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Research Summary
1.1 Statement of the Problem
A lack of accurate information relating to the academic successes and learning needs of Mi’kmaq learners prompted the Mi’kmaq Confederacy of Prince Edward Island to initiate a study to create a profile of Mi’kmaq learners’ needs on Prince Edward Island. Baseline data for Mi’kmaq students facilitates the assessment of longitudinal progress, informs programming decisions, and supports funding proposals: all important aspects of raising the educational levels of Mi’kmaq learners on Prince Edward Island.  

While the needs of Mi’kmaq learners living in the First Nations communities on Prince Edward Island can be researched and documented with some degree of success, 50% of the Mi’kmaq population lives off reserve, making it difficult to determine the academic strengths and challenges of the total population of learners.

1.2 Study Design
The Mi’kmaq Confederacy was interested in establishing a profile of Mi’kmaq learners on Prince Edward Island and the researchers responded accordingly.  Key questions guiding the research included:

1. What is the educational profile of Mi’kmaq learners accessing educational services at the pre-school, school, and post-secondary levels on Prince Edward Island?

2. Given that provincial test results in literacy and numeracy are presently unavailable for the population of Mi'kmaq students, what can be stated with any confidence about the academic achievement levels of Mi’kmaq students accessing education on Prince Edward Island? 

 3. What are the educational programs and supports required for Mi’kmaq students at all levels in the educational system in order for them to experience higher degrees of academic and personal success as they strive to overcome historic and systemic obstacles? 

To create a full picture, the researchers conducted semi-structured interviews with families, educators, and students to discuss the educational needs of Mi’kmaq learners.  In this document, the educators consulted in the research are referred to as key professionals. This study uses qualitative data from the interviews and focus groups to generate baseline information relating to the educational levels of Mi’kmaq learners and to provide recommendations regarding supports that promote greater success for Mi’kmaq learners. 

1.3 Ethical Considerations

The researchers received ethical approval from the Research Ethics Board at the University of Prince Edward Island and from the Mi’kmaq Confederacy Ethics Committee prior to starting the research. The Eastern School District and the Western School Board also granted ethical permission to conduct follow-up interviews with key professionals in schools. The researchers spent time in both the Lennox Island and Abegweit First Nations communities establishing relationships and creating awareness of the research project. 

1.4 Data Acquisition
The researchers invited all Mi’kmaq parents on Prince Edward Island who are on the mailing list at the Mi’kmaq Confederacy, and a selection of members of the Native Council of Prince Edward Island to participate in an interview concerning the education of their children. Researchers conducted a total of 93 family interviews between July and December 2008. Six focus groups with current students attending high schools and post-secondary institutions across Prince Edward Island, as well as with graduates of both the high school and post-secondary levels, were held between July and September 2008.  Follow-up interviews with 24 key professionals were conducted between November 2008 and January 2009 for 82 students attending 18 schools on Prince Edward Island.  Interview and focus-group data was transcribed, analyzed, and quantified where possible.  Verification of focus-group findings took place, and parents will be invited to respond to the research findings. The researchers analyzed the interviews and focus-group transcripts to carefully identify key themes emerging from the data. Qualitative data was quantified when possible.

1.5 Summary of Major Findings
Communication.  Eighty-one percent of parents indicated moderate or strong communication with schools.  Though some discrepancies between the information obtained from parents and schools indicate the need for improved communication and greater support for parents, very few parents indicated a sense of exclusion or intimidation from schools. 

 Achievement Levels.  Literacy levels are a serious concern for parents and educators, with key professionals indicating that 41% (of the 82 Mi’kmaq students for whom the research team had parental consent for follow up) perform below level in literacy. Numeracy levels are also noted to be weak with 40% of students described as performing below level. Twenty-six percent of students attending schools were described by key professionals as having moderate to serious social or emotional challenges, and a need for access to counseling services was noted as the most common recommendation from key professionals, second only to the provision of greater academic support. 

Assessments and Special Needs.  Parents identified 23% of current students with special learning needs, and indicated that the schools are addressing the educational needs of 74% of these students.  A gap in communication between the schools and the homes was evident in this data. Key professionals indicated that formal assessments had been conducted with 20 students, while parents indicated that 36 students have been assessed.  The most common assessments were for reading and reading comprehension, and the second most frequent assessments were for speech. 

Streaming in High School. The research team found positive trends in attainment, retention, and education levels over the past 30 to 40 years, as seen in the three generations of learners in the study.  Students, particularly women, are now staying in school longer and choosing to pursue post-secondary schooling more often.  However, most Mi’kmaq students in high school are not placed in the academic stream, limiting their access to post-secondary opportunities.  The two high schools servicing the majority of First Nations communities on Prince Edward Island indicate that of the 36 Mi’kmaq students currently in their schools, only seven students are placed in the academic stream.  The remaining students are placed in the general stream or in alternative classes that also tend to limit access to a range of educational opportunities. Graduation numbers from these two high schools for the past five years indicate that only 38% of Mi’kmaq students have graduated with an academic diploma, a trend that reflects the inverse of patterns in the mainstream, where approximately 70% of students graduate from academic programs. 

1.6 The Voices of Students
The post-secondary focus-group participants included individuals who have succeeded academically and continue to experience success in the education system.  The participants attribute their educational success to: 

· strong support from family and friends;
· a deep commitment to giving back to the community;
· goals set at a young age to satisfy a need in the community;
· a high value placed on education; and 
· personal resilience and determination.  
Participants also spoke of a great sense of responsibility to set an example for their own children and for the youth in their communities by succeeding academically. 

1.7 Summary of Recommendations
The recommendations that follow are based on interviews with families, focus groups with current and former students, and discussions with Elders, the Mi’kmaq Confederacy of Prince Edward Island, the Native Council of Prince Edward Island, the Director of the Mi’kmaq Family Resource Center, and the Department of Education. 

1. Comprehensive Action Plan: Individual Educational Success plans will be developed for each Mi’kmaq learner.  Each educational jurisdiction will guide the longitudinal academic and personal success of Mi’kmaq students by developing the success plans and then monitoring and adjusting programs and supports to ensure individual success.  Success teams will be established in each jurisdiction and school to develop, implement, and monitor plans based on individual student strengths and needs.  

2. Cultural content and Mi’kmaq language learning will be integrated more fully into programs and curriculum.  

3. Professional development for teachers and educators designed to build knowledge, understanding, and awareness of the academic and personal needs of Mi’kmaq students, and to promote the effective use of empowering teaching practices, will be provided in a way that is accessible and sustainable.  

4. Much greater emphasis needs to be placed on the roles of parents and community members in educating Aboriginal children. Community role models need to be visible and accessible to students. 

5. Strengthening communication between parents, First Nations communities, learning institutions, the Department of Education, the Mi’kmaq Confederacy, and the Native Council will help to improve students’ success.  A unified, collaborative approach is vital in improving the educational levels of Aboriginal learners on Prince Edward Island. 

6. Additional supports need to be available for students, teachers, and parents.  Students at all levels need access to homework support, counseling services, recreational programs, assessments, and resource support.  Teachers, support workers, and counselors need support from principals, and success teams.  Parents need access to educational supports including family literacy (O’Donoghue & Timmons, 2003), parenting programs, and culturally safe counseling. Wrap-around programs convey a sense of guardianship and caring for the well-being and achievement of every student. 

1.8 Conclusion
In this research, the team started to use the phrase, “It takes a community to educate a child to their fullest potential.”  The phrase denotes the kind of shared responsibility all stakeholders have in the education of Mi’kmaq students on Prince Edward Island. Our shared goals need to establish the targets that will result in success for Mi’kmaq learners at the same levels as other students attending learning institutions on Prince Edward Island.

Introduction to the Research

[image: image4]
Introduction to the Research
2.1 Introduction
The Mi’kmaq Confederacy of Prince Edward Island approached the Centre for Education Research (CER) at the University of Prince Edward Island about conducting a study to create a profile of Mi’kmaq learners’ needs on Prince Edward Island. This initiative was prompted by the need to establish baseline data on enrollment, attendance, retention rates, academic achievement, and graduation rates, along with literacy and numeracy levels for Mi’kmaq students.  Such data is necessary for tracking longitudinal progress, accessing funding for support programs to promote educational achievement, and also for providing accurate information to the First Nations communities and their partners in efforts to raise the educational levels of Mi’kmaq learners.  

Previous research conducted by the Department of Education (2001) involved focus-group discussions with youth attending schools, but no comprehensive, research-based consideration of learners’ needs was previously available to the Mi’kmaq Confederacy and their partners.

The needs of Mi’kmaq learners living in the Abegweit and Lennox Island First Nations communities on Prince Edward Island can be researched and documented successfully. However, an estimated 50% of the Mi’kmaq population live off reserve and attend schools all across Prince Edward Island.  The needs of off-reserve Mi’kmaq learners are more difficult to identify, and, therefore, the academic strengths and challenges of the total population of learners remain elusive. Voluntary self-identification at the time of registration in a public learning institution is the only official way to identify off-reserve Mi’kmaq learners attending schools and this information is highly confidential.

The Mi’kmaq Confederacy requested that the Centre for Education Research (CER) in the Faculty of Education at the University of Prince Edward identify researchers with expertise in Aboriginal Education and an interest in submitting a proposal for the research. Dr. Fiona Walton agreed to act as the Principal Investigator (PI) for the research, and Dr. Basil Favaro and Dr. Tim Goddard both agreed to join the team. Danielle Frenette, Lisa Cooper, Nancy Peters, and Joe Burgess were hired as research coordinators to work collaboratively with the researchers.

The researchers were interested in establishing a profile of Mi’kmaq learners on Prince Edward Island.  Key questions guiding the research included:

1. What is the educational profile of Mi’kmaq learners accessing educational services at the pre-school, school, and post-secondary levels on Prince Edward Island?

2. Given that provincial test results in literacy and numeracy are presently unavailable for the population of Mi'kmaq students, what can be stated with any confidence about the academic achievement levels of Mi’kmaq students accessing education on Prince Edward Island? 

 3. What are the educational programs and supports required for Mi’kmaq students at all levels in the educational system in order for them to experience higher degrees of academic and personal success as they strive to overcome historic and systemic obstacles? 

The research proposal can be found in its entirety in Appendix A.

2.2 The Communities
Prince Edward Island is traditional Mi’kmaq territory.  Abegweit, meaning “cradled on the waves,” is the traditional Mi’kmaq name for Prince Edward Island. 

There are two First Nations communities on Prince Edward Island: Lennox Island First Nation and Abegweit First Nation.  Lennox Island First Nation is located in western Prince Edward Island, just off the northern shore as indicated on the map below.  The population of Lennox Island First Nation community is 252 (Statistics Canada).  Abegweit First Nation consists of three reserves in eastern Prince Edward Island, also indicated on the map below: Rocky Point, Morell, and Scotchfort.  The Abegweit First Nation has an on-reserve population of 225 (C. Sark, personal communication, February 10, 2009). Estimates indicate that half of the Mi’kmaq population lives off reserve, yielding a population estimate of 950 Status Mi’kmaq living on Prince Edward Island. 
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The Native Council of Prince Edward Island offers programs and services specifically targeted to non-status Aboriginal people on Prince Edward Island.  Currently, the Native Council has over six hundred members who self-identify as non-status Aboriginal people.  

According to the 2006 Census data, there are 1730 people who self-identified as Aboriginal living on Prince Edward Island, with 1230 who identified as North American Indian.  More specific identity data was not collected in the Census. 

2.3 Research Ethics

Research involving human participants must be conducted in accordance with strict ethical guidelines.  When research projects involve vulnerable or marginalized populations, the ethical considerations of the study must be rigorously assessed.  The nature of this study, particularly with the inclusion of youth in focus-group discussions, meant multiple ethical approvals were necessary.  

The first ethical review was conducted at the University of Prince Edward Island.  An ethics application was submitted in May 2008 to the Research Ethics Board on campus.  Ethical approval was received on June 17 with an effective date of June 20, 2008.  Once University of Prince Edward Island ethical approval was received, an ethics application was then submitted to the funding agency, the Mi’kmaq Confederacy of Prince Edward Island, on June 19, 2008.  Ethical approval was received from the Confederacy on July 2, 2008.  The final ethical reviews were those from the Eastern School District and the Western School Board.  We received Eastern School District ethical approval on July 16, 2008, and Western School Board ethical approval on October 9, 2008.  Each of these ethical reviews ensures that the research is carried out with great care for the well-being of the participants. Research Ethics Board guidelines require that researchers not contact participants directly. In all cases, participants had to express their own interest in participating in interviews. 


The researchers were aware of, and sensitive to, the ethical considerations in conducting research with Aboriginal communities.  The parent interview questions were designed with great care to avoid invasiveness or unnecessary triggering of negative memories.  Parents were not asked for specific information about the diagnosis of learning challenges or disabilities.  At the beginning of each interview, the researchers explained the goals of the research and indicated that participants could decline to answer any of the questions or withdraw from the research at any time. In addition, parent interviews were conducted primarily by Mi’kmaq research team members, who were familiar with the context and often known to participants. These research team members exercised great care during the parent interviews to ensure that participants felt comfortable and free to share their opinions about their children as well as the research process.

2.4 Capacity-Building

Part of the goals of this research included a commitment to building research capacity among the members of the research team who were new to this kind of work.  All of the research coordinators are graduates of the Bachelor of Education and the Specialization in Indigenous Education. This research study provided many opportunities to learn about research, to acquire research skills, and to learn more about ethical research practices in an Indigenous context.  The researchers provided training on conducting interviews and focus groups, and on qualitative analysis and interpretive thematic analysis, and organized an academic writing workshop for the coordinators.  The research coordinators have been involved in every aspect of this research and their learning is an important outcome of this work with the Mi’kmaq Confederacy of Prince Edward Island.

2.5 Research Methods

The gathering of information related to the population of Mi’kmaq learners on Prince Edward Island needed to be completed in a sensitive, careful, and culturally acceptable manner. In the past, Mi’kmaq communities have expressed their desire to be involved in conversations and interviews, instead of surveys, related to the education and health needs of their children and youth, and other studies have used interviews successfully to identify and document needs (Timmons et al., 2004; Timmons et al., 2007). However, there is also a need to provide more quantitative data to facilitate the tracking of students’ progress and begin to gather more specific information related to academic achievement and attainment as well as the special needs of Mi’kmaq learners.  For these reasons, the research team conducted semi-structured interviews with parents and key professionals in schools relating to the educational needs of Mi’kmaq learners.  The interview data was then used for two types of analysis: frequency counting and qualitative thematic analysis.  The combination of frequency counts and the identification of rich themes provides a more complete profile of the educational levels and experiences of Mi’kmaq learners on Prince Edward Island. The use of mixed methods of data analysis increases the validity and reliability of the research results, and responds to the needs of the Mi’kmaq Confederacy of Prince Edward Island.


In addition to the interviews with parents and key professionals, the researchers sought to include student voices as expressed in six focus groups facilitated by Dr. Basil Favaro in various locations across Prince Edward Island with secondary and post-secondary students. An interpretive approach to the thematic analysis of the focus groups revealed key themes related to the educational experiences of the participants.  


Once the preliminary report was developed, Elders were consulted for their opinions on the research and the results, and a meeting with the director of the Mi’kmaq Family Resource Center provided valuable input on the early childhood needs of Mi’kmaq learners in the Charlottetown area.  The inclusion of parent, student, educator, and Elder perspectives in this study reflect the importance of a comprehensive, multi-faceted approach to addressing the educational needs of Mi’kmaq learners.  It has been said that, “It takes a community to raise a child.”  It also takes a broad community of parents, educators, administrators, and caring resource people to educate a child to his or her fullest potential.  Efforts to promote educational success for Mi’kmaq learners must be coordinated in a way that draws the home, the community, and the school together in order to effect positive change.

2.6 Initial Meetings and Preparation for Research
Members of the research team met with education directors of the Lennox Island and Abegweit First Nations, as well as with the staff at the Mi’kmaq Confederacy and the Native Council of Prince Edward Island before beginning the research. 

The principal investigator and a research coordinator met with the socio-economic development director of the Mi’kmaq Confederacy on June 11, 2008, to outline the research plan.  The coordinator of the Centre for Education Research, one research coordinator, and colleagues conducting health research with Mi’kmaq families, met with the executive director and the director of health of the Mi’kmaq Confederacy on June 11, 2008.  During this meeting, the coordinator of the Centre for Education Research outlined the research project and received feedback and advice on accessing the First Nations communities and inviting participation of parents in an ethical manner.

On June 24, 2008, and June 25, 2008, respectively, the principal investigator and one research coordinator met with the education directors of the Lennox Island and Abegweit First Nations to explain the research and discuss the project. The directors were helpful in providing both advice and suggestions with respect to the research. They also acted as a point of contact with learners at the secondary and post-secondary levels who might be involved in the focus group discussions. 

The principal investigator and two research coordinators met with the President and Chief, and the Vice President of the Native Council of Prince Edward Island on June 25, 2008, to invite input and participation in the research from members of this group that provides services to Aboriginal people who live in various locations outside the Lennox Island and Abegweit communities. While this research was targeted at the Mi’kmaq population on Prince Edward Island, interviews were conducted with any Aboriginal people who came forward.  The researchers are committed to the concept of an inclusive approach to the education of all Aboriginal learners on Prince Edward Island.

Reviewing the Literature

[image: image6]
Reviewing the Literature
3.1 Introduction

The challenges for Aboriginal learners in Canadian schools are well known and well documented (Battiste, 1998; Bell et al., 2004; Canadian Council on Learning [CCL], 2007; Council of Ministers of Education, Canada [CMEC], 2008; Fulford, 2007; Mendelson, 2008).  Aboriginal education levels have improved over the past two decades, but not as quickly as those of the mainstream population in Canada; therefore, the educational gap between Aboriginal people and the mainstream Canadian population continues to grow (Bougie, 2009; Richards, 2008).  Richards (2008) stresses the importance of closing the educational gap: “Successful participation in the modern Canadian economy requires that Aboriginal education levels converge with non-Aboriginal levels” (p.1).  Mendelson (2008) stresses the need for improved educational levels for Aboriginal youth in order to fully participate and succeed in Canadian society.  He also indicates that the importance of the educational issues for Aboriginal people is widely known: “There is all but unanimous agreement on the desperate need for improvement in education for those living on reserves” (p. 2). Addressing the gap in achievement levels between the Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal populations is a “national priority” (Fulford, 2007, p. 11) and is “one of Canada’s most pressing educational challenges” (Bell et al., 2004, p.12). Though governments and organizations recognize the importance of closing the gap, one of the key commitments of the defunct Kelowna Accord, significant national action has yet to be fulfilled.

3.2 Current Educational Levels

In a report for the CD Howe Institute, John Richards (2008) conducted an analysis of the 2006 Census data relating to the educational levels of Aboriginal people in Canada.  Richards (2008) reports that high-school completion rates among Aboriginal youth in Canada living on reserve differ from province to province “from a high of 59% in the Yukon to a low of 28% in Manitoba” (p. 3).  Rates for Aboriginal youth living off reserve vary even more, from a high of 85% in New Brunswick to a low of 45% in the Northwest Territories.  Performance in Atlantic Canada is reportedly higher than the national average, though the Aboriginal population in Atlantic Canada is small. The completion rate for Prince Edward Island is reported to be just over 65% for the 20—24 year-old age bracket (Richards, 2008).  Specific data for the on and off-reserve populations are not reported for Prince Edward Island.  Nationally, the high-school completion rate among the non-Aboriginal population aged 20—24 is about 85%, while that for the Aboriginal population is 60%.  The gap closes by a few percentage points when older adults are included.  High-school completion for the non-Aboriginal population aged 20—44 is reported to be “almost 90%” (Richards, 2008, p. 6) while the rate for the Aboriginal population is 68%. The educational gap is even greater when comparing post-secondary attainment between the Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal populations (Richards, 2008).  Mendelson (2008) reports that Aboriginal graduation rates for the on-reserve population have remained unchanged in the last three Census reports.  Mendelson points out the weaknesses in the Census data, but maintains that the same pattern exists in data from Indian and Northern Affairs Canada, and “there is no reason to suspect the Census data understates the educational attainment on reserve” (p.1).

3.3 Success Stories

Despite the statistics, some schools and school districts are successfully raising the educational levels of Aboriginal students.  The Madawaska Maliseet First Nation in New Brunswick has placed a high priority on education and boasts a 98% high-school completion rate (Bernard, 2009).  

Richards, Hove, and Afolabi (2008) researched the practices of the most successful school districts in British Columbia.  By comparing educational results between districts and interviewing district officials, school personnel, and Aboriginal leaders, Richards et al. (2008) “concluded that collaboration between school-district personnel and local Aboriginal communities is a prerequisite to improved academic outcomes” (p. 14).  The authors point out that district initiatives must also be taken up at the school level.  School personnel must develop relationships with Aboriginal community members, including parents, and integrate Aboriginal themes into the curriculum.  Richards et al. describe some of the important aspects that set some districts apart in terms of promoting success for Aboriginal students: 

· hired a district “principal of Aboriginal education” (p. 15) to provide leadership
· hired dedicated support workers for Aboriginal students
· developed strong relationships with Aboriginal communities and organizations
· shared decision-making with Aboriginal communities
· collected assessment data and used it to inform programming decisions.  
More successful districts point to the benefit of relationship-building between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal communities.  This exercise aims to overcome both the effects of any community racism as well as the mistrust of formal schooling that exists among some Aboriginals.  It is a misconception to consider such exercises as directed solely at Aboriginal students.  They are equally important in creating for non-Aboriginal students and teachers an understanding of Canadian Aboriginal heritage and in creating a culturally sensitive school environment. (Richards et al., 2008, p.15)

Richards et al. (2008) conclude that successful school districts “emphasize Aboriginal education success as a long-term priority, involve Aboriginal leaders and the broader community, use objective data on Aboriginal student performance in design of policy and follow through on policy implementation” (p. 17).

Fulford (2007) conducted case studies on ten schools that are creating positive change for Aboriginal learners across the country.  After conducting interviews with educators, parents, students, and Elders in each location, the researchers identified the following best practices:


• Strong leadership and governance structures, often with long tenure 


• Multiple programs and supports for learners 

• Exceptional language and cultural programs 

• Secure and welcoming climates for children and families  


• Respect for Aboriginal culture and traditions to make learning relevant 

• High percentage of Aboriginal staff and quality staff development 


• Assessment linked to instructional and planning decisions 

• Vigorous community partnerships and beneficial external alliances 

(Fulford, 2007, pp. 11-12)

The authors proceed to stress the importance of providing holistic supports for Aboriginal students, “to meet students’ social, emotional, spiritual, and physical needs” (p. 12), and to provide support to their families.


The Fulford (2007) study, which focuses on Western Canada, extends the case studies of Bell et al. (2004) from the East and the North but with very similar results.  Some of the common characteristics of the successful schools from Bell et al. (2004, p. 14) include:

• Strong leadership and governance structures, often with long tenure 

• High expectations for students 

• Focus on academic achievement and long-term success 

• Secure and welcoming climates for children and families 

• Respect for Aboriginal culture and traditions to make learning relevant 

• Quality staff development 

• Provision of a wide range of programs/supports for learning 

The case studies of successful practices provide insights into best practices for promoting educational success for Aboriginal learners:  “The best way to improve outcomes in off-reserve schools is to expand the practices of successful school districts to other districts” (Richards, 2008, p.1).

3.4 Policy Implications for Promoting Success
Educational achievement can be influenced by many factors; however, “in the short run, the only one of these factors readily amenable to public policy intervention is school quality” (Richards et al., 2008, p.1).  With most Aboriginal students attending public, provincially run schools, the provinces are responsible for educating approximately 83% of Aboriginal learners (Richards et al., 2008). The province of British Columbia requires districts to foster collaborative relationships with local Aboriginal communities through the development and implementation of “Aboriginal Education Enhancement Agreements” (Richards et al., 2008, p.13). In 1994, the province implemented a funding policy that provides additional funds to districts specifically for Aboriginal culture and language programs and supports (British Columbia, 2003).  


Bell et al. (2004) identify six key issues that are fundamental in promoting success for Aboriginal students in Canada: 

Governance, funding, language and literacy, teacher supply, transitions, and performance measurement.  The present system of overlapping jurisdictions and governance models has resulted in large disparities in the quality of schooling experienced by Aboriginal students and precludes the development of a truly effective, equitable, and accountable system of education. Since the problem is rooted in present legislation, there is a need for policy makers to enact change to resolve the jurisdictional conflicts impacting Aboriginal people whose education is currently a responsibility of the federal government. (p.16) 

Research findings indicate that band-operated schools are underfunded in comparison with provincial schools, and some estimates indicate that band-operated schools must operate with 75% of the funding available to provincial schools.  Fulford (2007) collected funding data from each of the schools in their study and found a large discrepancy in funding levels between the schools and their respective per student provincial averages (see Appendix B).  On Prince Edward Island, the average cost per student in the public system is $8,290.  The province receives approximately $5,100 per student from the First Nations, $5,600 with bussing, well under the provincial average because long-term tripartite agreements do not allow for inflation (L. Lowther, personal communication, April 15, 2009).  Bell et al. (2004) and Fulford (2007) argue that Indian and Northern Affairs Canada should be matching provincial funding levels for per student costs if equivalent educational opportunities are to exist for Aboriginal learners.  


A process for evaluating the effectiveness of educational programs for Aboriginal learners is also needed (Bell et al., 2004; Richards et al., 2008).  Such processes need to occur at the school level as well as nationally.  “If school administrators are going to improve education outcomes, they need timely evidence on students’ performance at younger ages as they progress through the school system” (Richards et al., 2008, p. 3).  A national assessment process would allow educators and parents to determine the most effective educational programs for Aboriginal learners (Bell et al., 2004).  


Any national approach to Aboriginal issues raises the question of identity.  “Aboriginal identification and self-identification are complicated and have a complex history in Canada” (Educational Policy Institute, 2008, p. 3).  The identification of Aboriginal learners is an issue that must be addressed before any national assessments of the effectiveness of programs or initiatives can take place.  The collection of Aboriginal identity information varies widely across Canada, and research indicates, “the data collection, analysis and dissemination practices are considerably more detailed in the four western provinces than they are in the more easterly provinces” (Educational Policy Institute, 2008, p. 8).  Findings also indicate that the eastern provinces (Atlantic Canada and Quebec) are the only provinces in which the school records do not contain self-identification information (Educational Policy Institute, 2008).  


The development of a national approach to addressing Aboriginal education levels has begun.  An action plan that was developed in 2005 identified key areas as:


• Support for Aboriginal education 


• Better data on performance 


• Aboriginal content and approaches to the curriculum 


• Recruitment, preparation, and support for teachers 


• Regional centres of excellence for research and development 

• Short-term initiatives to improve communication, coordination, and sharing information about best practices. (Henchey, 2005, p. 6)

The Council of Ministers of Education, Canada, (CMEC) has developed an action plan for addressing the educational achievement gap between the Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal populations.  The CMEC plan includes outcomes for both students and teachers related to improving graduation rates, easing transitions, encouraging post-secondary attendance, recruiting and training more Aboriginal teachers, and incorporating Aboriginal content in curricula (CMEC Report, 2008).  CMEC organized a national leaders’ summit in February 2009 to discuss Aboriginal education. Participants indicated the need for increased federal funding to support Aboriginal learners (CMEC, 2009).  

Participants also raised issues such as the need to enhance Aboriginal educational achievement, the need to focus on early learning opportunities, the education funding gap between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal learners, the limited participation in postsecondary education, and the shortage of quality school infrastructure on reserve. Participants also underlined the need to ensure that curricula are reflective of Aboriginal perspectives (CMEC, 2009, p.1).


The strategies for promoting success for Aboriginal learners have been known for years (Battiste, 1998; Bishop & Glynn, 1999).  Cummins (1996) proposes a framework for changing the patterns of dominance and subordination that exist for minority populations within schools. This framework (reproduced in Appendix C) empowers students by incorporating culture and language in the curriculum, fostering collaborative relationships with communities, implementing transformative pedagogy, and using advocacy-based assessments.  The Canadian Council on Learning (CCL, 2007, p. 5) determined key characteristics of learning in Aboriginal cultures:

· Learning is holistic.
· Learning is a lifelong process.
· Learning is experiential in nature.
· Learning is rooted in Aboriginal languages and cultures.
· Learning is spiritually oriented.
· Learning is a communal activity, involving family, community and Elders.
· Learning is an integration of Aboriginal and Western knowledge.
CCL (2007) proposes holistic lifelong learning models for First Nations, Metis, and Inuit peoples.  The models can be used as a framework for assessing educational progress in a more holistic and culturally relevant manner.  

Many of the same ideas emerge from every report and study addressing the promotion of academic and personal success for Aboriginal learners in Canada.  The methods to promoting educational success for Aboriginal learners are clearly outlined in the literature; now they must be implemented.

Interviews with Families and Key Professionals
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Interviews with Families and Key Professionals
4.1 Parent Interviews

The researchers considered first-hand information and reflections from parents to be of central importance in this research that focuses on the success of Mi'kmaq learners.  It was crucial that the research team first establish a rapport with the Mi'kmaq communities and parents on Prince Edward Island.  The team wanted to spread the word about the project and allow the communities time to meet the non-Mi’kmaq team members. Two members of the research team are Mi’kmaq women associated with Lennox Island First Nation: Lisa Cooper and Nancy Peters.  Their family ties, connections with many Mi'kmaq families across Prince Edward Island, and involvement with activities within the communities greatly facilitated the building of trust between the participants and the research team. The presence of known members of Lennox Island First Nation allowed parents to feel comfortable with the other researchers. 

Visibility and accessibility were crucial in establishing connections with parents.  Once parents heard about the research and understood the purpose, they were more than willing to share their own educational experiences and those of their children in the interviews.  The first opportunity to interact with the community was at the Abegweit Powwow in Scotchfort on July 12 and 13, 2008.  The team provided water and juice for Powwow attendees, met people in the community, and described the research project to prospective participants.  Flyers and information letters were available at the information booth, along with a sign-up sheet so parents could indicate their interest in participating in an interview. At this first event, 21 parents signed up to participate in the research, which was encouraging.  

After a successful launch in Scotchfort, the team made arrangements to meet the Lennox Island community.  The Lennox Island First Nation was gracious in providing a booth at the St. Ann Sunday festivities on July 27, 2008.  With strawberry season coming to an end, the team distributed strawberry shortcakes to the public.  The desserts were appreciated, particularly among the children, and the team had the opportunity to speak with many parents about the research project.  Once again, flyers and information letters were available at the booth, and 18 parents signed up to participate in an interview.  Flyers were also posted in local stores in both communities.


The research team started conducting parent interviews in mid-July, following the Abegweit Powwow.  Using the sign-up sheets from the Powwow and the strawberry social as a start, snowballing techniques were used to reach more parents.  A $50 grocery card was offered as a gift to parents who volunteered to participate in an interview. The research team spent two weekends in August close to the Lennox Island community, staying at nearby cottages.  These extended visits to the community were very effective as the team members were visible, accessible, and became known. Word spread quickly that we were in the community conducting interviews and a warm welcome was extended.  Being in the community created a buzz about the project and the team was kept very busy conducting interviews.  The parent interview guide is included in Appendix D. 

The snowballing worked particularly well on Lennox Island and the researchers quickly reached saturation for the community; however, the team still needed to reach more Abegweit First Nation members and off-reserve Mi’kmaq families. The Mi’kmaq Confederacy mailed the project flyer to all of the Abegweit First Nation and the off-reserve Lennox Island First Nation members living on Prince Edward Island.  The research team also contacted the Native Council of Prince Edward Island (NCPEI) in Charlottetown in hopes of accessing more of the off-reserve population. NCPEI supported this research and mailed the flyer along with a letter from the President and Chief to a portion of their membership. Two mailings of 25 flyers on each occasion were distributed through NCPEI.  Despite all of these mailings, very few parents called for interviews. The research team learned that communication in the Mi’kmaq communities on Prince Edward Island is facilitated through personal contact and by ensuring that researchers are visible and accessible within the communities. Mailing information was ineffective because it lacks the visibility and the personal contact that was possible in the communities. 

The table below indicates that the total number of interviews conducted by the research team between mid-July and December 2008 was 93.  Sixty-six interviews were conducted with Mi’kmaq participants living on reserve and 21 interviews were conducted with off-reserve Mi’kmaq parents.  Evidently, the snowballing techniques were much more effective with the on-reserve population. It is, in fact, the off-reserve population that proved to be the most difficult to access in this study because these families are scattered across Prince Edward Island and participants are not as readily accessible.

Although the researchers were not able to interview as many off-reserve parents as was desired, it was a privilege to interview 21 off-reserve parents and gain an understanding of the educational needs of their children.  Further research into the educational experiences of students living off reserve is necessary in order to create a full and accurate picture of Mi’kmaq learners on Prince Edward Island.  Given the difficulty in accessing the off-reserve population, further study would require the active support of organizations like the Mi’kmaq Confederacy, the Native Council, and the Aboriginal Women’s Association to creatively organize interviews at times and in locations that are convenient for parents. The snowballing approach used in the communities led to two interviews with parents with off-island band affiliations who are Mi’kmaq parents accessing educational services on Prince Edward Island. The team also interviewed four parents who were affiliated with other Aboriginal groups.  Given the small number of participants who are affiliated with other Aboriginal groups, all the data has been included in this report. Issues for Aboriginal youth are similar, regardless of affiliation, and efforts to document and promote academic and personal success for students on Prince Edward Island should include all Aboriginal students.  

The families the research team members met, and the parents they spoke to were friendly and open to the research.  They were very interested in sharing their opinions openly and honestly, which provided rich and valuable information for this research. Parental involvement in the education of children is a key factor in promoting academic success (Cummins, 2001). 

4.2 Key Professional Interviews
The parent interviews provided general information about student achievement and suggestions for supports.  At the end of each parent interview, the researchers asked parents for consent to conduct follow-up interviews with key professionals in schools.  Under most circumstances, the "key professional" was a resource teacher who knew the students well, though the research team also met with principals, guidance counselors, teachers, and youth workers.  Almost all parents who participated in an interview and have children currently attending schools consented to the follow-up interviews with key professionals.  Due to the limitations of time and funding, the team was unable to conduct follow-up interviews for students at the pre-school or post-secondary levels. This research may be conducted in future studies.

Between late November 2008 and mid-January 2009, the principal investigator and a research coordinator met with 24 key professionals in 18 schools across Prince Edward Island. For each school, the researchers contacted the principal by email with a brief description of the study and a list of students for whom parents consented to the follow-up interviews with key professionals.  The researchers then asked to meet with a teacher or staff member who knew each student well and would be able to describe his or her educational needs.  The process thereafter was different at every school.  Some principals met with the researchers themselves and provided information about the students as well as general information about the school's approach with Mi'kmaq students.  Two principals provided information about each student over the telephone after consulting with teachers.  Other principals sent researchers directly to the resource teachers or other staff members who knew the students.  School personnel were very supportive of this research and helpful in providing information about the types of supports that would benefit the students. It is important to note that key professionals were very careful in providing information and checked the ethical permissions and parental consent forms prior to providing any information about students. It is also important to note that because not all parents were interviewed, the follow up with key professionals does not represent all Mi’kmaq students attending schools on Prince Edward Island. The discussions with educators lead the researchers to believe that there are approximately 150 students from K–12 from on-reserve families. If half of the Mi’kmaq population lives off reserve, there would be approximately 300 Mi’kmaq students in the school system.  The follow-up interview guide is included in Appendix E.

The following tables indicate the numbers of students in each of the schools for whom follow-up interviews were conducted with key professionals. Researchers followed up for 82 students in total: 42 in the Eastern District schools and 40 in the Western schools, including John J. Sark Memorial School on Lennox Island.  

4.3 Findings
The 93 family interviews led the researchers to 141 Aboriginal students accessing educational services across Prince Edward Island from daycare through to university.  The following table indicates the distribution of these students for the 2008—2009 academic year.

	
	Pre-School
	K to 12
	Post-Secondary
	Total

	No. of students
	16
	113
	12
	141


The table below provides a more detailed picture of the educational levels these students are pursuing.

	Level
	No.
	Level
	No.

	Headstart
	16
	Grade 7
	6

	Kindergarten
	6
	Grade 8
	13

	Grade 1
	8
	Grade 9
	7

	Grade 2
	9
	Grade 10
	15

	Grade 3
	5
	Grade 11
	9

	Grade 4
	8
	Grade 12
	7

	Grade 5
	9
	College
	2

	Grade 6
	11
	University
	10


Early Childhood Education.  Of the 141 current students included in this study, 84% have attended or are attending a pre-school or kindergarten program.  Follow up with key professionals for every student currently attending an early childhood program was beyond the scope of this study.  The research team regrets that it was not possible to complete more extensive investigations in this vitally important area, and future research on the needs of early learners should take place. A meeting with Sharon O’Brien, director of the Mi’kmaq Family Resource Center revealed some successful approaches being used at the Headstart program, Wedatesk, to address the needs of Mi’kmaq learners at the pre-school level in the Charlottetown area.  
The Headstart program available in Charlottetown is exclusively for Mi’kmaq families living off reserve.  There are ten students aged 3—5 years old enrolled in the program, and two early childhood educators provide a half-day program to the group.  The low student-teacher ratio ensures more personal attention for the early learners, which provides the opportunity for early detection of learning challenges. The director of the program is hoping to provide additional training for the early childhood educators to enable them to address special learning needs.

The Headstart program in Charlottetown is fairly structured, and the director believes that children “thrive on routine” (S. O’Brien, personal communication, April 8, 2009).  The structured program is also designed to prepare children for their school experiences.  The early childhood educators strive to provide a balanced learning experience for the students, including Mi’kmaq language and culture, skill development, and health and hygiene. 

Parents, key professionals, and the research team members see the provision of a strong early learning program for Mi’kmaq children as one of the most important elements in ensuring the success of Mi’kmaq learners. Supporting the existing early learning programs for Mi’kmaq children and providing ongoing professional learning opportunities and support is vital.
Post-Secondary Education.  As the preceding tables indicate, 12 students in this study are currently attending post-secondary institutions.  Ten students are pursuing studies in education, nursing, psychology, history, and business administration, and three are pursuing graduate degrees, one at the PhD level.  Though the difference in sample size between the on-reserve and off-reserve populations prevents any direct comparisons, the data for post-secondary attendance is particularly telling.  In this study, 33% of off-reserve participants attended a post-secondary institution compared with only 15% of the on-reserve population.  The figure below indicates the percentages of participants who have completed post-secondary studies and those who have discontinued their studies for both the on and off-reserve populations.  

The findings in this study are consistent with those of Richards (2008). Clearly, post-secondary completion rates for the on-reserve population are lower than those of the off-reserve population.  In this study on Prince Edward Island, 52% of participants who attempted post-secondary studies completed their programs. The completion rate for college programs (75%) is much higher than that for university completion (31%).

Three Generations of Learners.  The interview sample includes three generations of Mi’kmaq learners.  Although the number in the first generation, the grandparents, is very small, a general trend of improved educational levels and greater retention rates is evident in the data.  The following chart indicates the emergence of a positive trend in retention and completion rates over a period of 30—40 years.

The proportion of students who left school prior to grade nine and between grades nine and twelve decreases from the senior generation in the study (Gen 1) to the youngest generation in the study (Gen 3).  The proportion of students completing high school is much larger in the youngest generation, and more participants are pursuing post-secondary education in the middle and youngest generations.  This pattern is consistent with the findings of Richards (2008).  This result must be interpreted with great caution as the sample sizes differ dramatically; however, the positive trend must not be over-looked.  

Reasons participants cited for leaving school early have also changed.  In the senior generation, the most common reasons for leaving school early were pregnancy (45%), racism (18%), and lack of motivation (18%).  The middle generation cites similar reasons: Pregnancy (34%), racism (25%), lack of support (8%), family issues (8%), and going to work (8%) were the top reasons for leaving school.  The most common responses from the youngest generation included a lack of motivation (17%), bullying (13%), literacy issues (13%), and behavioural issues (13%).  Pregnancy was not even mentioned as an obstacle for school completion in the youngest generation. 

Despite this positive trend, Mi’kmaq students continue to struggle to complete their education.  Between the participating parents and their children, there were 48 people aged 18—25 in this study. The high school completion rate among this group of young adults (18–25 year-olds) is 73% -- somewhat higher than the 66% completion rate for the 20—24 age range reported for Prince Edward Island by Richards (2008), and considerably higher than the Canadian result for the same age bracket, reported to be 60%. However, when compared with the completion rate of 85% of the non-Aboriginal Canadian population in the same age range (Richards, 2008), the gap is still considerable.  Some of the reasons for this continued struggle are described in the following themes that emerged from the interviews with parents and key professionals.

Communication. In an open-ended question during the interviews, the researchers asked parents to indicate the quality of their communication with the schools their children are attending.  Moderate or strong communication with the schools was indicated by 81% of respondents.  One parent spoke strongly about her involvement with the school: “[Communication] was very good.  I was always at the school.  Any school he went to, I was there.”  Another parent commented, “Since [my son] was in kindergarten, any teacher that he had was told by me that if you have any issues, call me right away, and I’ll be, me and [my partner] will be on it.”  A third parent described checking in with the teacher daily when picking up his or her child.  These parents all described strong communication because they are taking the initiative to stay in touch with the teachers and the schools.  Unfortunately, not all parents described such positive communication.  The remaining 19% of respondents described their communication with the schools as weak.  Parents told stories of not being informed by the schools about the progress of their children.  One parent described not knowing that his or her son had been placed in the general stream: “They dropped him without even telling me. I had no idea.” 

While only 3% of parents indicated a feeling of exclusion from the school, 17% of respondents indicated that the school only contacted them when there were problems.  Always receiving negative messages from the school does little to promote a greater level of involvement from parents.  Cummins (2001, pp. 214—216) indicates that parental involvement is a key determinant of educational success, so educators need to draw Mi’kmaq parents into collaborative relationships and invite their participation and involvement in their children’s education. This is particularly important in changing the legacy created by the residential schools.

Assessments and Special Needs.  Assessments and special needs were two other areas that researchers addressed with parents.  The team members first asked parents if their children had been assessed for any learning difficulties.  Not being in the education field, many parents were unsure of the difference between formal, psychological, or academic assessments, once again indicating the need for increased communication between educational institutions and families.  Despite some confusion about the specific kinds of assessments, the question elicited a strong response from many parents.  According to parents, 26% of current students in the study (36 of 141) have received formal assessment for learning challenges. The specific assessments conducted with the children were only identified for 27 of the students who received some kind of formal assessment. The most frequent assessments were academic and language related including reading and reading comprehension (50%) and speech (22%).  Other assessments identified by parents were for behaviour (6%), hearing (6%), multiple challenges (6%), physical disability (3%), intellectual disability (3%), and math (3%).  During the interviews, parents occasionally expressed some frustration with the availability of assessments.  One parent commented that access to assessments was the most pressing educational concern: “In Mi’kmaq communities, there is one thing that I would like to see. They should be properly trained to assess a child. That’s my biggest concern.”  Another parent described the discovery of his or her son’s challenges with literacy:

I didn’t know nothing until he was in grade 12.  I got him a tutor to help.  He started learning how to read.  He didn’t bring it up cause he was too shy.  He could read but at a grade six level. . . . Instead of passing him, they should have told me he wasn’t doing good in English and I would have tried to help him out. . . . We’re helping him now. . . . They never picked it up.

Follow-up interviews with key professionals for 82 current students confirmed the patterns in the assessments that emerged from the parent interviews, with reading and reading comprehension and speech being the most frequent areas of assessment.  However, there were discrepancies in the numbers of children assessed.  Key professionals identified 20 students who received formal assessments for learning challenges.  However, only 12 students were identified by both parents and key professionals as having formal assessments.  The surplus of parental identifications might be explained by the number of students for whom follow up was not conducted, or by the possibility that key professionals did not know that the assessments were conducted and did not check the files.  For eight students, key professionals indicated they had been formally assessed and their parents did not mention the assessments.  These inconsistencies indicate a gap in communication between parents and schools, as all parents need to provide informed consent if their children are being referred for formal assessments. 


Parents indicated that 23% (31 of 141) of current students have an identified special need. Researchers did not ask for labels or diagnoses, but some parents did volunteer information relating to the needs of their children.  The most common diagnosis indicated by parents was ADHD, which parents identified in 9 of the 14 cases who shared specific labels.  Other students were diagnosed with dyslexia (1), fetal alcohol spectrum disorder (1), behavioural challenges (2), and other medical issues (1).  Another very positive result of this research was that the schools are addressing special learning needs for 23 of the 31 students.  Parents of two students indicated that the schools were addressing their children’s needs to a certain extent but they were not completely satisfied with the support.  According to parents, special needs are primarily being addressed via resource support (10/31), adaptations (8/31), modifications (6/31), and reading recovery (6/31).  Other means include Individualized Education Plans (IEP) (1/31), and youth worker and counseling support (1/31).  It is understood by the research team that an IEP must be in place before students can be placed on modified programs, which means the number of students with IEPs should be at least equal to the number of students on Modified Programs. This raises another concern related to the responsibilities of school personnel to ensure that IEPs are developed for students with modified programs or identified special needs that require specific programs, and that parents are involved and well informed. 


Key professionals were also asked to identify students with special learning needs.  From the follow-up interviews, 17% (14 of 82) of students were identified as having special needs.  Once again, the numbers identified by parents and key professionals are inconsistent.  Only seven students were identified by both parents and key professionals as having special needs.  An additional 24 students were identified as having special learning needs by parents.  Follow-up interviews were not conducted for half of these students (because parental consent was not obtained), leaving 12 students who were not identified by key professionals.  Key professionals identified seven students as having special needs whose parents did not identify these needs. Yet again, differences in opinions between the home and school were evident and are a cause for concern. The timely and accurate identification of special needs must become a shared responsibility for parents and school professionals. Communication between school and home ensures that the needs are identified and addressed. 

Key professionals indicated that the special learning needs of students are being addressed with adapted programs (11 of 14), modified programs (5 of 14), resource support (4 of 14), and IEPs (3 of 14). All of these inconsistencies reinforce the need for improved communication between parents and schools and call for improved record-keeping and higher levels of accountability.

Achievement.  The researchers asked parents to indicate whether they considered the academic levels of their children to be average, above average, or below average.  Of the 89 responses, 30 children were identified as being above average, 45 were considered average, and 14 were considered below average by their parents.  These results are illustrated in the figure below.

A few parents provided more specific information about the literacy and numeracy levels of their children.  Of the 23 students whose literacy levels were indicated, five students were considered to be above level, five were considered at level, and 13 were considered to be below level.  Parents of 22 students specifically indicated math levels for their children: three students were considered above level, seven were at level, and 12 were below level.  For both of these core areas, the parents indicated that more than half of the students were below level. The number of parents who provided this more specific information was quite small: Generally, parents’ perception of the achievement of their children was quite positive. 


Follow-up interviews with key professionals indicated a very different result.  Key professionals were asked to identify whether students were at, above, or below level specifically in literacy and numeracy.  The results are indicated in the following figures.

Parents’ perceptions of student achievement levels appear to be quite different from the achievement levels for literacy and numeracy indicated by key professionals.  Though the question directed to key professionals was much more specific, the discrepancy is disturbing.  The reason for this discrepancy may be that parents’ responses were based on the potential they see in their children while key professionals’ responses were based on performance.  Another possible reason for the discrepancy may be that parents are not familiar with the expectations at each level or the performance of other children at the same level.  Clearly, the discrepancy in the perceptions of student achievement levels reveals the need for improved communication between parents and schools.

Literacy has emerged as a serious issue in this research.  Reading and reading comprehension were the most commonly conducted assessments.  Both parents and key professionals have identified a large proportion of students who are struggling with literacy.  Key professionals indicated that over half of the students in this study who have received services such as reading recovery and other literacy programs are still performing below level.  Parents told stories of their children’s struggles with reading and comprehension.  One parent told the unfortunate story of his son’s attempt to get into the RCMP:  

He graduated in academic but his reading was not up to par. . . . He went to apply for his RCMP.  He went right through and finished everything for them and then they reassessed him on his comprehension and that’s what went wrong.  He [had] sold his car, was making sure he had the money to go and stuff like that.  It just fell through.

Other parents described their feelings as their child struggled with literacy issues:

I’m scared that he’s going to get lost in the system.  I talked to [the school] and they said they would have something put in place for him up there so that he doesn’t fall through the cracks.  So hopefully . . . and he’s going to start Sylvan [again] in September. . . . I find just the three months he was in there, there was a big improvement.  His math was 8.1 and he should have been an 8.9 so that was really good.  They said the .8 was probably because of his reading.  His reading was not up to par.  His reading was 3.4, so now they got it up to 5.6 in three months.  So you can tell the big difference when we’re reading a book cause he’s actually stopping to listen to it and to try and figure it out.  So I was really impressed with that.  They [the school] should start them early, as soon as they see there’s a problem.

There were many other parents who indicated that literacy was an issue for their children.  Reading and comprehension are such important basic skills, the foundations for academic achievement, and integral to virtually every other subject taught in schools.  

Literacy is arguably the most important foundational skill required for academic success, and its acquisition is an issue of paramount concern in the context of Aboriginal schooling. . . . There is little rigorous Canadian research guidance for important questions in this field. (Bell et al., 2004, p.16)

The follow-up interviews with key professionals revealed positive attendance rates for the students. The results can be seen in the following chart.

Key professionals recommended improved attendance for 13 % of the students as a way of improving achievement levels.  


Key professionals were also asked to provide an indication of the level of social or emotional challenges for each student.  As can be seen in the chart below, the response rate to this question was 61%.  In some cases the key professionals may not have known the student well enough to address this issue, and in others, they may not have felt qualified to address the question.  Nevertheless, the results do indicate a significant proportion of students with moderate to serious social and emotional challenges, and access to counseling support was the most common recommendation from key professionals. This study did not investigate in any depth the kinds of supports and services provided to learners in the school system. Each school system needs to be able to demonstrate that the supports and services provided address (as well as have a positive impact on) a student’s identified special needs. Supports for social, emotional, and behavioural challenges are as important as supports for academic or language-related issues.

Transitions.  The transition from one learning context to another is a significant challenge facing Mi’kmaq students in the Prince Edward Island school system. This finding is consistent with the findings of Bell et al. (2004) who indicate that transitions are key times for students to drop out.  Whether students are moving from on-reserve schools to public schools, small schools to large schools, elementary schools to junior or senior high schools, or from secondary into post-secondary institutions, they need to be supported as they face challenges arising from these transitions.  One parent described the transition of leaving a small school quite clearly:

When they’re going to school here, it’s not so bad because you get the culture and you get everything here through the Mi’kmaq teachers; . . . it’s all Native children.  But when you leave here and go across river, as they call it, and go to school, all of a sudden it’s like one Native child to every 100 white children.  It’s a big culture shock for them.

Other parents echoed this idea of students being part of a cultural minority in larger schools.  Some parents indicated that having their children involved in sports or groups with off-reserve children could help to ease this transition, particularly with the social aspect of the change.  One key professional commented on how difficult the transition to a larger school can be without any dedicated supports in place.

Another parent described the challenges of the transition into post-secondary education and how difficult it can be to deal with the sudden shift in responsibility.

I think, you know, you’re held in captive, sort of, in your house until grade 12 and you get out, in some cases, and then all of a sudden you get thrown to [university] and well, they don’t care if you go to class.  They’re not phoning home and checking on you. . . . I think if a person could go sit one-on-one with a mentor, it would have been good.


Transitions at any level can be tumultuous and emotionally difficult times for students, and particularly for members of a marginalized group.  Middle and senior-high schools and post-secondary institutions need to facilitate these transitions by providing appropriate supports to new students. The attrition rates from university are of particular concern, and it is evident that carefully designed supports can make a very big difference in the academic success of Aboriginal students attending any post-secondary institution. 

Streaming.  As described earlier in this report, positive trends in attainment levels, retention levels, and education levels for Mi’kmaq students on Prince Edward Island are evident over the past 30 to 40 years.  However, though many Mi’kmaq students are staying in school longer, most Mi’kmaq students in high school are not placed in the academic stream, limiting their options for post-secondary opportunities.  Follow-up interviews with key professionals for 26 high-school students revealed that only five are taking full academic course loads in the 2008--2009 academic year.  Of the remaining 21 students, one was on a modified program and 20 were taking general courses.  The figure below demonstrates these disheartening proportions.

Information from two high schools primarily serving the First Nations communities on Prince Edward Island indicate that of the 36 Mi’kmaq students currently in their schools, only seven students (19%) are in the academic stream.  The remaining students are placed in the general stream or in alternative classes that tend to limit access to a range of educational opportunities. Graduation numbers from these two high schools from the past five years indicate that only 38% of Mi’kmaq students have graduated with an academic diploma, a trend that is the inverse of patterns in the mainstream where approximately 70% of students graduate from academic programs.  


One parent spoke very strongly about the message that streaming sends to students: “They shouldn’t be putting them in certain rooms or whatever, I think that’s wrong.  That’s like, you know, black people at the back of the bus or something like that.  It’s like the residential school.”  The implication of racism is not an exaggeration.  Systemic racism creates additional barriers to success for Mi’kmaq students, and the silent messages of exclusion that exist in the public school system often go unnoticed by educators.  Students may be placed in alternative or general classes because of poor attendance, sometimes due to pregnancy, illness, or social and emotional issues. The scope of the research did not permit an in-depth exploration of the reasons for placing students in alternative or general classes, but this pattern mirrors research from other jurisdictions serving Aboriginal or minority students (Anyon & Greene, 2007; Fine, Burns, Payne, & Torre, 2004; Ladson-Billings, 1994; Oakes, 1985).

Because Mi’kmaq students are in the minority in public schools, they often feel most comfortable and safe when they are together.  Since many Mi’kmaq students are in the general stream, Mi’kmaq students in the academic stream are left without social support in their classes, which only increases the challenges and pressures they face.  One parent described his or her feelings at being separated from many of the other Mi’kmaq students at the school.

While going to school, we had an alternative program in Morell.  It was at the fire hall and they would never let me go there, and it was really hard because all my friends were in the alternative program and they were offering general courses but I was academic.  They believed that I should stay in the academic field because I could do the work, but I lost a lot of friends because they would go, and I wanted to go there, but they wouldn’t let me.


The streaming of Mi’kmaq students into general, practical, or alternative programs has created a cycle that further marginalizes Mi’kmaq students and reduces their motivation to strive for success. The school system on Prince Edward Island needs to develop a plan to change this practice and reverse the patterns revealed in this report. It is evident that addressing literacy levels in the earlier grades will increase the possibility for placement in the academic level in secondary school; however, providing more literacy-based supports and one-on-one academic tutoring in specific areas of the curriculum also needs to be considered for as many students as possible in order to increase the numbers of Mi’kmaq students enrolled in the academic stream.

4.4 Recommendations from Parents and Key Professionals

All parents had the opportunity to make suggestions on how to improve the educational experiences for their own children and other Mi’kmaq learners on Prince Edward Island.  Many suggestions were provided, and the complete table with frequencies is included in Appendix E.  Eighty-two of the 93 parents interviewed made at least one recommendation. The level of interest in children’s achievement and success is high and parents are eager to become more involved in their children’s education.  The most common recommendations that parents mentioned are included in the following figure.

The inclusion of Mi’kmaq culture and language was the most frequent suggestion made by parents.  These suggestions were not elicited by the researchers, but came directly from the hearts and minds of parents and were urgently expressed.  Nearly half (48%) of parents felt that integrating Mi’kmaq culture into the schools would help to promote the success of their children.  Including Mi’kmaq culture is a way of validating and valuing Mi’kmaq students’ identity.

I think the cultural part is missing.  [There is a] lack [of] part of who you are and stuff like that.  I feel that’s . . . lacking at the school.  I mean they do certain activities and stuff like that, but I think like the language should be a big part of it. . . . The population is from here, and I feel like they [the school] should accommodate a little bit more than I would think other schools.  Just with the language, I mean, . . . they learn basic Mi’kmaq.  You know, your colors and numbers.  But by the time they got to grade 1, my kids forgot the songs. . . . I feel they should have kept it going.  Even if it was for fifteen minutes a day, half hour or something . . . because they say from age three that’s the crucial time to learn.  After that, it’s harder.  So, you know they learn the basics . . . then it’s nothing; it’s done.


There is great concern over the potential loss of the Mi’kmaq language as there are fewer and fewer speakers.  Language is such an integral part of Aboriginal identity and culture, and parents indicated feelings of helplessness when they have lost the language themselves and cannot pass it on to their children.  “Because I don’t speak my language, we’re at a loss at how to teach our children to speak it.  So I think that within our Mi’kmaq community more emphasis needs to be put on learning and retaining our language.” 

Several parents described the inclusion of culture in schools as a way of building understanding between cultures and reducing social stereotypes.  As one parent commented, “We want to bring our culture and some of our teachings and our beliefs to you so that you don’t have a [stigma] when you look at us.  I think today it still needs to be done.”  Another parent stated, “[There are] a lot of racist parents which results in racist children. There needs to be more recognition of Aboriginal culture in off-reserve schools.”

Parents expressed a desire to be more involved with the education of their children, though there are factors that are intimidating.  One parent described why he or she was hesitant to join the home and school committee:

I want to join it, and then I don’t.  Just because there’s certain parents, you know that they’re just . . . I know I’m going to have like a run-in with them so I just avoid it.  I know that’s kind of wrong.  I want to be more involved with the school and, you know, but I know I’m going to have a hard time. . . .I guess it’s kind of discouraging that way. 

Other parents expressed feeling helpless in assisting their children with homework.  When teachers send work home, expecting parents to help and not realizing that some parents have their own issues with literacy or numeracy, parents feel belittled and ashamed. 

One thing I find horrible with the schools, though, is that I find they put an emphasis on the parent helping the child with homework.  And there’s a lot of stuff, I know when I went to school, that mom helped me [with] that the teacher said, “Don’t Get your mom to help you,” because it was all wrong. . . . There’s stuff that she [my daughter] takes home that I try to do but I don’t know, so it’s almost like how do you expect me to help my child? . . . There’s a lot of parents who don’t have the education to do grade four work, let alone grade seven.

Parents need support if they are to take a larger role in their children’s education.  Some parents suggested that upgrading programs be available in the communities.  

A lot of people around here don’t have their grade 12, like there’s a lot, and they don’t feel comfortable going to take a GED class in [larger towns] with people they don’t know and they don’t feel comfortable with because some of them don’t even know how to read.  And like, I know them and I know they don’t know how to read, but we don’t judge them, . . . but that doesn’t say that they won’t judge them.  They can’t trust them cause they don’t know them and so a lot of them . . . wish that there was [a] GED [program] here.  

Another parent agreed and suggests the upgrading program also needs to be culturally relevant.

They need more academic upgrading down here for the adults.  I mean some people, I find that some people are slow, but they can’t help it.  All the abuse that we’ve been through in our lifetime, you know, from the residential thing right on up.  We all have to think about that too, the abuse we went through along with our parents.  That’s the hardest thing in the world.  So I think that a lot of programs have to be set in place where they know, like, they have to be sensitive toward our feelings, like the way we are feeling and the way we were brought up because a lot reflects on us when we’re called stupid [or] put down or something.

Without access to educational programming in a safe environment, parents will continue to feel helpless 

and intimidated.  


Key professionals were also asked to provide suggestions for improving the educational success of Mi’kmaq students.  Parents and key professionals both indicated the need for positive role models for Mi’kmaq youth.  Youth need opportunities to interact with Aboriginal adults who have successfully completed their education.

[Successful Aboriginal graduates] have a shared history and belief system as Aboriginal students do. They understand the socio-economic issues that many Aboriginal students are faced with and can best support them. Most of all, they are role models to Aboriginal youth and proof that Aboriginal students can succeed in spite of the racism, socio-economic and family challenges, and personal struggles. To be told you can is one thing, to see it happen speaks volumes. (Parent)

Other areas of agreement between parents and key professionals included after-school programs with homework support and recreational activities, more formal assessments, and more academic supports.  Parents insisted that academic supports be consistent over time, not just short-term programs or supports that disappear when students move up a grade level or change schools.  Key professionals strongly recommended one-on-one time with resource teachers or trained tutors.  All of the recommendations from key professionals are included in the figure below.

Focus Groups
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Focus Groups
5.1 Introduction
The voices of current students and recent graduates are an important part of this study.  The research team, led by Dr. Basil Favaro, facilitated six successful focus groups with both high school and post-secondary learners.  With the assistance of the education directors of both Lennox Island and Abegweit First Nations, a random sample reflecting a gender balance, a geographical balance, and a balance with respect to First Nations affiliation was attempted. Unfortunately, this stratified random sampling was not realistic.  The research team had very little access to secondary students living off-reserve and male post-secondary students or graduates.  Though each focus group session did not have the desired gender and geographical balance, this balance was achieved with the focus groups when viewed as a whole.  The focus groups included voices from both First Nations’ communities, participants living on and off reserve, and a balance of male and female participants.  More details about the group participants are included in the following sections.  

The focus-group sessions were held between July and September 2008 at a variety of locations across Prince Edward Island.  Three of the six focus groups were held with participants who had either recently completed or were currently working toward some aspect of post-secondary schooling. The remaining three sessions were held with participants who had recently completed, or were currently enrolled in, high school.  All participants were required to be over 15 years of age to participate in the study. 


The focus groups reflected Dr. Basil Favaro’s expertise as an experienced qualitative and phenomenological researcher.  Basil created a comfortable, respectful, and inviting semi-structured environment for youth that both opened up discussions and conversation in a transformational manner and provided very rich data. The secondary focus-group discussions were centered around the types of changes the participants felt would help promote school success, and each member had an opportunity to contribute to the discussion for each of the questions raised. The university focus groups were more loosely structured with broader questions, and, as a result, discussions were deeper and even richer themes emerged. All focus groups were digitally audio-recorded and carefully transcribed.

5.2 Secondary Focus-Group Report
The path to a grade twelve diploma can be more tumultuous for some learners than for others, and Aboriginal students in Canada face educational paths that are often steeper and harder to navigate. In order to further explore the successes and challenges experienced by Mi’kmaq students, three focus groups were held with 15 current high-school students from Lennox Island and Abegweit First Nations.

The first focus group was held in July at a retreat centre in Cape Egmont and included three male participants, one recent high-school graduate, and two current high-school students, one of whom lived on Lennox Island. The second group was held in September at the Health Centre on Lennox Island and was attended by five participants, two males and three females, and once again one of the males was a recent high-school graduate. The eastern group was held at the Health Centre in Scotchfort in September.  Participants included two females and five males, all of who were currently living on reserve and attending high school.  Each session was facilitated by three members of the research team. Seven questions were initially identified by the team to guide participants’ reflections on their school experiences.  The questions were: 

1. When and how did you come to the decision to continue your studies in high school?  Was         there a precise turning point, a moment in time, when you made the decision? 
2.    What have been your successes and triumphs on your learning journey to date?  


3.    To what factors do you attribute these successes?  


4.    a) Were any role models an important part of your success to date? 


       b) What is a role model for you? Do you see yourself as a role model?  


5.    What have been the barriers/obstacles/challenges to achieving your goals?  

6.    What are your hopes and dreams on your learning journey in the short and long term?  

7.    What are your recommendations for supports to allow young Mi’kmaq learners from elementary to high school to achieve their hopes and dreams?  

These questions were used to guide the conversation in the first of the three sessions.  With only three participants, one of whom was a high-school graduate, the conversation revealed the successes and challenges of the participants on their educational journeys.  For the second and third sessions with high-school students, the guiding questions were modified to be more engaging and more focused:

1. If you could change one thing about your home, what would it be?
2. If you could change one thing about your community, what would it be?
3. If you could change one thing about your elementary school, what would it be?
4. If you could change one thing about your middle school, what would it be?
5. If you could change one thing about your high school, what would it be?
6. If you could change one thing about yourself, what would it be?
Using these questions, the research team was able to uncover the main reasons behind Mi’kmaq student success, the obstacles faced by individuals, and the directions learners were planning for the future. Each session attempted to uncover and make explicit students’ recollections of their home, school, and community experiences, and the impact of these experiences on their learning journeys. 


The following is an interpretive thematic summary based on verbatim transcripts of the focus-group sessions. Selected quotes are presented to amplify each identified theme, and pseudonyms have been used to protect the identities of the participants.

Support networks and role models.  Ideally, students at all levels should have a strong support network helping them along their educational paths. This support network is particularly important for Aboriginal students, in order to overcome the obstacles and challenges they face in a school system that unfortunately continues to reflect negative influences described by the participants. Most of the Mi’kmaq students we spoke with had some form of support from family or role models: someone who was there for them and offered guidance and encouragement.  For many, these people were not only a support, but also the reason behind the students’ determination to complete their education.  Mothers and fathers, grandparents and godparents, teachers and community members: people in many different roles and positions make up the support networks for Mi’kmaq students.  Most participants identified a family member at home who encouraged them to complete school.  Participants repeatedly described the importance of family support and encouragement.  Connor attributed his desire to do well in school to both of his parents:
My dad always taught me that education is really important. . . . He just said that school is very important and don't give up.  And if you want a family in the future sometime just push your hardest in school and you'll become someone. . . . My mom is a huge teacher for me . . . she's a great inspiration in my life.

Landon was also eager to make his mother proud by graduating from high school, though he indicated that graduating would be especially significant to him since none of his older siblings completed high school: “None of my family went . . . none of them passed school . . . I want to make everybody proud and show them that someone can actually do it.”

William, a recent high-school graduate, commented that leaving school was never an option in his home: “It is pretty simple in our family.  It's whatever your mom says, you kinda do.” His mother’s expectations and her own struggles and resilience motivated William to succeed in school.

Not all participants could identify someone in their lives who served as a support for them.  It is crucial that support systems be established for all Mi’kmaq learners as this emerged as a key factor in ensuring their academic and personal success.

Preconceptions and biases.  Despite the support from home and community, Mi’kmaq students face many challenges in the school system.  Regrettably, incidents of racism are still prevalent in schools today.  While not a predominant theme, several students recalled specific experiences with racism. Any encounter with this kind of racially based bias adversely affects the spirit and self-confidence of Mi’kmaq students.  For Connor it came in the form of verbal and physical abuse in elementary school. 

I have encountered a few racist people. In [my elementary school] I guess the words he said, if he said that to me now I would probably seriously have to hurt him because I did not like it, and I was just a young kid. I didn't know anything . . . I didn't know how to handle it. . . . If I'd [seen] it coming I wouldn't [have] stepped up and said I was Aboriginal because he kinda made that whole year shitty. 

Connor continued by describing the more subtle and covert racism he experienced in junior- and senior-

high school.  The impact of this more subtle, yet equally damaging, treatment resulted in a feeling of

difference or of being the “other.”  He compensated by joining a sports team, an organization where he is

part of a group and which became an outlet for releasing his anger. “I guess that's my drive today, just

sports and everything, just thinking about that. . . . I get really angry inside and I blow it up out on the

field.”

William recalled his own experiences with racism in junior-high school: “The first week I got…in a fight with a guy who called me a savage wagon-burner.”  William was quick to qualify that though the racism existed, he also had white friends who supported him through school. 

To cope with such negative experiences, Mi’kmaq students have developed and relied upon a reputation of being strong and tough.  Sean is a Mi’kmaq student who currently attends the same school William recently attended.  Sean has not experienced any of the overtly racist comments that William was exposed to just a few years before him.  William explained that, in his experience, as the tough reputation of Mi’kmaq students grew, some of the racist voices were silenced.  From eighth grade on, the overt racism diminished: 

I never heard any racist comments directly, but racist people are not gonna say something directly to you.  Most of the time racist people are cowards. . . . The reason why [Sean] don’t have problems is ‘cause generations before kind of fought their way through.  

Another coping mechanism William addressed was the tendency of Mi’kmaq students to stick together, “[because] the majority of us, we’re big enough to have our own little clique and let nobody in.  Feels safe that way.” Though this reputation and isolation may protect students from blatant racist remarks, it continues the cycle of exclusion and limits the bridging of communities and cultures that is needed in schools and in society.  Schools need to be safe places for all students.

Ethan and Madison spoke of the same type of perceptions and attitudes in their school.  When Ethan stated, “Everyone is afraid of us. . . . No one will go near us. The white people won’t go near us,” Madison was quick to agree: “Some of them are actually scared to walk by the stairs that we hang around.”

The silent message of exclusion and difference sent by many white peers is very clear to Mi’kmaq students.  The tough reputation may decrease the incidents of overt racism, but it also prohibits the development of cross-cultural relationships and understanding.

Unfortunately, such messages of exclusion are not only coming from peers, but from educators as well.  Participants commented that some teachers made them feel different and isolated; they felt that teachers often had lower expectations of Aboriginal students. The participants described feelings of neglect in the classroom: They felt ignored and they were not actively encouraged to work hard, to participate, and to strive for success.

[They] didn't really focus on me because I wasn't doing what I should be doing.  When [they] see other students that seem to be slacking a little bit, they would be right on them. . . . I find as long as we're in the system, we show up, go to class, the name gets checked off, that's good enough for them. (William) 

Doug also described these lowered expectations as he began high school.  His reaction was to sit passively in class and not participate.  As every new teacher learns, “students will live up, or down, to your expectations.”

Disengagement and streaming.  Mi’kmaq students who do not feel encouraged or supported begin to disengage from school and lose motivation. This is one of the barriers well articulated in the focus-group sessions.  Whether it be due to little or no support, a lack of encouragement to succeed at home, feelings of exclusion, or course material that challenged too much or too little, participants clearly identified their growing disengagement from school as an obstacle.  One of the major results of this disengagement is significant streaming of Mi’kmaq students into general or practical-level courses.  These paths limit the post-secondary choices of Mi’kmaq students and can have a significant impact on their future.  Streaming can have serious results on students academically, socially, and emotionally.
Ella is currently in high school and is pursuing courses at the general level.  Ella began high school in academic courses.  She described being “dropped” to general courses after just a couple of weeks.  When asked if any assessments or testing had taken place before the change in program, her bleak response was, “No, they just dropped me.”  Ella is doing well in her courses and finds the work easier, though she and others in a similar position feel the social stigma that is associated with being in the general stream.  Doug stated, “It pretty much is a lower group.  I’m in general, too.”  Jeremy echoed this sentiment: “They have practical, too. . . . And that’s even lower.” 

Doug finds the general program frustrating, not because of the material, but because of the classroom atmosphere.  He describes students in his class who are capable of academic work but who do not want to learn.  These students are placed in general because of their attitudes, attendance, or behaviours, and they can have a negative impact on those who genuinely want to learn.  

Like the people that [were] in academic and they dropped out . . . well, people that didn’t want to learn, they all went to general, and now we’re in a class with them.  Their attitudes are switching with ours.  And you know . . . that they have a negative attitude of learning.  They don’t care [and] . . . we’re trying to learn. 

Julie went so far as to describe being placed in general or practical as “torture.” When Ella talked about being “put down” into the general program and mentioned the lack of support she received from her teachers, others leaped to her defense and vehemently described the unfairness of her treatment.  Julie was particularly supportive of Ella’s cause:

Yeah, like about [Ella], like they didn’t . . . test her or anything to make sure that she couldn’t do it. . . . They just like, yeah . . . we’re just going to put you in here . . . just kind of like to get you out of the way.  They didn’t . . . support her in being like, do this, like, you just gotta apply, type of thing. . . . They just put her down there, seems like, “just get out of the way, we have other things to do” . . . It doesn’t give you, like, support. . . . It doesn’t show her, like, you’re capable of doing it.  It’s just like, I don’t know, kind of like, kind of like showing her that she can’t.  Like you can’t, so we’re just going to put you here.  If you try, you can do it. . . . They don’t even, they don’t, they just don’t want to, it seems like they don’t want to like, put up with it because there’s students there that, that can learn faster.

Jeremy added his take on Ella’s situation as well: “Here, you did two weeks of this, you can’t do it.  Get out of here.”

The message is clear: Mi’kmaq students are feeling belittled, neglected, and sidelined when placed in general, practical, or alternative classes.  The message they are receiving is that they do not measure up to their peers.

Tragically, Ella rallied no such defense despite the support of her peers.  She is defeated.  Her lack of self-confidence has been reinforced by the system.  When Dr. Favaro commented about all students being able to succeed, Ella’s quiet response was, “Not me.”

Fortunately, not all students have lost hope like Ella. Despite the message of incompetence or of being “less than” that comes with being placed in general, practical, or alternative programs, Doug maintains that he and his peers are capable of learning academic material given enough support and a fair chance: “We could do academic if there was someone showing us what to do.” Julie added, “Yeah.  Like, everybody learns at their own speed. . . . It would be good to show them that you actually can if they would give you a chance.” 

Mi’kmaq culture and language are integral to identity and need to be present in schools. Facilitating engagement for Mi’kmaq students begins with the validation of their Mi’kmaq identity by infusing curriculum with culture and incorporating culture and language in schools.  The participants were unanimous in their desire to have more culture and language incorporated into their school lives, to make courses inclusive of, and relevant to, Aboriginal peoples. William described the type of history course he would like to see in schools: 
History is one of the main things.  I mean you want the proper history.  You don’t want the history you get in grade eight, this little chapter, you want the real history . . . about the people around the community.

William feels that teaching the Aboriginal perspective on Canadian history could begin to build cross-cultural understanding.  

They should just make it as a course [for everyone]. . . . Yeah.  All over . . . maybe Canada . . . and maybe then people would start respecting us a little bit.  At least know some of the reasons behind the whole tax situation.

Connor attends a school with very few other Aboriginal students.  Though he would like to access an Aboriginal Studies course, he feels that there is little hope in his school: “I think that there’s like two other Native people that go there, but I guess it’s – we’re not a big worry because we’re only three Natives, right?”

The participants were clear in their message that they want Aboriginal studies courses throughout their schooling: not just one course in one year; not just in elementary school.  They are also desperate to learn their own language.  Students like Emma, Paul, and Logan had learned Mi’kmaq as children living in off-island communities.  After living on Prince Edward Island for a few years, they could not maintain or improve their language skills.  When asked if they spoke Mi’kmaq, Paul responded, “I did but then I started coming up here.”  Emma said pretty much the same thing, “Yeah, for about seven years, but living here it’s like different. Nobody speaks Mi’kmaq except for the elders like once in a while. . . . I lost it pretty much.”  Emma can still understand some Mi’kmaq, but she no longer has the same skills in the language.  Julie and Connor described their feelings about not being able to communicate in Mi’kmaq.  

That’s why it makes me so frigging jealous. Like [in one community], whenever you walk by Headstart, you see all these little two-and-a-half, three-year-olds, and they just talk solid Mi’kmaq.  Like they don’t even know English yet.  It’s just . . . I’m jealous. (Julie)


My brain is still thinking Mi’kmaq, and . . . it wants to know Mi’kmaq, but I’ve got nothing 


to feed that hunger in my brain. (Connor)  

Some students expressed resentment at being made to learn French rather than Mi’kmaq:


I failed that class because I didn’t want to learn French, I wanted my own language. 


(Jason) 
Some of these students were taking advantage of language sessions provided in the community but felt 

the proper place for this type of learning should be in school, alongside the standard curriculum.

The youth equate their language and culture with their Mi’kmaq identity.  Connor describes why he thinks an Aboriginal perspective should be included in the teaching of history: “It’s part of Canadian history, right.  It should be involved. . . . It gives Natives a sense of pride.”  William took Connor’s thought a step further, 

A lot them, if they don’t have pride in who they are like, they don’t know who they are basically – trying to find out who they are, right . . . so they’re gonna show less interest in school work and stuff like that.

The participants also spoke of the value they place on the Mi’kmaq language in this interchange between Julie, Doug, Ella and Dr. Favaro:

Julie: It seems more important because we don’t know it.

Jeremy: Because we’re losing it.

Ella: And that’s our culture.

Dr. Favaro: And that’s a big loss, do you think?

Group: Yeah.

Dr. Favaro: Why is it such a big loss?

Julie: Because it’s us.  It’s like who we are.

Participants identified a lack of culture and language particularly in junior- and senior-high schools.  They described the qualities that are necessary for a teacher of Aboriginal Studies:

I just want to make sure that the person who’s teaching the course knows their background . . . somebody passionate. (William)

If there’s anyone who should be teaching that class, it should be [that teacher]. He might be white, but damn, is he ever smart about our culture. (Logan)

Sean spoke of the Aboriginal Studies course that is offered in one high school. 

They kept putting it on in the schedule when I went to [high school],  . . . and then when you get your schedules for the next year, it’s not on there.  They just keep putting in on there, and then a bunch of people sign up and then it’s not offered.  Probably no one wants to teach it or something. (emphasis added)


Incorporating the Mi’kmaq language and culture is about more than meeting the needs of Mi’kmaq learners.  It is about demonstrating that Aboriginal cultures are respected and valued in our schools and in our society.  As Sean’s comment indicates, the absence of culture is evidence of the systemic racism that Mi’kmaq students face every day in public schools.  The lack of recognition of Canada’s First Peoples is a denial of their existence and of their struggles and triumphs.  Cultural and linguistic integration can also help address one of the other major challenges the participants identified.

Difficult transitions.  Several participants spoke very strongly about the challenges of transitioning from smaller schools to larger schools at the junior-high and high-school level.  They spoke about the intimidation of attending a school where they are in the minority.  William was particularly adamant about this, and he described,  
When you’re in grade kindergarten to grade six, you’re just a normal person, but when you get to grade seven you’re not normal.  You’re different; you’re Native; you’re Mi’kmaq; you’re a savage. . . . If you go from kindergarten to grade six you learn some of your culture, some of your Mi’kmaq and stuff like that.  But when you get to grade seven, nothing there.  Great.  In grade seven you have to learn French [and] . . . English history, right.  You learn more what happened to the English and French then you learn Mi’kmaq. . . . That’s too big of a change for a kid, right.  Going from one system to a different system. . . . The majority of students my age, they weren't properly equipped to go to grade seven: different style of teaching, . . . bigger classes, less help, so they struggled, and they kind of went down in grades and stuff like that.  So right off the bat, when you start failing at something, you're going to feel horrible, right, so a lot of them turned to drugs and alcohol.

Julie agreed with William and spoke of her own difficult transition.

The hardest part about [changing schools] was like, like what the heck was social studies?  What was science? . . . We never had that, and then whenever you get there, you just look at the science book, and you’re just like, what is this?

William and Julie both proposed their own solutions to the transition issue.  William suggested doing away with the transitions altogether, and having students remain either in a Mi’kmaq school until they graduate or starting students in the public system from the beginning.  Julie suggested organized interactions between feeder schools of the same high schools.  Opportunities to meet and befriend others who will be attending the same junior high and high schools would ease some of the anxiety in the transition for Mi’kmaq students.  Participants who were involved in activities that involved interacting with youth outside of their own communities said they didn’t have difficulty transitioning between schools.  Youth are particularly sensitive to social acceptance, and by limiting the social anxiety of the transitions and having greater social support, students are more prepared to accept changes and face other challenges. 

Caring, patient, and dedicated teachers can make all the difference.  Despite all of the challenges facing Mi’kmaq students in the school system, many participants lit up when recalling teachers who had had a significant impact on their lives.  Most spoke passionately about one or two teachers who had given them confidence, who cared for them, and who took time to support their learning.  
Candace, Doug, and Julie spoke of one teacher they all held in very high esteem.  When asked what distinguished this particular teacher from others, they all simply replied, “She understands.”  Julie went on to provide more detail about this beloved educator. 

Every time I had a question she was there to answer it for me.  And she didn’t leave me just sitting there like I don’t know what I’m doing. . . . She actually answered it fully. . . . She took the time to help us understand it instead of just throwing it [at us], and expecting us to do it on our own. . . . I don’t know how my brain works, but it takes me a lot longer to process things than a lot of kids in my class.

Julie and Doug also spoke of another teacher who was especially supportive.

Whenever you had a question, you could go ask her and . . . she’d sit there and . . . for however long it [took] . . . she would help you do it.  Yeah, like after having her for a while, . . . she knew what we needed more help on, what we needed less help on type of thing.  She got to know us like that. (Julie)


You didn’t even have to ask her and she’d be there. (Doug)

Madison and Ethan described a teacher who made learning fun and made every student feel special. 

She was the best teacher ever. . . . She was like a kid; she was a grown kid. (Madison)

Every time the class had a birthday party she bought a cake, like a big cake and had it for the whole class. (Ethan)

It made us feel special because she buys like this big expensive cake and we’d split it with the whole class and she’d celebrate everyone’s birthday in that month. (Madison)

Landon is poised to become the first in his family to graduate from high school.  He spoke of a teacher who was particularly encouraging and who helped him to see life in a different way.  This teacher had taken the time to deliver a valuable life lesson, one that has stayed with him in the years since elementary school. Landon retold the story to our team: 

See if the frog jumps down the well, whatever is in the well, that’s its whole world. He sees trees, water, and whatever else.  But if he rides to the top of the well, he sees the beginning.  There’s more stuff out there than what you expect there is.

Emma, Logan, and Paul described a teacher whose nurturing manner and connection to the community made every student feel safe and cared for.

She was like my mother. . . . She used to always talk to me about my childhood and my past 

and it [helped me] to get stuff off my chest whenever I was younger.  She was like a guidance counselor and I used to go to her house. She would treat all of the kids like they were her 

own. . . . She cared about everybody. (Emma)

She always treated everybody the same. (Logan)


There was no difference between nobody it was always the same. (Paul)

Unfortunately, Logan and Paul also described an educator who did the exact opposite.  They spoke of an administrator who didn’t demonstrate care and concern for their wellbeing, and belittled and disempowered them.

That guy was mean. I remember [I] almost broke my hand and he didn’t do nothing about 

it. (Logan)

He put me in the dark room. . . . One thing I would change about that [school] would be that kind of principal. . . . He [should] keep [his] hands off the students. . . . All he would do is, if we didn’t want to go, he would force you. He would grab you and drag you. . . . If he told me, “please I just want to talk to you,” instead of “COME HERE!” and drag you out of the classroom, [I wouldn’t have fought him]. (Paul)

This was the only such story described by the participants.  The contrast between these last two examples and the impressions left with the participants is a powerful example of just how much of an impact educators can have in the lives of their students.  Mi’kmaq students want to learn, and they need caring and supportive teachers who know how to reach them, teachers who take the time to get to know them and who understand where they come from.  Educators need to treat students with respect in order to have that respect returned. A caring and thoughtful educator who takes time to encourage Mi’kmaq students can play a key role in generating hope and confidence and promoting success.

Community and support. Several students mentioned the need for community support as necessary for their educational success. Specifically, they described the need for activities and a place of their own within the community.  Landon noted that the youth “don’t have a building” and how great it would be to have a basketball court – someplace where the youth could gather and play. Doug discussed the need for a football team located closer to the community – again, offering a venue and activities for youth.  Julie was particularly keen on having a youth centre:
I would definitely have a youth center where you could just chill — not in the rain. . . . Keep a lot of people out of trouble. . . . It would probably bring us all together more instead of having to like stay home. . . . And the bugs are bad too, the bugs are sick, so if you’re inside then people are going to want to like, be there.  If you have stuff to do in there, like, I don’t know, stuff that we all like.  It would be fun to just hang out. . . . Like evenings, you can just go and hang out with everybody because everybody just stays home and [is] lazy ‘cause there’s nothing to do.  So nobody does anything. . . . Nobody’s together.

Julie’s plea for a youth centre inspired others in the group to imagine what they would like to see in such a place.  Their suggestions included couches, TV, video games, movies, pool table, computers, and even a swimming pool.  Participants enjoyed visioning this space that would be their own.

The youth need a place to come together and support one another.  It was beautiful to see just how supportive the participants were of one another as they told their stories of challenge and triumph.  A youth centre would strengthen this sense of community support that is vitally important, not just for educational pursuits, but as the participants and their peers face the many challenges of growing up together as they become adults and strengthen their community. 

The need for leadership opportunities and empowerment.  As Julie spoke of the youth centre and the opportunities it would create, she was asked to comment on who would run such a place.  Her response was immediate.
I would have me run it.  Just joking. . . . I think we [the youth] should run it.  All of us. . . . Make up our own rules. . . . It’d be better that way, than to have . . . adults making this like huge list of don’t do this, don’t do this, and then everybody would just get along better.

Julie feels ready to take on more leadership and responsibility, and she is not alone.  Landon spoke of a teacher who had placed him in a leadership position in order to deal with some bullying in their school:
We made a big collage for anti-bullying because there was a lot of bullying going on in our school but then [the teacher] just got fed up with it and she left the room but she left it up to us. She left me in charge, not to solve it but to make something to concept it. . . . She told us you better find something, like do a concept map or something, or a poster. . . . and I was thinking I don’t know how we are going to do it, at first . . . .We created a really big poster and we all said what we all did and what we were supposed to do. It was really good. . . . so there was a lot leadership there.

Landon spoke about his leadership role with great pride.  This experience gave him a lot of confidence.  The participants in these sessions are the future leaders in their communities, and they need opportunities to develop their leadership skills.  Like most youth, they are anxious to take on more responsibility and to make decisions for themselves.  Such opportunities can be safely created within the confines of classrooms and communities.  By supporting the development of leadership skills and empowering youth, the confidence and self-esteem of these young adults can be fostered, just as they were for Landon.

Resilience and determination.  Though there are challenges Mi’kmaq students have to face on a daily basis, many are determined to complete their education and make their families and those who support them proud of their achievements.  

 [A teacher] told me on graduation day when I went on the stage . . . “You’re never going to make it through high school.”  Can you see how far I am now in grade ten? (Emma)

They expressed how important it is to believe in each other and offer encouragement as needed.  Most students have future goals that can only be achieved if they successfully complete their high school education. The students shared with the researchers their dreams for their future careers in early childhood education, the fishing industry, police work, psychology, media production, environmentalism, music, carpentry, auto racing, basketball, bartending, and tattooing. With educators, community members, peers, and family acting as strong role models and supporting these dreams, it should be possible for them to become a reality in the lives of these learners. 

I want to like get a good like Native family and I always just wanted to get a good job for supporting it and do that so, I need a better education to do that. . . . I plan on becoming a cop or environmentalist.  I want to work with Native people, just like kind of like traditional ways. (Connor) 
We saw personal resilience shine through each of the focus group sessions. 

Recommendations.  Many recommendations came from the high-school focus groups to enhance and enrich their educational experience and promote success for themselves and their peers.  Among them were the following:
· Aboriginal studies courses offered regularly, consistently, and thoroughly in all schools and taught by passionate educators; 
· Aboriginal themes need to be infused in the curriculum as much as possible;
· A Mi’kmaq language course should be equal to a core French course and should be taught at all levels by a fluent Mi’kmaq speaker:  “Yeah, I think we should have Mi’kmaq class, like, junior high and high school too” (Julie).  “I think we should have teachers like of our own people that know how to speak Mi’kmaq” (Doug).
· More involvement of Aboriginal people in schools, even where there is a small Aboriginal student population; these individuals can act as role models, advisors, Elders, guides, mentors and counselors providing a liaison with families, fostering communication and providing ongoing supports for Aboriginal learners;
A higher amount of education in tradition with background in language is recommended and to find some sort of way for everyone to get in league. . . . I guess you couldn’t get a program in schools because there wouldn’t be enough Natives in certain schools, but some of those Natives would have to miss out on it.  I’m trying to figure out how to get them all included, you know. (Connor)

· More frequent interaction between the feeder schools and at an earlier stage in order to ease transitions;
· More team sports and youth activities close to and within the First Nations communities to build friendships, interactions between students attending different schools as well as opportunities to be productively involved in physical activities:  “Have more stuff to do. You know we don’t have stuff to do during the day like every day” (Emma).
· More career planning sessions at an earlier age: “I’m graduating this year and I still don’t know what I want to do.  I don’t even know if I want to go to university” (Julie).
· A youth center in communities run by the youth for the youth;
· Support for teachers in order to promote understanding, and to keep students in academic classes while also differentiating instruction in order to avoid stigmatization: “You know what I think would be cool?  Keep us in the academic class and give us general work, instead of putting us [in general classes]” (Doug).

Conclusion – High-School Focus Groups.  Without exception, the research team was encouraged by the attitudes and opinions expressed by the high-school focus-group participants. Their resilience and determination to succeed are remarkable. Students expressed their hopes and future goals for making the world a better place, both for themselves and for students to come. We were deeply moved by the depth of commitment to, and participation in, the focus group process by the high-school students and graduates who took part in this part of the study. Their resilience, their openness to sharing, and their selflessness shone through each of the sessions we conducted. In their personal recollections of their school experiences, we heard their plea for classroom learning environments to become more positive, more encouraging, more playful, more supportive and more inviting. As they recalled school situations when they did not feel welcomed or validated, the focus-group participants reminded us about how important it is for teachers at all levels from elementary through secondary to affirm students, not only collectively but also individually, in ways that are appropriate to each student.

At the heart of all successful learning is the quality of the relationship between teacher and student. The degree of comfort a student experiences has a profound effect on the quality of his or her learning through an entire school career. The focus-group sessions with high-school students confirmed something that we as teachers and teacher educators working in Indigenous pedagogy have known for some time: namely, that Aboriginal students in both First Nations and public schools, who enjoy supportive, nurturing relationships with their teachers and fellow students, will demonstrate positive change in all the key areas for success in school: attendance, effort and achievement, and well-being.

We hope that this summary report of all that the high-school participants shared with us moves us forward toward respecting more deeply and honouring more faithfully the unique and important contributions that Mi'kmaq students make to classroom and school life across Prince Edward Island. As diversity is honoured more authentically across all levels of our school system, so will transformational learning be achieved with students across all cultures.

5.3 Post-Secondary Focus-Group Report
Three focus group sessions were held with nine former and current college and university students in an effort to uncover what it was and is like for them to be students at the post-secondary level.  All of the post-secondary participants were women, though there was a balance of voices affiliated with Lennox Island First Nation and Abegweit First Nation and those living on and off reserve.  Each session was facilitated by three of the five-member focus-group research team. Three brainstorming sessions were held to collaboratively plan the structure of the post-secondary group process and to ensure a respectful and effective use of conversation as a research method.  The guiding questions that resulted from these brainstorming sessions were as follows:

1.  When and how did you come to the decision to further your studies beyond Grade 12? Was there a precise turning point, a moment in time, when you made the decision?

2.  What have been your successes and triumphs on your learning journey to date? 

3.  To what factors do you attribute these successes? 

4.  a) Were any role models an important part of your success to date?

     b) What is a role model for you? Do you see yourself as a role model? 

5.  What have been the barriers/obstacles/challenges to achieving your goals? 

6.  What are your hopes and dreams on your learning journey in the short and long term? 

7.  What are your recommendations for supports to allow young Mi'kmaq learners from K–post-secondary to achieve their hopes and dreams? 

Our main purpose in conducting the focus groups was to uncover what it was like to be in the shoes of Aboriginal students as they continued their studies beyond high school.  Each session attempted to uncover and make explicit their recollections of home, school, and community experiences and the impact these experiences had on their learning journeys. 

The following is a thematic summary based on verbatim transcripts of the focus-group sessions and three subsequent research team meetings when key themes were identified, discussed, and revised.  Themes are presented under key cluster headings: looking back, looking now, and looking forward: recommendations for the future.  Selected quotes are presented to amplify each identified theme. Three participants opted to have their names included in this report, and pseudonyms have been used for the other participants.

In cases where unanimity on the specific themes was not achieved, the interpretations of a majority of the team members were upheld and any discrepancies were included as new themes, sub-themes, or variations.  All focus-group participants were given an opportunity to respond to the draft summary report.  This was a key step in ensuring validation of the interpretive findings.

Looking Back

Having goals and the determination to achieve them no matter what obstacles came their way.  Participants spoke powerfully to the notion of having a dream of doing something with their lives, making a difference, and never giving up.  For some like Danielle, the response was simple and direct when asked about goals and ambitions: “I've just always known that I was going to be a doctor, and I was going to strive until I completed that.” 

For others, like Sarah, the question of hopes and dreams elicited a deeply personal reflection on a turbulent home life as a child trying desperately to concentrate in school: 

I could watch a teacher talk about the subject, but in my mind I was replaying what was going on at home the night before . . . that was constantly going through my mind. . . . There was never food and we never had a breakfast in the morning and we never brought a lunch and [in school] you're trying to think where we are going to get our supper because we had five young ones under us. 

Sarah remembers a particularly kind and caring teacher who would bring her lunch, which she then passed on to her little brother in grade one.  What a striking example of the reality that, for young learners especially, home and school life can never be separated!

Not surprisingly, Sarah ran away when she was 16 and lived in numerous foster homes.  She eventually found her way back to her older sister who insisted that she either work or return to school.  Sarah's memories of being seven months pregnant and hitchhiking to work every morning, even in winter, are as vivid as if they happened yesterday. Sarah elaborated on the financial barriers that also inevitably came her way: 

Money was always an issue and I would have to quit [school] and . . . get a job because bills were getting behind. Money was always a barrier . . . this is my third time [since 1991] to overcome it. There was a new program started [in 2000] . . . and they said that you would be funded for two years. So I went through the first year and just before I was done they said if we wanted to continue the second year you'll have to find our own funding. So I've been back to work for five or six years now and I'm back trying to get my GED The last time I was so close that my teacher almost cried: the passing mark was 450, and my English reading and writing marks were 540 and 560 . . . my science 440 and my math 440. 

Today Sarah still dreams of working in environmental and outdoor education. She hopes that there is a program out there that will build on her strengths (her natural and body-kinesthetic intelligences are exceptional) and enable her to achieve success:  

I just want to achieve something; I think that everybody can achieve [something]. I could have stayed [in the situation that I was in] and just given up on life or I could have sat around and said, “oh, because of this and that I'm never going to be smart enough to go back to school.” I would like to achieve getting something just to say, “You know, you can do it, you can have a life of hell as a child, and survive it.”  And then I guess it's in your mind that you can either give up or just say that I'm going to go for it.

 Stereotyping.  Frequently during the focus group sessions, participants articulated from the heart how they had to fight constantly the limitations imposed by others on what they could or could not achieve. Several of them recalled the difficult times with educators who overtly told them they would accomplish little with their lives academically because of their low grades.  Danielle's memories are especially vivid: 

I've been told to my face a couple of times that I would never graduate, that I would never amount to anything. . . . [At the time] I should have kicked them in the ass.  As I now look back, I realize that the stereotyping was a big reason I wanted to succeed.  I wanted to prove to everybody that yes, I'm . . . Native . . . and I can [achieve] whatever I want [to achieve]. 

Karen's biggest accomplishment was graduating into high school and proving an administrator wrong.  Her story is a sad but true one: “I've constantly always had the negative 'you're an Indian; you're stupid.’”

Karen and her brother and sister were the only Aboriginal students in their elementary school. She felt the lower expectations and it was the negative comments such as these that pushed her on to achieve.  When asked if the racism was overt or subtle, Karen's response was categorical: “There was nothing subtle about it… in elementary school my teachers picking on me, cracking jokes, very inappropriate jokes.”  She shared a vivid recollection of one particular school assembly with presentations about different ethnic origins across the world: 

They started to talk about Aboriginal people in Atlantic Canada, the Mi'kmaq . . . saying they are dirty savages . . . and I'm sitting there in the middle of the crowd of kids and I [felt] like shit. I was always singled out, my brother and myself [because we were so Aboriginal looking].

As she progressed through the grades, the racism and stereotyping became even more vicious: 

All through grade[s] eight and nine my [administrator] told me that I was just a stupid Indian.  I might as well drop out of school. So when I graduated from nine and grade twelve I photocopied my diploma and took it to the school and gave it to him. . . . We never [saw] eye to eye.

Her administrator had sent over a report from junior to senior high about her problem behaviour. In retrospect, Karen thought he was justified in doing so as she was rebelling against one of her teachers at the time. This was her way of resisting the racism she was experiencing: it helped her to maintain her pride by fighting back. “When I got to high school I was away from him so it was a little bit easier.” When she took her high-school diploma to him, he gave her no acknowledgement whatever. “I just put it on his desk, he kind of looked at me, and I walked out.” Karen's resilience shone through her final comment on these troublesome years: “I think that's mainly one of the reasons why I kept pushing and pushing, because I did not want to be that typical stereotype, it is basically all I ever did.“

Participants recounting of their own school experiences with racism confirmed how much harassment and discrimination are still part of the everyday school lives of Aboriginal students on Prince Edward Island, much as we might like to believe that those times are over.  Many of the participants articulated what it is like to be treated as “the other”: 

My first professor of my very first class, she told me I sounded Indian and I wrote Indian.  Which was a slap in the face because I go through this huge process with all of my papers: I'll write them, I read them, I rewrite them . . . so that threw me off for my first semester. (Karen)

Descriptions such as this drove home how personal student identities can be so quickly diminished by teachers who viewed students' cultures in racist and stereotypical ways. Voices like Karen’s speak to the urgency of addressing issues of racism, bias, and stereotyping at all levels from kindergarten through to university by giving voice to the reality experienced by these participants as the first step in replacing prejudice with enriching experiences, encouragement, support and mutual respect. Every single negative or doubting word sets fragile progress back and a huge amount of additional support, encouragement, and love are needed if we are to continue turning back this vicious tide of racism and failed dreams. It is amazing that people have persevered in spite of such obstacles.

The focus-group sessions provided substantive evidence of the need to create a new cultural environment where cross-cultural competencies are infused and embedded for all learners within and through pre-service and in-service education programs.  Teacher education is clearly the key to enable teachers to create classroom environments that are personalized, thoughtful, and welcoming, distinguished by high expectations of student achievement and a clear sense of academic purpose for all students.  Educators must go beyond establishing welcoming and open classrooms to establishing anti-racist curriculum and pedagogy.

Having someone who believed in me, trusted in me, and who knew I could handle life's difficult challenges including furthering my studies. Without exception, focus-group participants spoke at length about one or several people in their circle of family and friends who were key to them persevering with their studies. For Danielle it was her Mom:

My Mom was always pushing me to get up, get ready for school . . . she always told me that my education is important.  I didn't believe her when I was a teenager, but now I really see. . . . She was always backing me, saying “You can do whatever you want”. . . My self-esteem is . . . high, and I think that that's what pushed me to believe in myself . . . my Mom sitting there saying “Come on, you got to go get your education.”. . . And my boyfriend, he's always on my butt, "Did you get your homework done? Make sure you get this done.  You've got a mid-term on this day."  And my main thought was "Oh my God!  You're just like my Mom.”

For Lori and her sister Corinne, family was their anchor.  Lori shared a particularly recollection of this. 

Our family is very close, so we all supported each other. . . . We were all at school at one time . . . my poor parents: every year for four years was a graduation . . . so we had each other to fall back on.  Each of us knew the struggles we've had.  I remember the first time doing a math exam, I froze.  First exam that I ever took was math.  It was only a midterm, thank God.  I remember sitting down, looking at the paper and thinking I couldn't answer it.  So I just put down my pencil, got up and walked out and cried.  And I thought “That's it, I can't do this, going back to school after being out for so long.”  But talking to my sisters, and hearing them say over and over “you'll be fine; you'll get over it."  It's the support . . . and they understood [the importance of it]. 

When asked who the influential people were in her childhood who encouraged her to pursue her studies and her dreams, Sharon singled out one person in her immediate family:

When I was little, my grandfather was the main motivator for me.  He always told me that I was going to do one of two things in life—either marry a rich man or become a nurse. . . . I did one of those things, and I'm working on the other one. Right from when I was little . . . he put a lot into me.

Karen's biggest inspiration was her father.  She recalled a moment when this reality hit home: 

In grade nine, a month before my graduation, my [administrator] picked and picked at me and kept pushing buttons until I blew up at him, so I got kicked out of school.  When I got home I was expecting to be yelled at, like a full onslaught of torture basically, from my parents. But my Dad pulled me aside and said that everybody goes through it; it's like something that you expect and the best thing to do . . . [is] just to go on with it and not pay any mind to it, because you'll be a better person for not. 

Karen went on to describe her father as a “stabilizer for everything else.” She received home tutoring that year and made it through.  She talked at length about how she became deeply aware of her Aboriginal roots as her father completed his own search for identity: “He's a big inspiration even though he does not think that he is.” 

For many participants, support from family, peers, and teachers made all the difference in their determination to achieve their goals. 

A high value placed on a basic education and further studies.  “Education was never a choice.  We had to go; my family really reinforced that, the importance of education” said Julie.  For Karen, her success in school was due beyond any shadow of a doubt to her parents' insistence that she attend: “I think my biggest reasons for my success are my parents, who left no room for discussion.  It was school or out!”

A deep sense of responsibility to others under their care.  Many participants articulated the challenges of pursuing their studies while juggling the responsibilities of parenthood.  Lori had just moved back to Prince Edward Island from the Magdalen Islands with her young daughter and there was no question about the path she knew she would be travelling:

My daughter and I moved from Quebec back to PEI to start a new chapter [in our lives].  And I knew that [being] a single mother now with a nine year-old, I had to go back [to study].  All I had at that time was a high-school diploma. I knew I had to do something, so I went back to school and worked at the same time.  But, you know, I had her [my daughter].  She was my inspiration.  I had to do this because we needed a good life.  Our family is very close, so we all supported each other and our family all went back [to school] late but we all had each other . . . and our parents.

When asked about the reasons for her success up until now, Jennifer's response was immediate: “I was sixteen and hated school.  My parents forced me to go and often I'd skip.” But then when her daughter was born, Jennifer's first thought was that she could no longer attend school with the need to work to support her daughter.  By high school, she realized that she had to return to school for her daughter.  Her daughter's hospitalization in Halifax was a decisive turning point: 

I was spending so much time in the hospital [with my daughter], I remember saying to myself, “I'm going to be a nurse. I'm going to take really good care of people and in order to be a nurse, I have to go back to school” so I went back to school and now I'm right here.

The arrival of Jennifer's son made her all the more determined to pursue her dreams: “And now my little boy. I want to be a great person so that they can both look up to me.”  

For Sarah, becoming a grandmother changed her whole outlook on life.  She so admires the confidence that her grandchildren express. She contrasted this with her lack of self-esteem when she was their age and how she rejected or held in suspicion any positive comments that others made to her when she was young. One of her greatest goals is that her grandchildren will never see her use or abuse alcohol.  Her determination to break a family cycle came through loudly and clearly.

A clear and grounded vision of community needs and thoughtful insights into how best to make personal contributions towards meeting them.  Corinne remembers the moment she decided to become a teacher:

I was working for the Mi'kmaq family resource center . . . for the longest time and I realized the troubles that Aboriginal families had within the social system. . . . I [saw] a lot of kids drop 

out. . . . I remember there were twelve students going into grade ten and . . . not one of them was graduating. And I'm thinking “that's just not right; we can't have that anymore.”  So I was planning originally on getting my Bachelor of Science degree in family studies and getting into that field.  And then I took some electives in the UPEI Faculty of Education and I thought “well this is awesome!” . . . Then I found out there were no Aboriginal teachers, so I . . . switched gears and thought . . . I could help the Aboriginal families through the schools and help the kids that way.  That's what made me really go forward with my Education degree . . . and that's when the ball started rolling. And then [having the opportunity to introduce] Aboriginal culture, my culture and traditions, to my peers and some of the professors there [was something special].

With similar motivations, Julie chose a career path in the field of mental health:

Growing up . . . seeing all of the young people commit suicide, friends and family, I saw the need for it, and [the lack of] mental health services.  So that's why I went into that. . . . I decided to try law first, and then realized it wasn't really going to benefit my community directly. . . . And living within the community with so many deaths, and they're all young people, probably twenty people, close people, so that was a huge challenge for me, going to school to address some of those issues; those were my challenges. 

Deep awareness of the importance of being role models and mentors.  The topic of models and mentors was included among the guiding questions for all focus group participants.  The reciprocal dimensions of this topic were certainly made explicit during the focus groups.  Participants were asked if they could remember a moment when they looked within their own networks and said, “I want to be like that person.”  Karen recalled a high-school history teacher who talked with her faithfully and consistently about her future and never in a condescending way.  For Jennifer it was one of her daughter's nurses who inspired her to become a nurse and in turn inspire others.  For her and for Sharon, it has been several members of the nursing faculty who are successful academics; yet, grounded and real in their compassion and empathy.  Both view them as their role models and often think of the impact they are having on a daily basis in their lives. 

When asked if they view themselves as role models, participants shared their acute awareness of the impact they can have on the lives of young people in their communities and the critical importance of taking seriously their influence as role models.  Several described their volunteer efforts in both formal and informal gatherings of young people: just being with them, responding to their questions, talking about different learning pathways to success.  Danielle's concluding comment captured this theme: 

I just hope that a lot of the younger kids that know me will realize that I have done so much work and that they could do the same . . . and still get to places, and hopefully that will give them the boost they need, that it's possible [to do something important with your life.] 

A teacher can change your life.  The profound impact that teachers can have on transforming students' lives has long been documented in research and experienced first-hand in everyday practice.  Focus-group participants added their stories of teachers who changed their lives. 

When her daughter was born, Sharon recalled many days she wanted to attend school but couldn't because of her challenges in finding a babysitter.  Some of her teachers responded immediately to her situation by bringing homework to her home and checking on her progress.  This continued through high school where several teachers went above and beyond the call of duty to make sure she received the homework.  One of her math teachers even volunteered extra tutoring time to enable her to succeed.  It was a similar experience with a high-school chemistry teacher in New Brunswick who “did everything possible to make sure that I got caught up on the work.”  As she balances her relationship, parenthood (she has two preschool children), and studies today, Sharon is ever mindful of the difference these teachers made early on in her school life. 

To this day, Corinne is grateful for the support and encouragement she received from two of her professors: 

When I started my B.Ed. I didn't know what I was doing, and [one professor] was there, you know, mind, body, and soul. That woman, I love her to death.  And then of course [another professor], how could you not love her.  I mean, she was another, she really helped me with my Master's; she was my professor, she was my role model, my mentor, my . . . she was my everything. 

Julie immediately recalled an Aboriginal professor (who had worked in Davis Inlet) and several of her supervisors:

My last two supervisors . . . guided me along the way [with] my career path. They were great role models . . . and one professor . . . took me under her wing . . . and always kept me up to date. . . . She was also Aboriginal and had done a lot of work at Davis Inlet . . . over the last three years she has been a great role model. 

Sarah remembers the reassurance from a teacher at Holland College, working so patiently and diligently at her side:  

I am so very grateful for her . . . she's a lovely lady and she has so much dedication . . . her teaching is so different from any other. . . . It is her teaching style. This one geometry question she showed me . . . I would understand it at first and get two or three right, then all of a sudden it would be like “oh my god! What happened?” and I just forgot everything. It was so difficult.  She would show me again, and she had so much patience with me with a lot of the math.  

Sarah also recalled a teaching nun in Ontario when she was nine years old: “She who was so kind that you could feel the love off her.  She was the first person that I can remember who I always thought was nice and I said 'I want to be like her.'”

Danielle had a vivid recollection from her public elementary school:

One of my grade six teachers . . . was more understanding towards the difficulties I was going in through whenever I was in a non-Native community, and he . . . made everything a little bit easier. 

When Jennifer first came to the University of Prince Edward Island, she felt like she did not fit in. She was coming from such a different space than her classmates.  She found it hard to focus on her school work. She longed for the teacher in her high school who was there to help her to figure things out. That first year was so intimidating, but thankfully a professor came into her life who made all the difference.

Participants' recollections of teachers who had a positive impact on their lives brought home to the research team the significance of many of the teacher qualities that enable Aboriginal students, and teachers’ capacities for creating welcoming and culturally sensitive learning environments. The following characteristics are of particular importance: the capacity to communicate respect in observable, tangible, non-condescending, and appropriate ways; the ability to be non-judgmental, patient and accepting; the capacity to display deep levels of genuine empathy and reciprocal concern; the unwavering belief in the ability of Aboriginal students to succeed; and the willingness to provide the necessary supports, which may mean going beyond the call of duty.

Support from peers.  For learners of all ages, peer support and encouragement means so much. This theme, while not dominant, was certainly real for several of the participants.  Danielle's description captured the essential importance of peer support: 

How often I thought . . . “I don't know if I can do it.”  And her response [referring to one of her friends] was "What do you mean, you can't do it?  That's not an option.  You got to do it because if you don't . . . where am I going to be?”

“Wow, I did it” moments.  One of the guiding questions invited participants to recall one or more moments when they were hit with the reality of accomplishment on their learning path.  Lori responded with the following:

Getting my high-school diploma in the mail—I was so proud because I had done three years of night school in the wintertime . . . and I was pregnant at the time.  I remember thinking that I had one more course to take but in the end I didn't, and all of a sudden in the mail one day came my diploma.  I was like, “Oh my god! I passed!” . . . I didn't believe it.  At first I thought that they made the mistake and I wasn't going to tell anyone. But I remember telling everyone, and the only one who really sent me a card was you [turning to her sister Corinne as she spoke]. You sent me a card that had a little pin with the year that I graduated, and I still have that pin. I have it in my jewelry box.  Cleaning out my jewelry box, I saw it, and I thought, “She was the only one who really acknowledged it.”  It was an amazing feeling [because] to me it was really big.  Of course it is just a piece of paper, but still it was an accomplishment that I was the first one in the family to ever have a high-school diploma . . . a big accomplishment. 

Lori's recollection not only shed light on one of her most memorable academic achievements but also underscored the special bond with her sisters that sustained her especially during the difficult times in school. 

For Sarah, one of her biggest achievements had nothing to do with school. Having grown up with alcoholism all around her, being able to break that spiral of negativity and addictions at the age of 31 was then, and still is, her greatest achievement.  

For Jennifer, it was graduating from high school after dropping out several times to care for her daughter, who spent much of her early childhood in hospital being treated for cystic fibrosis. Another pivotal moment came later on, as it did with her classmate and friend Sharon, when they were accepted into the nursing program at the University of Prince Edward Island.  Knowing they were no longer on the waiting list for a program they so dearly wanted to be in, was a feeling they will never forget.

Looking Now

A sincere desire in all participants to give back to the community that supported, sustained, and nurtured them along the way.  One of the strongest themes to emerge from the post-secondary focus-group sessions was the deep desire by all participants to give back to the community. Very often during the sessions, participants expressed their sincere gratitude particularly to their Aboriginal community and also to wider communities for all the support they received to make their continuing education a reality.  Danielle reflects this desire when she comments, “I've always wanted to give back to the medical community that helped me, my parents, and my whole family.” Julie’s thoughtful response indicates the depth of her commitment to supporting people in her own community:

I thought that going into social work and mental health would be a lot more beneficial in giving back . . . hopefully one day I will actually be able to open my own clinic . . . [as] a psychologist who is Native and [who] actually knows what happens when you're growing up and having all these difficulties to deal with . . . I'm still helping people to heal, and I believe that the more beneficial way to do this, besides writing out a prescription, [is to] be able to talk and to see and actually know what you're feeling. . . . To help people to do that would be great to me.  I feel like [I'd be giving back] back to my community, to the medical field, to everybody. 

Lori noted that “[Achieving] a degree in Business would benefit me and the people that I work with. . . . I feel [today] that I am in a position that I am helping people.” 

Karen sees as one of her main missions to make young people aware of the systemic issues and problems that she herself experienced.  She works with elementary schools and high schools, both in Charlottetown and around Lennox Island, making teachers and students more aware of Aboriginal history and language and current realities. One of her main goals is to dispel some of the many myths that are still prevalent regarding Indigenous peoples. For Karen, this work is so critical to helping eliminate stereotyping and racism and in promoting mutual understanding and respect.  As she moves forward, this year completing her double major in history and anthropology with a view to becoming a teacher and continuing with her passion for historical research and oral history, Karen knows she will continue to fight stereotyping and racism every step of the way. 

Balancing care of self and care for others.  Julie powerfully expressed the importance of balance during her learning journey.  Many other heads nodded in support as she spoke: 

I always kept a balance between my academic life and my personal life.  I was really involved in sports and played at the university level and Canada games . . . so I also had that support group. Always having a team of girls, like twenty girls, to . . . hang out with and . . . ask them questions as well, because I didn't have any brothers or sisters going through university system with me at all . . . I had them.  

Jennifer responded by speaking eloquently to the issue of the challenges of multi-tasking, a reality for full- time parents pursing their studies.  In her words: 

I think it's a challenge when five times in a row someone is [asking] "can you get me water, can you get me water?" After the fifth time you're [thinking] “get your own water; there's the stool.” 

. . . It can be frustrating . . . you're trying to read something and something is due, there are deadlines, and somebody wants water or wants to go to the bathroom. . . . It can be really demanding.

Lori, who is the Aboriginal Justice Coordinator with the Mi'kmaq Confederacy of Prince Edward Island, knows there is one key way to achieve balance: “[From] my history and talking to my ancestors, we used the medicine wheel as balance.  And I teach that in my justice program, using the medicine wheel [to achieve] a balance in our lives.”

Looking Forward - Participants' Recommendations for the Future

Participants were asked in closing for their recommendations for supports to allow young Mi'kmaq learners from the elementary through post-secondary education to achieve their hopes and dreams. Even after two hours of sharing their own experiences, they were eager to share their final thoughts on necessary action to transform the lives of Aboriginal young people. The animated discussions about how to address the challenges faced by Aboriginal students resulted in the following clear, creative, and achievable suggestions.  They are listed in the order they were articulated as the focus groups drew to a close. 

1. Create community support teams for young people to reach out to, and especially those who do not have stable family/home situations. A key message for these teams to communicate is the need to be less dependent and more enterprising: “We have kids who are so sheltered in thinking that it's okay if you don't get an education, the band will help you, provide give you a house, give you money, look after your children. . . . And, they're badly misinformed.” 
2. Incorporate language and culture more faithfully in the school lives of Aboriginal young people and also infuse Indigenous themes more respectfully and holistically into the public school curriculum.
3. Establish a place on university and college campuses that Aboriginal students can call home.  The importance of a full-time support person there to offer meaningful guidance based on deeper level understanding of the issues Aboriginal students face, and to advocate for them, was underscored by all focus group participants.  This support was described as key to helping students move forward with their education goals. 
4. Engage community elders more actively at all levels of schooling. 
5. Create an advocate position in every school that serves Aboriginal youth. That person needs to work closely with guidance counselors to ensure that all students, especially in grades five to nine receive career guidance before they think of dropping out of school.
The one thing that I see . . . is to have an advocate, a person in authority who is designated to be your voice when you challenge the system, a liaison between the schools and the Aboriginal students that attend them, someone who can confront the racism and stereotyping that exists on both sides . . . in the schools and also in the Aboriginal communities, someone who is dedicated to working with youth at risk because of all the negative experiences they have had. (Karen)

6.  Launch “motivation camps” for young people that focus on nurturing a positive integrated self-image and offer opportunities for face-to-face conversations with successful role models from university and college levels.  The earlier they can begin the better.  Bring together students from many cultures to these programs. 

All of these suggestions speak to the determination of the focus-group participants to help young people to take ownership of their learning at all levels of the school system and to make their school lives more enriching, more engaging, and ultimately more successful. Well rooted in all their reflections during the focus-group sessions is the participants' deep belief that the more firmly centered classrooms are within the context of their communities, the smoother the daily journey of each learner will be, regardless of age, gender, and level.  Embedded in their concluding recommendations is a plea for educators to ensure that their classrooms are placed within their students' worlds, linked directly to their homes and communities, and places where personalized knowledge and experiences are valued and honoured. 

Finally, what struck us as a research team was the amazing resilience of the focus-group participants and how confident and self-affirmed they are despite all the racism and put-downs they have had to endure in the hands of professional educators and peers.  We were also reminded of how experiences of past racism situate and give reason to current conditions of First Nations students at all levels of the education system.

We conclude this report with quotes from two of the participants.  Embedded in them we hear a call for thoughtfully planned and immediate transformative action. 


It seems that nobody hears what we have to say about what would benefit us.  That’s why 


I wanted to come to this focus group to actually get some of my opinions and my 
recommendations heard. (Corinne)


Our Mi’kmaq culture is already . . . dying.  It's not going to get any more alive if we don't 


start picking up our socks and taking action on what we are talking about here. (Danielle)

A Closing Reflection on the Focus-Group Process

We came away from the focus-group sessions in full admiration of eight women whose road to education beyond high school has been full of setbacks and struggles.  Without exception, all of them have had to confront racist attitudes and values that have been carried since childhood. For them, the process of experiencing first-hand internalized racism and stereotypes has been extremely painful. We salute each and every one of them for their courage to share their experiences with us and to move forward on their personal learning journeys with such dedication and commitment.  We wish them all future learning environments where their dignity and worth is nurtured and fully affirmed.

Guidance from Elders
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“My Elders are the ones who look after me in all my needs. . . . They have been through some 
of the same situations and can guide me through when the times are tough” (Elston, 1991, p. 22).
Guidance from Elders
6.1 Meetings with Elders

The research team arranged meetings with Elders on two separate occasions. Three Elders were invited to lunch meetings to discuss the research findings and provide guidance in shaping the necessary actions to promote educational success for Mi’kmaq learners.  Two of the invited Elders were affiliated with Lennox Island First Nation and one with Abegweit First Nation.  Unfortunately, the Elder from Abegweit was unable to attend both meetings, and the research team regrets being unable to benefit from her knowledge of community needs and her years of experience.  The research team was privileged to meet with Marilyn Sark and Charlie Sark of Lennox Island First Nation.  Their guidance in this research was immensely valuable confirming our testimony and the many suggestions we heard from parents and learners.

Marilyn and Charlie were able to provide a picture of the history of education for Mi’kmaq on Prince Edward Island.  Marilyn works closely with the Aboriginal Women’s Association (AWA) and has a deep understanding of the issues facing Mi’kmaq learners through her current work with healthy development for Mi’kmaq children, as well as through her years as the community nurse and health advocate on Lennox Island and as a member of the Health Board for Prince County. Charlie has a long history in education, being among the first Mi’kmaq on Prince Edward Island to complete a secondary education and gain his university degree from Saint Dunstan’s University.  Charlie served as the education director for Lennox Island First Nation in the late 80’s and early 90’s providing him with a great deal of history and insight with respect to education. 

6.2 Elders’ Insights and Suggestions

Marilyn Sark described the wrap-around programs that the Aboriginal Women’s Association is using to ensure the healthy development of Mi’kmaq children.  Health and well-being are integral to educational success, and any educational initiatives should be holistic in nature, so as to promote healthy development in children: mentally, physically, emotionally, and spiritually.  Marilyn and Charlie both spoke about the detriments of drug and alcohol use and abuse among parents and youth in the First Nations communities.  The wrap-around approach adopted by AWA may help to curb the impact of parental substance abuse on the next generation.  


Charlie provided the research team with an historical perspective on education on Lennox Island.  Charlie stressed that students need relevant and meaningful curriculum, and it should be updated regularly.  He also stressed the need for more communication between schools, particularly to ease transitions and ensure continuity in supports.  Charlie mentioned that literacy issues, though a concern in the Mi’kmaq community, are also prevalent in the mainstream population and need to be addressed for all learners on Prince Edward Island.  When looking through an overview of the research findings, Charlie commented that the same recommendations have been around for 20–30 years.  He indicated that the phrase adopted by the research team, “It takes a community to educate a child to their fullest potential,” should be re-worded.  According to Charlie, “It takes a child to educate a community to their fullest potential.”  

Bearing this phrase in mind, it is time for organizations and communities to come together, to put Mi’kmaq learners first, and to take the necessary actions for promoting their success.

Towards Success for Mi’kmaq Learners on Prince Edward Island
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Towards Success for Mi’kmaq Learners on Prince Edward Island
7.1 Taking Responsibility to Educate Mi’kmaq Learners

In taking on the responsibility to organize, conduct, and complete this research study, members of the research team are conscious that parents, Elders, and professionals who care deeply about Mi’kmaq learners and their success have shared their truths, trusting that it will lead to positive change. Too often, research is conducted and disseminated, but the recommendations for urgently needed change are never implemented. When change does not take place it creates disappointment and is disheartening for those who understand that education can make a significant difference in the lives of children and young people who face the challenges documented in this research study. 


Unlike some other jurisdictions, Prince Edward Island has a distinct advantage: it is small. The population of Mi’kmaq learners we collectively serve together is also very small. Our investigation leads us to suggest that there are probably 300 learners attending schools in the Grade 1-12 educational system. This number is no bigger than the population of a mid-sized school. In any school that size, the staff know the learners well, and with proactive leadership and strong coordination it is possible to meet students’ needs. Therefore, it is possible to serve this small community of Mi’kmaq learners very well indeed, and guarantee the success of each and every student. It is untenable to do little to implement change after hearing testimony from Mi’kmaq parents and learners on Prince Edward Island that reveals racist attitudes, a lack of consistent support for their learning needs, and a disproportionate number of students placed in programs that prevent access to post-secondary education.


The findings in this study call for a sincerely committed gathering of those who are responsible for the learning needs of Mi’kmaq students to create a comprehensive, collectively developed, and shared educational strategy, supported by policies. More importantly, it demands that an action plan be developed for implementation in the next school year, 2009--2010, to carry Mi’kmaq learners into a more successful future.


Each agency has a role to play in the creation of the comprehensive strategy, which will take some time to develop, but in the meantime, each educational jurisdiction on Prince Edward Island has an ongoing responsibility to provide effective programs for each Mi’kmaq learner enrolled in early learning contexts, schools, and post-secondary institutions. These educational jurisdictions also have a duty to monitor, assess, and document learning needs, provide support to address those needs, and assess and record the progress of each learner in a systematic, carefully designed, and effective way. That is what a professionally delivered, quality education requires; no less is acceptable. Therefore, the recommendations arising from this research are of three kinds: the first focusing on the development of an Aboriginal Education Strategy, the second on creating Individual Success Plans for each Mi’kmaq student, and the third on building a range of caring, culturally safe, and relevant supports and programs that will contribute to enhancing the success of Mi’kmaq learners on Prince Edward Island.


Much is written, in this post-apology era about the urgent need to address what is referred to as an “educational gap” between Aboriginal and mainstream students. Best practices are well documented, available, and ready to implement.  We are poised as an Island community to make the recommended changes; let us not fail to accept the challenge and address our collective responsibility.

7.2 Understanding and Creating Success with and for Mi’kmaq Learners and Families

Success for Mi’kmaq learners takes place when those who provide support understand what it takes to make positive change that leads to success. These supportive individuals know that the legacy of residential schools, the impact of systemic racism, and the effect of ill-concealed biases all damage self-confidence, self-esteem, self-efficacy, and self-respect. They understand why learners and families may not trust educators or authority figures, and why some learners may get defensive, angry, or resentful. They do not take comments from learners or parents personally and they understand and forgive many of the behaviours or defense mechanisms that many learners use as protection from pain. These individuals believe in the capacity and strength of Mi’kmaq learners, and an increasing number are Mi’kmaq or Aboriginal themselves.  They understand what it means to advocate for change, wait patiently, share power, make space, stand beside, and never give up on any Mi’kmaq learner even if they walk away from the learning institution, damage property, or themselves. Individuals who support Mi’kmaq learners and families never condone behaviour that is unacceptable, but they guide with wisdom, care, and balance, and quietly, and sometimes very honestly, encourage young learners to strive for the improvements they want to see in their lives. They know that “human relationships are at the heart of schooling” (Cummins, 1996, p. 1). They realize that trust and respect have to be earned and that it is sometimes necessary to go beyond the call of duty, as testimony from the focus groups revealed, in order to help a Mi’kmaq learner through a particularly difficult challenge, one of many they may encounter in the effort to succeed against obstacles that may not face more privileged learners. Supportive people know that body language, facial expressions, proximity, tone, volume, gestures, and language all convey their attitudes and that being real, genuine, and authentic are the most important elements in building relationships with Mi’kmaq learners; indeed with all learners. Finally, individuals who really want to help Mi’kmaq students to experience success understand their own privileges of gender, race, ethnicity, class, socioeconomic level, education, or age and they do not take them for granted, nor do they carry them as burdens of guilt. They use their power, privilege, and knowledge to support and open doors, to create change, and above all, to help learners to make their own way to achieve success on their own terms and in their own ways.

In our efforts to promote success with Aboriginal learners over many years, we have found Jim Cummins’s Intervention for Collaborative Empowerment to be very helpful in understanding that both macro- and micro- interactions between educators and learners have the ability to transform or exclude; to empower or disempower. Cummins writes about the way “micro-interactions between educators and students form an interpersonal or an interactional space within which the acquisition of knowledge and formation of identity is negotiated” (1996, p. 144). The framework is reproduced in Appendix C and will be used in the process of dissemination that will accompany the distribution of this report.

In addition, we find the concept of wrap-around programs, used in many Aboriginal communities, provides a model for our recommendations. We are grateful to Marilyn Sark, a respected Mi’kmaq Elder, for reminding us all that this approach provides non-judgmental safety and support for all learners.

7.3 Planning Collaboratively to Promote Success for Mi’kmaq Learners
7.3.1 A Comprehensive, Shared Educational Strategy for Promoting the Success

Partners and stakeholders at the policy level need to come together to develop a comprehensive strategy that provides a shared vision and direction for the creation of changes to promote success for Mi’kmaq learners from the early childhood to the post-secondary level. In this small province, however, if a great deal of the time and energy of key personnel are directed towards the development of this strategy alone, then much-needed immediate change may be delayed. Therefore, the strategy needs to become a long-term goal that will take over a year to carefully develop, and should not prohibit immediate implementation of the proposed action plan. Key decision makers in each jurisdiction need to be involved in drafting the strategy. The group should include individuals with the knowledge and perspectives necessary to develop a vision and direction for Aboriginal learners, as well as the authority to make decisions on behalf of the agencies they represent.  A lengthy bureaucratic process should be circumvented if possible.

Ongoing consultation with the field during development, followed by time for responses to the document, will help to build support for and ownership of the strategy. Processes for updating and revising the strategy need to be included.

7.3.2 Individual Success Plans 

The Mi’kmaq population on Prince Edward Island is quite small, and so with a concerted and collaborative effort, Individual Success Plans can be developed and implemented for each Mi’kmaq student.  Modeled on the concept of Individual Educational Plans (IEPs), though not replacing IEPs, success plans are developed by the appropriate educational jurisdiction from the early childhood to the post-secondary level in cooperation with parents (and learners, when appropriate).  These plans need to include specific annual targets for each learner, as they will guide the longitudinal development of academic and personal success of every Mi’kmaq learner on Prince Edward Island.  Parental and student involvement in this process is critically important. Static plans that sit in files do not create the kind of shared commitment to positive and dynamic change that is envisioned.  A holistic conception of success needs to be adopted so that all aspects of the learner’s academic and personal development are considered.  

Success teams will need to be established in each jurisdiction and learning context to develop, implement, and monitor success plans based on individual student’s strengths and needs.  These teams will meet every month at the institutional level and bi-annually at the educational jurisdictional level to ensure the targets for each student are being achieved and that the plan is effective. Changes in the plans will take place as required. An annual report on the success of each student will be provided to parents, learners (when appropriate), and to education directors of each First Nation community when the learners are attending public schools or learning programs. An anonymous summary of students’ success will also be provided to the Mi’kmaq Confederacy and the respective Department of Education by each educational jurisdiction.

7.3.3 Incorporation of Culture and Language

The overwhelming message from the parent interviews and focus groups with students calls for the incorporation of culture and language in educational contexts on Prince Edward Island.  This result is strongly supported in the literature (Bell et al., 2004; CMEC, 2008; Cummins, 1996; Fulford, 2007; Henchey, 2005; Richards et al., 2008).  One of the key characteristics of Aboriginal learning is that it “is rooted in Aboriginal cultures and languages” (CCL, 2007, p. 7).  Participants indicated that Mi’kmaq culture and language are integral to their identity.  Cultural and linguistic integration is about far more than respecting Mi’kmaq and other Aboriginal students: it is about valuing and fostering positive individual identity development and, when desired by the learner, collective identity development.

The integration of culture and language can be given token acceptance in what is sometimes referred to as the “fur and feathers” model. While Mi’kmaq or Aboriginal identity is supported through visible evidence of symbols, posters, artifacts, artistic representations of Indigenous society, and the inclusion of Aboriginal crafts in the curriculum, learning institutions need to go much further and ensure that integration takes place across the curriculum and infuses language arts, mathematics, social studies, and science, and all areas of learning. All learners in Canadian schools need to understand the history of Aboriginal peoples, the treaties, and the residential school period. Teaching students about stereotyping, appropriation, bias, and the legal rights of Aboriginal people can help to create understanding of a rights-based, anti-racist position, which forms the basis for a democratic society committed to enacting and living the charters, human rights legislation, treaties, and laws. 

The Department of Education is only one of the agencies that need to make a commitment to the integration of Indigenous content into the curriculum. All schools and all educators from the early years to the post-secondary level have a role to play in this process and need to be supported in their efforts. Hesitancy, sometimes due to a lack of knowledge or confidence, and access to appropriate curriculum and resources act as obstacles for educators who may wish to integrate Indigenous content into their daily planning and delivery of programs. Support for educators in required.

Providing instruction in the Mi’kmaq language sends a powerful message to Mi’kmaq learners and families about the value that is placed on language retrieval and revival. The option to substitute studies in the Mi’kmaq language for studies in the French language needs to be given serious consideration on Prince Edward Island. 

Developing coherent and vibrant Mi’kmaq language-learning opportunities is a challenge. The number of fluent speakers is limited on Prince Edward Island, and individuals who do speak the language may not want to teach. Blending language teaching with curricula based on Aboriginal themes will help to ensure that teaching and learning is exciting and engaging. The Aboriginal Educational Strategy will need to carefully present approaches to address this need at various levels in the system. The Maori Te Kohanga Reo (language nests) model provides a powerful example and the success of the Mi’kmaq immersion sites in Eskasoni are now supported by recent research (Denny & Sock, 2009; Sock, Tompkins, & Orr, 2009). The integration of Mi’kmaq language needs to be carefully implemented over time, and successes during the implementation process need to be celebrated. Drawing on the experiences and expertise from linguistically strong communities like Eskasoni will be beneficial.

7.3.4 Community and Parental Involvement and Support


Involving parents in the education of their children is crucially important in any Aboriginal context. Parental involvement helps to rebuild trust in the educational system following the residential school era. Parents who take an active role in encouraging their children to participate fully in all educational experiences act as a powerful force for positive change. Evidence in this study clearly shows that Mi’kmaq parents want to see more communication with schools and other learning institutions. They are committed to seeing their children succeed and they are seeking more involvement and information. Responding to parents requires a special effort by all the educational jurisdictions serving Mi’kmaq learners. 


Reaching out to Aboriginal parents takes extra time. It often means travelling from schools or learning sites to communities or homes, and, above all, it means that relationships have to be developed and maintained as understanding is fostered. Helping busy educators realize that taking time to communicate with Mi’kmaq parents will make a big difference in terms of the academic success experienced by the learners is one thing, but supporting this time in tangible ways that facilitate educators’ communication with parents is also very important. In some jurisdictions, early school closures enable educators to visit homes or communities. In others, a regular lunchtime session for parents of specific groups of students is held in a location within an Aboriginal community. Creative approaches need to be developed, and when a successful model is established, it needs to be documented and shared so it becomes a sustainable practice.


Parents need access to educational supports including family literacy and parenting programs, as well as counseling. These supports need to be available as home-based as well as community-based options. A recent study focusing on health practices in Mi’kmaq communities (Critchley, Bull, Jadis, & Walker, 2009) provides recommendations with respect to improving parental education in the Mi’kmaq communities. Parents need encouragement: Nobody wants to be involved in an educational context if they encounter cold or negative attitudes. Schools in particular can be alienating places for Aboriginal parents. Educators may not realize how uncomfortable and out of place parents can feel in many learning institutions. Special greetings and a welcoming presence in all learning environments serving Mi’kmaq learners need to be consciously developed, and feedback from the community should determine the effectiveness of the efforts. Sharing good news about students’ progress is vitally important in promoting success. Hearing nothing but negative feedback is most disheartening: Identifying strengths and providing encouragement along with constructive feedback is important. Educators may need specific professional development to enable them to understand the importance of open and supportive communication with parents.

7.3.5 Professional Learning Opportunities for Educators
 

 Providing teachers and educators with the knowledge, understanding, and awareness of Mi’kmaq society and Aboriginal education so they can implement effective and empowering teaching practices requires a concerted effort across educational jurisdictions. Many changes in curriculum and student-support services across Prince Edward Island increase the demands on teachers and educators; however, Mi’kmaq students are clustered in schools and early learning centres in two main areas.  A focused and targeted approach with a series of workshops or courses offered to educators in these most densely populated areas would be the most efficient way to have a positive impact on the learning of as many Mi’kmaq learners in as short a time as possible.  

Providing workshops on a regular basis for educators in schools serving small numbers of Aboriginal students can also be effective. As always, sustainability is a key factor. Many of the approaches and strategies recommended for diverse student populations, including new immigrants, may be applicable.  Anti-racist education provides one approach that can help to change attitudes. The Diversity Committee of the Department of Education may have already started to work on implementing anti-racist curriculum and programs.

Personnel to provide workshops and courses may need to be drawn from Nova Scotia and New Brunswick where excellent programs have been in place for some time. Resource people from Prince Edward Island may also need to be provided with additional support and training to prepare for the delivery of workshops and courses on specific topics.

7.3.6 Supports for Learners  

Learners need access to homework supports, counseling services, recreational programs, assessments, and resource support in all places of learning. Addressing challenges as early as possible and ensuring that success plans focus on the specific needs of learners, both academic and social-emotional, is a key factor in promoting success.  Teachers, support workers and counselors need support. Success teams that involve educators in working together to improve the academic and personal success of Mi’kmaq students can act as motivational forces in maintaining the efforts to implement success plans. The celebration of successes and involvement of learners, parents, community Elders, and leaders in the efforts to implement change can make a big difference in the overall efforts to encourage learners to strive, work hard, and succeed.  

Wrap-around programs convey a sense of guardianship and caring for the well-being and achievement of every Mi’kmaq student. Every student needs to feel constant, unwavering support and belief in their ability to succeed if they are going to experience success against many obstacles. Regular and collective celebration of small achievements increases and shares the sense of moving forward together as the whole community works to promote academic and personal change. Thinking of the long-term benefits can help educators to avoid frustrations that may develop from day to day as they support Mi’kmaq learners through challenges.

7.3.7 Communication, Accountability, and Clarity

This study has revealed issues related to communication, issues that are not confined to the school--parent level. There are no formal mechanisms in place to promote communication among and between the individuals and agencies supporting the success of Mi’kmaq learners. No agency is bringing people together, and there are no shared plans or processes to help everyone move forward. In addition, there is a lack of clarity with respect to roles, responsibilities, and accountability. There are no guidelines available that provide clear direction with respect to the lines of communication. The classic issue of Mi’kmaq learners “falling through the cracks” was revealed in the research. Even students with diagnosed special needs and Individual Education Plans in place are sometimes lost in the transition between schools or learning agencies. When parents are unaware of assessments, or are not involved in decisions relating to their children’s education, and when regular communication does not take place, particularly as the learners get older, it isn’t long before there is no exchange of information taking place and learners do not receive the supports they need. 

There are some problems related to accountability. It is not clear that established procedures are in place to ensure that Mi’kmaq students’ needs are fully documented at all levels in the system. It was not evident that meetings between agencies to check on learning progress take place on a regular basis. Mechanisms to facilitate communication between the education directors in First Nations’ communities and the learning agencies mandated to deliver education and report on students’ learning are not evident in written policies and guidelines or in established practices. Procedures relating to communication with Mi’kmaq parents are the same as those for all learners in the system but are insufficient if parental involvement and awareness of children’s needs are to be assured.

Educational jurisdictions need to establish clear procedures to ensure that the needs of each Mi’kmaq student is documented, communicated to parents, and, when necessary, to the education directors in the Mi’kmaq communities. New programs need to be planned carefully, and should be documented and monitored to ensure success. Accountability demands that at any time an agency or individual educator can show visible, tangible evidence of programs that meet a learner’s needs and of documented progress towards established learning outcomes and targets.

The research team is recommending that success plans be established, in addition to any IEPs that may also be required. The focus of the success plans needs to be proactive and forward thinking with all stakeholders involved. At any time in an early learning, school or  post-secondary context, it should be possible for those in a position of responsibility to know, understand, and be able to report on the achievement levels, the special programs that may be in place, as well as the successes or challenges experienced by the learner. Accountability helps to ensure that checks and balances exist, but without caring and commitment to the success of Mi’kmaq learners, any accountability procedure becomes a hollow administrative exercise and a waste of time for all involved. 

The research team is not making these suggestions lightly. The team understands how challenging it can be to plan for, engage, and promote the success of any marginalized, minority, and culturally different group. The history of education is littered with documented failures to address the learning needs of minority students in ways that make a difference. Efforts to make change have failed in too many cases. It may seem harsh to suggest that the educational system on Prince Edward Island may have failed our Mi’kmaq learners, but the testimony from parents and learners does suggest that those who experience academic success have often done so in spite of obstacles, discouragement, and systemic racism and with the support of committed individuals, not the entire system. We cannot allow that same story to be shared again in five or ten years’ time. It is our challenge as a community committed to making tangible, measurable change in the academic and personal success of Mi’kmaq students to work together openly and regularly to make a difference.

In order to guarantee that success takes place, all jurisdictions need to track attendance, retention, graduation, special needs, assessments for special needs, and performance in provincial and national tests in order to have statistical evidence to support the systematic efforts that are put in place. Documenting overall progress is very important. Without the statistical evidence, we will be unable to measure or prove that changes are taking place. 

Processes to follow up on this research need to be established now, including plans to complete further research on the learning needs of off-reserve learners, early learners, and learners at the post-secondary level. A five-year follow-up study is suggested. The breadth and scope will be limited and the reporting will not be onerous if the success plans are in place and annual reports are maintained. Any external team of researchers or evaluators can be provided with concrete evidence that the system is working. In order to ensure that the funds provided by The Mi’kmaq Confederacy for this research study were well spent, the Confederacy will need to establish accountability and reporting systems as soon as possible and act as the guardian of change.

Programs implemented across Prince Edward Island to help promote success should be documented as they evolve. This applies to Mi’kmaq language and cultural programs, homework clubs, counseling programs, programs to address special needs, parenting and family support programs, and initiatives such as the success camps recommended in the following section on role models and leadership development.

7.3.8 Role Models and Leadership Development


Learners, parents, educators, and Elders all stressed the vital importance of role models and leaders who actively encourage success. Over and over again, researchers heard about the very special individuals who acted as role models and supports for successful learners. Aboriginal role models, including learners, educators, parents, community leaders, Elders, and others need to become actively involved in the lives and learning efforts of Mi’kmaq students. A provincial list of resource people willing to travel to share their stories and offer encouragement needs to be developed, distributed, and maintained on a website or a place that is accessible. Some limited funds to offset travel costs would help to maintain the presence of role models in schools. Aboriginal role models are desperately needed, and male role models in particular should be drawn into these efforts. 


Annual leadership and success camps would provide a venue for youth to gather together to share their dreams and successes, develop skills, build community, and gain strength. Dynamic energy is generated in groups that include Mi’kmaq youth leaders, role models, and young people who are developing their identity and their plans for the future. 


The annual leadership and success camp does not need to be long. Even two days together provides the opportunity to focus and take time to reflect and connect with like-minded others. The guidance of Elders and an opportunity to incorporate traditional healing and health practices into the lives of young people can provide inspiration and offer direction and support to establish healthy behaviours and choices.


Rotating the organization of the annual camp between all stakeholders would increase the sustainability of the initiative. One year the event might be hosted by Lennox Island First Nation; other years, by Abegweit First Nation, the Mi’kmaq Confederacy, or the Native Council. The University of Prince Edward Island or Holland College, the Department of Education, the Eastern School District or the Western School Board may also wish to host. Creating a partnership around the success-camp concept would help to bring people together around a shared endeavour. Youth between the ages of 14–18 might be participants in the camp with leadership and organization coming from individuals aged 19–35. External funding for a pilot success camp might be sought to start this initiative.

7.3.9 Access to Inspiring Spaces and Shared Recreational Activities


This research reveals an urgent request from youth to provide space for gathering together in inspiring and inviting places in their communities, schools, and learning contexts. These spaces and places need to be staffed with supportive and knowledgeable individuals, and adults who are role models often make very good organizers. The presence of Elders on a regular basis and access to a variety of recreational activities, both in the community and within the Province, make a big difference for young people. Incorporating some traditional cultural activities is strongly recommended. 

Such a space is now available on campus at the University of Prince Edward Island. Funded with external funds generated by Dr. Kim Critchley and her team, the Maoi Omi Aboriginal Student Centre is staffed by an Aboriginal role model, Julie Bull. An active Aboriginal Students’ Association under the leadership of president, Ashley Jadis, vice-president, Stephanie Jadis, and their committee members is providing leadership on campus and serves as a positive example for schools and other post-secondary institutions serving Aboriginal students. This request for space and more recreational activities, which researchers have heard for several years (Department of Education, 2001; Timmons et al., 2004; Timmons et al., 2006), continues to be expressed as a pressing and important need. 

Boredom and lack of opportunity to pursue interesting and engaging recreational activities contributes to feelings of malaise, alienation, and isolation. It also leaves young people vulnerable to risk-taking behaviours documented in previous research (Timmons et al., 2004). In turn, without guidance and intervention, risk-taking can lead to absenteeism from school, disengagement, depression, and other issues. Cycles of failure occur in too many Aboriginal communities across Canada. Clear messages from youth over several years in research studies indicate that access to special spaces and recreational activities are urgently and dramatically required in all locations. Ignoring these recommendations comes at a high cost in terms of wasted potential. Talented, capable, and intelligent young Mi’kmaq, with the potential to become leaders in their communities and provinces, need to be provided with facilities and programs to address these expressed needs.

7.3.10 Dedicated, Committed Advocates, Champions, Friends, Elders, and Allies


This research has repeatedly documented the significant contribution of many dedicated, committed, and caring advocates, champions, friends, Elders and allies who make a difference on a daily basis for Mi’kmaq youth. Many of these individuals share smiles, offer encouragement, notice achievement, provide academic support, share laughter, listen with empathy, clear the way, open doors, or advocate for individual students and their needs. Volunteers and paid employees in places like the Native Council of Prince Edward Island, the Mi’kmaq Confederacy Friendship Centre, the Aboriginal Women’s Association, churches and organizations promoting healing, schools and early learning centres, and in communities are making a big difference. They provide support, skills, knowledge, and resources for young people. Many individuals were mentioned by name as making a difference in the lives of young Mi’kmaq learners and were held as role models by young Mi’kmaq learners. 

Advocates and volunteers also need a support network and opportunities to share their successes and failures.  There are few opportunities for advocates to gather and share what is often demanding and difficult work. While advocates and volunteers expressed joy and pleasure in the many successes they had supported and witnessed over the years, they also shared their feelings of being alone and spoke of a sense of isolation, loneliness, fatigue, and sometimes burn-out and frustration from their many years of efforts. These important allies are not sharing their success stories or benefitting from the experience of others. Instead, they are “going it alone” far too often. Few people notice the hours of extra time; the dedication and the effort. None of these individuals ask for credit; rather, they wonder if anyone else was doing the same kind of work. The researcher team strongly feels that there needs to be opportunities for these individuals to gather with Mi’kmaq youth and celebrate, and to gather together to share best practices for offering support. 

7.4 Conclusion
In this research, the research team started to use the phrase, “It takes a community to educate a child to their fullest potential.”  Elders reminded that, “It takes a child to educate a community to its fullest potential.” These phrases call for a commitment to the shared responsibility we all have for the education of Mi’kmaq students on Prince Edward Island. These words remind us to listen to the voices of young Mi’kmaq and to make the changes they are requesting. Their wisdom and advice needs to be heard. Our shared goals must result in positive change for Mi’kmaq learners so we can witness them succeeding at the same levels as other students attending learning institutions on Prince Edward Island.
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Introduction 

The establishment of a partnership agreement between the Mi’kmaq Confederacy of Prince Edward Island, the federal government, and the government of Prince Edward Island on December 1, 2007, marks the beginning of new and hopeful change for Mi’kmaq children, youth, and adults accessing education to improve their lives and their communities. The agreement opens possibilities for more  extensive collaboration and cooperation between governments and agencies to ensure that Mi’kmaq learners receive the supports they need to experience success in their educational endeavors.  

Research conducted on Prince Edward Island (PEI) and other educational jurisdictions in Canada as well as globally clearly identifies the need to provide additional supports for Aboriginal learners at all levels, if academic success in mainstream contexts is to take place (Battiste, 1999, 2000, 2003, 2004; Bell, 2004; Critchley et al., 2006, 2007a, 2007b; Fulford, 2007; Timmons et al. 2004, 2006). The legacy of residential schools and the complex impact of colonialism requires an analysis which considers multiple factors including the generation of hope, resilience, and strength which are often found within the history, culture, community connections, and relationships with Aboriginal Elders and mentors. Promotion of academic success for Aboriginal students requires the provision of an education which both challenges and supports learners so their success is fostered. 

Clear baseline data against which academic and personal successes can be measured, evaluated, assessed, and celebrated is a vital aspect of the recovery process evident in many Aboriginal contexts in Canada as well as Prince Edward Island. This proposal provides a research framework and approach to establish an educational profile for Mi’kmaq learners accessing education at the pre-school, school, and post-secondary levels.

Context and Problem  

A limited amount of data presently exists regarding the number of Mi’kmaq students from Prince Edward Island attending pre-school, school, and post-secondary educational institutions. Even less data exists on the percentages of Mi’kmaq students in the system who do not complete their education due to many factors. Optional self-identification on school and post-secondary information forms is an unreliable method for identifying Mi’kmaq students within the provincial educational system with the result that statistical information produced in this way is often inaccurate. In addition, no provincial assessment results are available on the achievement levels of Mi’kmaq students in literacy and numeracy. As a result, it is difficult to accurately identify the educational needs and the range of support required to enable Mi’kmaq children, youth, and their families to experience optimal success within the provincial system. 

Statistical data on the number of Mi’kmaq students living in the Abegweit and Lennox Island First Nations communities and attending schools is available; however, at least 50% of students accessing education live off-reserve and attend the public schools or post-secondary institutions, particularly in Charlottetown and Summerside. These numbers are estimates only at this time which makes it difficult to develop a systematic approach to address the academic and social-emotional needs of Mi’kmaq students. 

Baseline data on enrollment, attendance, retention rates, academic achievement, graduation rates, and literacy and numeracy levels for Mi’kmaq students would facilitate the assessment of longitudinal progress, access to funding for support programs to promote educational achievement, and also provide accurate information to the First Nations communities and their partners in efforts to raise the educational levels of Mi’kmaq learners.

Research Goals, Approaches, and Issues 

The lack of information related to the academic performance of Mi’kmaq students on Prince Edward Island is acting as an obstacle to the provision of adequate and sustainable educational services and supports to improve the lives and achievement levels of these learners at all levels. At this time there is a need to develop consistent, collaborative, long-term, policy-based educational interventions for Mi’kmaq learners in the educational system. These programs and services need to consider the overall health and wellness of learners as well as their academic needs. In particular, these interventions need to draw on the strength of the Mi’kmaq culture and involve role models and Elders. While these approaches are being used effectively in other jurisdictions and to some extent on Prince Edward Island, further information and the provision of research-based data on academic performance will enable the partners to create collaborative policies and innovative programs as well as much-needed action plans with clear goals and targets for progress.  

Gathering baseline information related to the population of Mi’kmaq learners on Prince Edward Island must take place in a sensitive, careful, and culturally acceptable way. In the past Mi’kmaq communities have expressed their desire to be involved in conversations and interviews related to the education and health needs of their children and youth, and indeed several studies have used qualitative methodologies to identify and document these needs (Timmons et al., 2007). However, there is also a need to provide more quantitative data and to start gathering more specific information related to academic achievement and attainment as well as the special needs of Mi’kmaq learners. 

This research program will focus on compiling existing information and research data, as well as new research knowledge, into a database and reporting format which can be used to create benchmarks that facilitate the evaluation of the success of Mi’kmaq learners into the future. The information needs to be credible and statistically robust. In addition, important qualitative data needs to be gathered and analyzed to provide specific information related to the kinds of services and supports that will make a significant difference for Mi’kmaq learners.

Research Questions 

1. What is the educational profile of Mi’kmaq learners accessing educational services at the pre-school, school, and post-secondary levels on Prince Edward Island?

1.1. How many pre-school children are attending early childhood, daycare, and kindergarten programs?
1.2. What kind of early childhood, daycare, and kindergarten programs are Mi’kmaq pre-school children attending and for how long?
1.3. What are the identified special needs within the Mi’kmaq pre-school population and what kinds of interventions are in place to address these needs?
1.4. How many Mi’kmaq students are attending schools, in which locations and grade levels?
1.5. What are the identified special needs of Mi’kmaq students attending schools and what kinds of long-term, established programs are in place to address their needs?
1.6. What are the graduation levels of Mi’kmaq high-school students for the last five years on Prince Edward Island?
1.7. What are the high-school retention levels of Mi’kmaq students over the last five years?
1.8. How many Mi’kmaq students have accessed post-secondary education over the last five years? Where are these students enrolling in post-secondary education and in which programs?
1.9. What are the retention and graduation levels for Mi’kmaq students from post-secondary institutions? 
2. Given that no provincial test results in literacy and numeracy are presently available for the population of Mi'kmaq students, what can be stated with any confidence about the academic achievement levels of Mi’kmaq students accessing education in Prince Edward Island? 

3. What are the educational programs and supports required for Mi’kmaq students at all levels in the educational system in order for them to experience higher degrees of academic and personal success as they strive to overcome historical and systemic obstacles?

Research Team 

A team of researchers working together in conjunction with the Centre for Education Research (CER) at the University of Prince Edward Island (UPEI), will manage, organize, and guide this research program. 

The CER is a multi-disciplinary education research organization located on the campus of the University of Prince Edward Island and directed by Dr. Ray Doiron. It is dedicated to initiating and promoting socially responsible, change-oriented educational research and scholarly activities which are predicated on the principles of collaboration, community participation, equity, and social justice. To advance these objectives, the CER will actively promote the mobilization and dissemination of the new and existing knowledge created by this project to enhance Mi’kmaq and Aboriginal communities on a local, regional, national, and international basis. Close communications will also be maintained between the Centre for Education Research and the Children’s Health Applied Research Team (CHART) at the University of Prince Edward Island whose research team has extensive experience with health research within Aboriginal communities.

Dr. Vianne Timmons, Vice-President, Academic Programs at the University of Prince Edward Island, who has extensive background in conducting research and programs in several Mi’kmaq communities in Atlantic Canada will act as a research advisor on this research study. 

Dr. Fiona Walton, Associate Professor, Faculty of Education, will provide the management, direction, and overall coordination of the program. Dr. Walton is involved in leading and delivering the Specialization in Aboriginal Education within the University of Prince Edward Island, Faculty of Education, along with her colleague, Dr. Basil Favaro. She coordinates the Master of Education program for a cohort of Inuit educators in Nunavut and is involved in actively researching Inuit and Mi’kmaq education. 

Dr. Basil Favaro, Associate Professor, Faculty of Education, will also be involved in supporting the research with a particular focus on best practices and the development of enterprise in programs for Mi’kmaq learners. 

Dr. Tess Miller is an expert in student assessment and evaluation, and when she joins the Faculty of Education in July 2008, she will be invited to join the research team and provide expertise related to the assessment aspects of the project. 

Dr. Tim Goddard, the newly appointed Dean of the Faculty of Education, is bringing extensive experience within First Nations education to his new role. Dr. Goddard will be asked to join the team of researchers working on this project.

Research capacity will be developed by hiring a Mi’kmaq research coordinator and research assistant who will be directly involved in conducting the research at the community and institutional levels. The mentoring of Mi’kmaq researchers is seen as an important goal in this program. In addition, pre-service students from the Faculty of Education Specialization in Aboriginal Education will be engaged in several activities to support this research project.

Research Program 

Phase One – Three Months:- May, June & July, 2008

1.  A Research Ethics Proposal will be developed and submitted with consideration of the challenges involved in conducting ethically based research with Mi’kmaq communities, families, and learners. 

2. A detailed research plan will be developed in cooperation with the Mi’kmaq Confederacy, Lennox Island, and Abegweit First Nations communities, the Native Council of Prince Edward Island, the CER, the Department of Education, Holland College, and other relevant partners to ensure that supports are in place to facilitate access to quantitative and qualitative data and promote regular communication as the research is conducted, analyzed and reported. 

3. Interview protocols developed and piloted in schools. 

4. In accordance with the ethical guidelines, the existing research, educational reports, and statistical data the resulting information will be systematically gathered and analyzed to start the compilation of a detailed educational profile for Mi’kmaq learners at all levels in the PEI educational system.  

Phase Two – Three Months- August, September & October, 2008

1. An analysis of enrollment, attendance and retention rates, graduation levels, as well as specific programs enrolled in and completed over the last five years will be completed. Identifying all Mi’kmaq learners is the goal of the research; however, this may prove to be a difficult task, and researchers may need to depend on the best available samples with the results compiled into a database. 

2. Key professionals in the main educational institutions serving Mi’kmaq students at all levels will be interviewed to determine the numbers of children, youth, and young adults with special needs presently receiving student supports and to request opinions related to academic and special needs that are not currently being addressed within the system. These sites will be identified with the support of the Mi’kmaq Confederacy in addition to counselors, social workers, resource teachers, psychologists, administrators, and others identified as having specific and detailed knowledge related to the educational needs of Mi’kmaq children and youth. The interviews will be transcribed, verified, analyzed, and reported. 

3. Following consultation with the Mi’kmaq Confederacy, focus groups will take place, comprised of six successful Mi’kmaq graduates from each of the high-school, college, and university levels, who are currently acting as role models within the Mi’kmaq communities on Prince Edward Island. In addition, focus groups will be conducted made up of small groups of learners presently enrolled in educational institutions at the school and post-secondary levels from identified sites across Prince Edward Island to identify the kinds of supports and services that these individuals believe can make a difference for other Mi’kmaq learners in the educational system. The focus-group data will be transcribed, verified, analyzed, and reported. Mi’kmaq research coordinators and assistants will be trained and mentored to conduct the focus groups and transcribe, verify and analyze the qualitative data. 

Phase Three – Two Months- November & December, 2008

1. A draft research report will be completed and circulated to all partners for input and comment. A focus group made up of carefully selected partners will take place to seek feedback and input before the final report is completed and disseminated. A dissemination plan will be developed by the researchers and the CER to ensure that the results of this research are shared widely in order to raise awareness related to the needs of Mi’kmaq learners on Prince Edward Island.
Appendix B – Overview of School Funding
(Fulford, 2007, p.327)
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Appendix C – Cummins’s Intervention for Collaborative Empowerment
(Cummins, 1996, p. 138)
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Appendix D – Parent Interview Guide
Thank you for taking the time to meet with us today.  As you know, we are working on a project to promote educational success for Mi’kmaq learners, so we are going to ask you about the educational history of your family.  I will also remind you that your participation is completely voluntary and the data will be coded to protect the identities of yourself and your family.  You can withdraw from the project at any time, and we will destroy all the information.  

Tell me about your family.  (How many children do you have?  What are their names? Genders? Would you mind sharing their birth dates?) 

Describe your own education experiences.  (Where did you attend school?  What level of education did you obtain?)

Describe the educational path of each of your children. (What level of education are they currently pursuing and what schools are they attending?)

Would you say that your children are above average, average, or below average students?  Why and in what ways?

Have any of your children ever been held back?  If so, describe the circumstances surrounding this event.

Have your children ever been formally assessed for any learning challenges?  

Do your children have any special educational needs?  Are these being addressed by the school(s) they attend?  If so, how are they being addressed?  If not, why not?

Do you feel that the educational institutions are meeting the needs of your children?  Why or why not?  What else would you like to see for your children?

Do you recall if your children have attended any early childhood or other educational program such as those in this list?  If so, for how long?  

Family Literacy Program ______

Spell Read Canada______

Headstart______

Mi’kmaq Family Resource Centre_____

Can you suggest any supports which may help to promote greater success for your children and other Mi’kmaq learners?

Tell us about the communication between you and the school?

Would you allow us to follow up with the agencies and schools your children attend to discuss their educational needs?  

What band are you affiliated with/belong to?

Is there anything else that you would like to add?

We will leave you with our contact information.  If anyone you know is interested in participating in this project, feel free to pass along our information.  Thank you again for your time.

Appendix E – Key Professional Interview Guide
University of Prince Edward Island

Success for Mi’kmaq Learners

Follow-up Information Form – Key Professionals

Student’s Name:




Parent’s Name:




What level has the child completed as of December 2008? _____

How would you describe the child’s attendance?
   Excellent
   Fair    Poor 

For each area below, please indicate at what level the child is functioning.

Literacy


  Below Level
  At Level
  Above Level 

Numeracy


  Below Level
  At Level 
  Above Level 

Social/Emotional Development Challenges
  Minimal  
  Moderate
  Serious  

Has the student repeated a grade?  
  Yes 
  No    Comment__________________

If applicable, check the appropriate level of high-school program.

  Academic 

  General 
  Alternative

  Other _______________

Thank you for checking below if a formal assessment for learning challenges has taken place: 

  Reading




  Hearing 

  Reading Comprehension  


  Physical Disability 

  Speech 




  Multiple Challenges

  Behaviour 




  Other  _________________________

  Intellectual Assessment




Does the student have any identified special needs? 
  Yes

  No 
 

If so, how are these being addressed?

  IEP 



  Modified program 


  Adapted Program 

  Resource 

  Reading Recovery 

  Other ____________________________

Are there additional services that you believe would benefit this student?

Please add any further comments that need to be considered.

________________________________


________________



Signature




Date

Appendix F – Complete Parent Recommendations with Frequencies
	Suggestion
	No.
	Suggestion
	No.
	Suggestion
	No.

	Support for Parents


	12
	Transition Programs
	2
	Native Studies Program at UPEI
	1

	Professional Development for Cultural Sensitivity 
	10
	Aboriginal Teachers/Tutors 
	11
	Aboriginal Role Models in Schools
	1

	Mi'kmaq Language Course
	25
	Post-secondary Supports
	1
	Aboriginal Education Committee
	1

	Cultural Integration
	39
	Designated Space for Aboriginal People
	5
	Addressing Stereotypes
	1

	Aboriginal Credit Course
	18
	More Schools in Communities
	3
	Individualized Learning Plans
	1

	Aboriginal Advocate
	12
	Dare Program
	1
	Increased Meal Allowances
	3

	In-Class Support
	22
	Aboriginal Library Resources
	1
	Resource person at UPEI for Guidance
	1

	Consistency in Supports over time
	12
	On-site Health Nurse 
	1
	Greater Access to Upgrading
	4

	Quality After-School Programs in Communities
	17
	Study Skills Course for Jr. High
	1
	More Teachers Trained to Work with Special Needs
	2

	Extra-curricular Programs
	4
	Smaller Class Sizes


	2
	Consistent curriculum between Schools
	6

	Breakfast Program


	4
	Consistent curriculum between Schools
	6
	Greater Access to Assessment
	7

	Increased Post-Secondary Funding
	3
	Laptops for Students


	1
	Curriculum-based Daycare Program
	3

	On-site Child Care
	4
	School Support for Teen Moms
	2
	Increased Guidance Support
	2

	Bullying Policy
	1
	Extra Bus for Morell
	1
	Increased Parental Involvement in School
	4

	Increased Access to Tutors
	3
	Less Social Placement
	5
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