nations person may refer to him or herself as an “Indian,” it is not usually
appropriate for a non-First Nations person to use that term. It may be helpful to
ask colleagues for advice if you are uncertain about how terms are being used in
specific circumstances.

First Nations people: Historically referred to as “Indians” and later as “Native
people,” the people who trace their ancestry to the original inhabitants of Canada
are now generally referred to as First Nations people. The term Indian is generally
used only in an official and legal sense, such as when referring to the Indian Act or
to specific federal government policies.

Status and non-status people: First Nations people are officially referred to as
“registered Indians” if they are entitled to benefits under the Indian Act. To be
eligible to receive such benefits, individuals must be registered in the Indian
Register, which is maintained by Indian and Northern Affairs Canada (INAC)

— the federal government department with responsibility for First Nations
programming. A more common term for “registered Indian” is “status Indian.”
“Non-status people” include members of First Nations who are not entitled to
benefits, such as First Nations people who do not live on a reserve. Only students
with status are federally funded to attend a First Nations school, but non-status
students are still enrolled in many of the schools.

Aboriginal people: The term Aboriginal people officially refers to all First
Nations, Inuit, and Metis people. That includes status and non-status First Nations
people, and those who live on and off-reserve. The Canadian Constitution includes
references to Aboriginal rights, meaning that they apply to First Nation, Inuit,

and Metis people. BC Ministry of Education programs also generally refer to
“Aboriginal students”, as the provincial government does not separately identify
First Nations (status or non-status), Inuit, and Metis students.

First Nation: First Nation is a legally undefined term that came into common
usage in the 1970s to replace the term “Indian Band.” Band is an official term that
is defined by the Indian Act as “a body of Indians for whose collective use and
benefit lands have been set apart ...” Not every First Nation (or “Band”) lives on

a single reserve. Also, some First Nations that share a traditional heritage have
chosen to work together through collectives, often called Tribal Councils.
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Before the arrival of European people to what later became known
as Canada, First Nations across the country governed themselves in
self-sustaining, organized ways that refected their unique cultures,

values, and traditions.

With the establishment of European settlements, however, First
Nations people became decimated by disease, their traditions were
seriously disrupted, and over time their rights and interests were
increasingly denied. In fact, the emerging federal and provincial
governments created assimilationist policies and practices that
banned cultural ceremonies, silenced spiritual leaders, and made
traditional ways of life almost impossible.

The creation of reserves is one of the most obvious examples of
government efforts to control the lives of First Nations people. The
reserve system assigned First Nations people to live in specifed areas
that the Crown held in trust, and the rights of First Nations people
both on and off those reserves were specifcally and narrowly defned.
Started in 1830, the reserve system was gradually expanded to the
entire country, and it still exists today.

In addition, the creation of the Indian Act has had a continued impact
on First Nations people. The frst Indian Act, which was passed by

the federal government in 1876, consolidated the existing federal
laws related to First Nations people and their lands. The Indian Act
was a comprehensive piece of legislation that regulated virtually
every aspect of life. Yet First Nations people had no input into the
writing of the Indian Act; they were, in fact, excluded from electing
the politicians who legislated the Act, as First Nations people were
unable to vote in federal elections until 1960.

p13
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Current Context

The history of colonialism, the denial of traditional ways, and the
strict control of First Nations peoples’ lives has greatly effected the
social, emotional, physical, and spiritual well being of First Nations
people. The legacy of colonial practices includes higher rates of
disease, death, and suicide for First Nations people than for the rest
of Canadian society. First Nations communities are also faced with
higher levels of unemployment, illiteracy, and poverty.

However, despite their devastating histories and continued
challenges, First Nations people have refused to abandon their
rights, cultures, and values, and their movements for change have
achieved signifcant progress. First Nations are striving to heal their
communities and create positive futures for their children, and their
efforts include a considerable focus on improving the educational
success of their learners. First Nations are also working to gain
control over the programs and services available to their members,
with the goal of making them more culturally appropriate and
refective of their needs.

One of the ways in which First Nations are pursuing greater control
is through a recognition of their right to self-government. Self-
government relates to the capacity of people to manage their lives
through political structures that they design for themselves. Self-
government generally includes jurisdiction over health, education,
social services, child welfare, economic development, and resource
management.

In fact, most First Nations are already demonstrating some level of
self-government through the development of their own institutions
and delivery of a wide range of programs according to their own
priorities. In addition, the federal government passed a policy on
self-government in 1995, which recognizes that First Nations need to
govern themselves in a manner that is responsive to the needs and
interests of their people. The right to self-government also has been
acknowledged as an existing Aboriginal right under the Canadian
Constitution.

p14
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Resources

Significant information
regarding the treaty
process is available
through a number of
sources, including the
following.

- Understanding the
BC Treaty Process. A
Handbook available
through the FNSA office
or from the Internet
at www.bctf.bc.ca/
social/AboriginalEd/
TreatyProcess/

- The BC Treaty
Commission web site.
www.bctreaty.net

- The First Nations
Summit web site.
www.fns.bc.ca
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Some First Nations are also pursuing their rights through the BC

Treaty Process. Established in the early 1990s, the treaty process
is voluntary, and not all First Nations in the province have chosen
to pursue this option. For the majority of BC First Nations that are

involved, the treaty process involves complex negotiations regarding
education, health, social services, economic development, resource

management, and governance.

Section 35 of the Constitution Act, 1982
Rights of the Aboriginal Peoples of Canada

35. (1) Recognition of existing aboriginal and treaty rights. The existing aboriginal

and treaty rights of the aboriginal people are hereby recognized and affirmed.

(2) Definition of aboriginal peoples of Canada. In this Act, aboriginal peoples of
Canada includes the Indian, Inuit and Metis peoples of Canada.

(3) Land claims agreements. For greater certainty, in subsection (1) treaty rights
includes rights that now exist by way of land claims agreements or may be so
acquired.

(4) Aboriginal and treaty rights are guaranteed equally to both sexes.
Notwithstanding any other provision of this Act, the aboriginal and treaty rights

referred to in subsection (1) are guaranteed equally to male and female persons.

p 15
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HIStorlcAl & cUrrent context

First Nations language groups in BC

Source: Government of BC. A more detailed map can be viewed at www.bced.gov.bc.ca/abed/map.htm
Reproduced courtesy of the Government of British Columbia.
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First Nations Languages

In addition to asserting their rights, First Nations people have

been especially consistent in their commitment to revitalizing their
languages. For First Nations people, their languages are more than
simply a means of communication; they are a central part of their
cultures, identities, and ways of understanding and interpreting the
world.

British Columbia is particularly rich in its diversity of First Nations
languages. There are between 27 and 34 First Nations languages
in this province, representing eight distinct language families or
isolates (languages that are not known to be related to any other
language). The exact number of reported languages varies, because
some languages can be listed separately or as a dialect of another
language.

In spite of their importance, however, First Nations languages are in
crisis. According to a study by the Department of Canadian Heritage,
the great majority of languages in BC are declining, endangered,

or critical. That situation refects a number of factors, including
Canada’s history of colonization and the purposeful destruction of
First Nations languages through early government policies. The
Residential School system also created a serious disconnect between
generations of people (described further below). In recent decades,
the overwhelming dominance of the English language has continued
the decline in First Nations languages, and as a result most First
Nations children and young adults do not fuently understand or
speak their language.

Reversing language loss, while a diffcult task, remains a priority for
First Nations, and as described below this is a critical factor for First
Nations schools.

p17
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More information about
First Nations education
issues is available
through a number of
sources, including the
following.

Our Children - Keepers of
the Sacred Knowledge.
The Final Report of

the Minister’s National
Working Group on First
Nations Education. 2002.
Available on the Internet
at www.ainc-inac.gc.ca/
ps/edu/finre/bac_e.html.

Gathering Strength.
Volume Three of

the Report of the
Royal Commission on
Aboriginal Peoples.
1996. Available on the
Internet at www.ainc-
inac.gc.ca/ch/rcap/rpt/
gs_e.html.
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First Nations Education in BC: Historical Background

Traditionally, First Nations children learned through their natural
participation in the life of their families and communities. The

living environment was the classroom, Elders and families were the
teachers, and young people saw their roles modeled by the older
generations. Overall, each adult helped to teach children the skills,
attitudes, and knowledge they needed to function in everyday life
within an appropriate cultural and spiritual context. However, those
education practices came under assault with the arrival of European
settlers and the increasing imposition of European values and
education systems upon First Nations peoples.

The use of education as a means to assimilate First Nations children
is perhaps most clearly evidenced through the Residential School
system. Introduced at various times throughout the country,
Residential Schools were usually established and run by missionaries
and they were jointly funded by the Canadian government and
churches. In the schools, children were trained in European traditions
and were forbidden to speak their own languages or practice their
own cultures. In the 1920s and 1930s, the Canadian government
passed legislation making attendance at Residential schools
mandatory, with fnes and jail sentences imposed on parents who did
not send their children.

This separation of First Nations children from their families, their
Elders, their communities, and their identities was devastating, and
efforts are still being made to overcome its effects. In addition, there
have been increasing reports of abuse that took place in many of the
Residential schools, and individuals and communities are still working
to resolve the pain those years of abuse created.

The Residential School era did not end until the late 1960s, when
federal government policy started to focus more on integrating

First Nations people into Canadian society. At that time, the federal
government began creating elementary federal schools on reserves,
integrating children into nearby provincial schools, and boarding First
Nations children in urban centres in order for them to attend public
high schools.
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HIStorlIcAl & cUrrent context

Residential schools in BC

Detail from www.irsr-rgpi.gc.ca/english/pdf/map5.pdf Reproduced courtesy of the Government of Canada.

NORTHWEST TERRITORIES
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BRITISH COLUMEIA
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LEGEND / LEGENDE

- ROMAN CATHOLIC / CATHOLIQUE ROMAIN

- ANGLICAN

- UNITED CHURCH / EGLISE UNIE

- PRESBYTERIAN / PRESBYTERIEN

- BAPTIST / BAPTISTE

- MENNONITE

- NON-DENOMINATIONAL / NON-CONFESSIONELLE
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Definitions

Band Operated Schools
is the official term for
federally funded schools
that operate under

the authority of a First
Nation.

First Nations
Independent Schools are
federally funded schools
that are operated by

First Nations, and they
are also registered with
the Independent Schools
Branch of the BC Ministry
of Education. A number
of First Nations have
chosen to have their
schools registered as
Independent, most often
for funding or certificate
granting purposes.

First Nations Adult
Education Centres
include federally funded
centres that offer courses
for adult learners who
are working toward a
Dogwood diploma.

The FNSA and this
Handbook refer to all of
the schools described
above as First Nations
schools.
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In 1972, the National Indian Brotherhood — now called the Assembly
of First Nations — issued a landmark paper titled Indian Control of
Indian Education. That paper highlighted the failure of governments
to appropriately educate First Nations children and called for local
control of education by First Nations communities and parents.
Thanks to signifcant effort by First Nations people, the federal
government responded to Indian Control of Indian Education by
initiating a transfer of education authority to First Nations — a
gradual process that is still being realized today.

Since the publication of Indian Control of Indian Education, First
Nations have continued to assert clear and consistent goals for
education. Those goals include First Nations determining how to best
meet the needs of their children and prepare them for success within
their own communities and within Canadian society generally.

The defnition of success is complex and unique to each individual
and community, but it almost always involves children being self-
confdent, understanding their own culture and traditional values, and
having a positive self-identity. First Nations also perceive education
holistically, including children’s intellectual, spiritual, physical, and
emotional development.
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Fact

Even today, graduation
rates for Aboriginal
students in the BC
public education system
are less than 50% -- a
significantly lower rate
than that of non-First
Nations students.
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Emergence of First Nations Schools

A central aspect of Indian Control of Indian Education involved the
creation of First Nations schools, and in the more than three decades
since First Nations schools were frst introduced an increasing
number of communities have created their own learning institutions.

The reasons why so many First Nations have chosen this option

are numerous and varied, but all of the schools refect a goal of
increasing the success of First Nations learners. The conventional
education system was generally not providing adequate support to
First Nations students, resulting in unacceptably low attendance,
retention, and graduation rates in provincial education systems.
First Nations were confdent that their children would beneft from
school environments that were both closer to home as well as more
nurturing, caring, and refective of First Nations students’ cultures,
values, and traditions.

Understanding the reasons for the creation of First Nations schools
will help teachers be more successful in refecting the goals and
expectations of each community. New teachers should therefore
take the time to speak to colleagues, community leaders, and
Elders to learn why their school was created. Teachers should also
strive to understand how the community’s education values can be
incorporated into the classroom and overall school environment.
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HIStorlcAl & cUrrent context

First Nations Schools in BC

Source: Government of Canada, Public Works
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HIStorIcAl & cUrrent context
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Resources

The FNSA has considered
in detail the issue of
expectations for First
Nations schools, as
highlighted in the
publication Reaching
For Success: Considering
the Achievements

and Effectiveness of
First Nations Schools
(Kavanagh, 1998). That
paper shares the results
of a consultation process
that involved First
Nations representatives
collectively defining
standards for First
Nations schools in

BC. Those standards
have subsequently

been reaffirmed as the
foundation of a school
assessment (evaluation)
framework and a data
collection framework

— both of which were
designed by the FNSA
specifically for use by
First Nations schools.

More information about
the First Nations Schools
Assessment Project and
the First Nations Schools
Measures Project can be
found on the FNSA web
site at www.fnsa.ca.
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First Nations Schools in BC Today

Today, there are over 100 First Nations controlled schools in BC.
Generally, all of those schools are committed to providing quality
instruction as well as nurturing, caring environments for children.
The schools also have a mandate to emphasize and promote
conventional academics as well as First Nations cultures and
languages, and they strive to refect the values and traditions of the
communities they serve.

While sharing those foundations, the schools also vary tremendously.
Not only are the languages, cultures, values, and perspectives of

the school communities different; the schools range in size from

less than ten to nearly 300 students, and they have between one
and dozens of staff people. The grades offered range from K4 and
K5 only to every grade from K4 through to grade 12. Some First
Nations schools are located in or near urban centers, while others
are extremely remote — sometimes hundreds of kilometers from the
nearest center and accessible only by plane or boat. In addition, while
some of the schools have been operating for almost three decades,
some have been in existence for only a few years.
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More information about
First Nations languages
and school programming
is available through

the FNESC publication:
Ignace. 1998. Handbook
for Aboriginal Language
Program Planning.
Available on the Internet
at www.fnesc.ca/
publications/index.php.
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School Programming

The funding guidelines established by Indian and Northern Affairs
Canada (INAC) require that all First Nations schools meet the
provincial learning outcomes established by the BC Ministry of
Education. However, most First Nations schools strive not only to
meet, but also to signifcantly enhance that requirement. In addition,
First Nations schools incorporate a wide range of curricula to achieve
their educational aspirations and do not necessarily implement the
texts and programs used in adjacent public schools.

Extensive consultations and ongoing work by the FNSA have
demonstrated that First Nations schools are committed to a unique
range of expectations, or “standards,” as follows.

First Nations schools foster a supportive environment in
which students have a chance to expand to their full potential,
and in which children are secure and happy.

First Nations schools ensure that children understand and are
proud of who they are.

First Nations schools help children to develop the numeracy,
literacy, and other academic skills they need to succeed.

First Nations schools honour parental and community
involvement in education, as First Nations believe that
education is the basis of a peaceful community and that
Elders, adults and children are not separate.

First Nations schools strive to create unique environments focused
on the following beliefs.

The teaching of First Nations languages and cultures is a
foundation of children’s development.

First Nations students must be supported in developing a
positive notion of who they are as First Nations people.

Meeting the needs of all children is critical (including children
with special needs).
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First Nations schools must provide nurturing environments for
children.

First Nations schools must teach children the necessary
numeracy and literacy skills.

First Nations schools operate and are governed within a
community context.

Parental and family involvement are critical to school and
student success.

First Nations schools should strive to maintain effective
school staffs, which includes providing opportunities for
teacher education and training.

The specifc ways in which those standards and beliefs are refected
are determined by each school and community. Most schools have
created a mission or vision statement that describes the community’s
aspiration for its learners, although a few schools are still in the
process of developing a collective goal statement. New teachers
would beneft from reviewing their school’s mission statement, if it
exists, and asking for clarifcation if any of the goals are unclear.

First Nations School Mission / Vision Statement Examples

N1,
~ é - - Our school is to deliver an educational program that meets the needs of
- ~ individual learners in an inclusive way, [and provides] educational programming

that is supportive of our language and traditional knowledge practices.

- We believe that the education of our children must be holistic. We recognize
that our children have a unique heritage that must continue to grow and
develop into the future and for generations to come. Our children must become
life long learners with skills and abilities to compete in today’s society.

- At our school, we value a nurturing and respectful environment that promotes
cultural awareness, academic achievement, and social responsibility. We
encourage a team approach involving students, staff, parents and community
to provide opportunities for students to develop into confident citizens capable
of making a positive contribution to their community. Our mission is to ensure
that our students realize a strong sense of pride and appreciation of their
culture, and gain a strong command of their language. It is our hope that the
school will help encourage students to be proud of their culture and identity.
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The Inclusion of Language and Culture
in First Nations Schools

Language and cultural programming is a central component of First
Nations schools — an area of learning that is pursued in a number

of ways. Most First Nations schools offer some type of distinct
language and culture classes, which are usually taught by a teacher
who is recognized by the community as being knowledgeable in the
language. The majority of schools are also making efforts to integrate
language and culture learning throughout the curriculum. However,
this is a resource-intensive and time-consuming task, and accordingly
the schools are at varying levels in terms of accomplishing full
language and culture integration. There is now only one First Nation
language immersion school in BC.

It is benefcial for teachers who are new to First Nations schools to
demonstrate their commitment to incorporating the language and
culture into their classrooms, but it is also very important to pursue
this issue sensitively. Each community has its own protocols for
appropriately and respectfully using the language and culture, and
there are specifc rules regarding who can share the community’s
traditional knowledge. For that reason, teachers should consult with
colleagues, the school principal (if there is one), and/or community
representatives before using any aspects of the language and culture.
Many First Nations also have recognized Language Authorities that
have the authority to determine how their languages and cultures are
to be used. Where they exist, those Authorities can be of invaluable
assistance to school staff.
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Additional information
and suggestions are also
included in the FNSA
publication. First Nations
Schools: Reflecting
Communities Through
Governance Structures,
Parental Involvement
Programs, and School
Calendars. (Kavanagh.
1999)
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The Importance of Community Connections

First Nations schools are also intimately related to the communities
in which they operate. In fact, this relationship is particularly strong
for First Nations schools, as each community made a deliberate
decision to establish a school under its own control and then
expended great effort and commitment to make that school a reality.
Many communities also demonstrate an ongoing commitment to
their schools by supplementing the school budget with funding from
other program areas or through ongoing fundraising efforts.

The 1999/2000 FNSA survey of teachers specifcally highlighted the
close relationship between First Nations schools and communities
as a critical aspect of their work and one of the major reasons why
the teachers initially chose to work in a First Nations school. The
opportunity to learn about and experience a different culture was
said to be an attractive aspect of working within a First Nations
community. Many of the teachers also noted that their positive
interactions with the community was a particularly enjoyable aspect
of their job. In addition, the teachers emphasized the beneft of
community involvement in decisions about school programs.

First Nations schools strive to promote community involvement

in many ways, including proactively communicating the school’'s
progress toward its goals, as well as involving Elders and other
community representatives in school activities. Many of the schools
also serve as a community centre, providing services such as opening
the gym or computer lab for community use. It is very important
that teachers enjoy opportunities that are available to participate in
community and cultural events in order to demonstrate their interest
in the First Nation and its students. In fact, it is possible that teachers
may be requested to participate in community activities as a part of
their job.
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Parents, Families, and First Nations Schools

More specifc than community involvement, their relationship with
and accountability to parents and extended families is a particularly
critical issue for First Nations schools. A recognition that First Nations
parents and families have a fundamental right to a strong and
meaningful voice in the learning of their children is at the core of First
Nations’ perspectives of education.

In addition, in most First Nations communities parents have a choice
regarding where their children will attend school, as in many cases

a public school is located in close proximity. Parents choose to

have their children attend the First Nations school because they
believe that their children will be offered more valuable learning
opportunities in a school controlled by their own community.

That situation makes it critically important that school staff foster
commitment and trust with parents.

Extensive research has also highlighted the positive impact of
engaging parents and families in all education settings. There is
overwhelming evidence that parents can make a critical difference
when they are involved in their children’s home and school learning.
In fact, family support has been shown to be a greater factor in
student success than family income or education levels. Parents can
greatly enhance a school’s efforts by providing meaningful input into
school decision-making and by donating signifcant time and effort to
school programs.

Unfortunately, many First Nations parents have not had positive
experiences in the education system, and they may therefore be
reluctant to be active within the school setting. Also, some parents
are not confdent that they have the skills and knowledge necessary
for involvement in home and school learning, or parents may believe
that they should not interfere with teachers’ practices.

It is therefore particularly important for teachers in First Nations
schools to reach out to parents and to extended family members
in sensitive but proactive ways. This may include the use of positive
phone calls, as well as friendly notes and newsletters. It is also
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important to offer informal and comfortable opportunities for
families to celebrate students and learning, such as assembilies,
concerts, and family fun nights.

In addition, a unique and positive aspect of First Nations schools

is their commitment to a broad interpretation of extended family
involvement if parents themselves fnd it diffcult to support their
children’s education. Teachers new to a community might seek
guidance from those more familiar with the setting about how best to
communicate with and engage parents and extended families for the
beneft of students.

Additional resources are also available to assist teachers in
promoting family involvement in home and school learning. For
example, the FNSA sponsors a First Nations Parents Club, which
supports First Nations schools and communities in organizing local
parent and family groups that refect the unique needs of each
community. The FNSA assists the locally-based parents clubs with a
variety of support materials, including newsletters, incentive gifts, a
parenting calendar, books for home reading, and other informational
materials. If a parent and family group does not already exist in the
community, interested teachers can learn more about the Parents
Club by calling the FNSA offce.
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Independent
Schools

For more information
about the Independent
Schools Branch, visit
www.bced.gov.bc.ca/
independentschools/
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Governance of First Nations Schools

Local Governance

First Nations schools are not directly governed by the BC Ministry of
Education, a local School District, or the School Act (unless they have
chosen to register as a BC Independent School, in which case they
must follow the Independent School Act).? Instead, all First Nations
schools are ultimately under the authority of the First Nation they
serve, and every First Nation is controlled by a Chief and Council.

Within those overall parameters, the structure and role of the
governing authority selected for each school varies amongst First
Nations communities in BC. In some cases, First Nations schools

are under the direct authority of the Chief and Council, with no
School Board or School Committee in existence. In other cases,
communities have decided to establish their own School Boards, with
Board members elected through a community voting procedure.
Other schools are guided by some kind of Education or School
Committee, with either elected members or volunteers, and involving
only parents or some combination of parents, community members,
and Elders.

When they exist, the relationship of the School Board or Committee
and the Chief and Council can vary. For example, some Boards
operate quite separately, providing regular updates to the Chief and
Council but functioning with signifcant autonomy. Alternatively, the
relationship can involve the Board or Committee reporting to and
being under the direct control of the Chief and Council.

The decision regarding how to operate the governance authority is
entirely dependent upon what works best given the circumstances
of each school and community. The structure and membership of
a school authority may refect, among other factors, the political
realities of the community, the specifc goals and priorities that
existed when the school was created, and the number and
personalities of people with an interest in education and school

2 First Nations schools’ funding agreements with the federal government also require that they refect provincial
learning outcomes and employ teachers who are certifed with the BC College of Teachers.
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