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Aboriginal communities are in the process of coping with various degrees of em­
powerment. Although educators tend to see empowerment as a solution to 
problems related to Aboriginal education, we discuss a number of fundamental 
dilemmas raised by empowerment. Specifically, we focus our discussion on 
decision making in Aboriginal communities, the goals of education, the culture of 
school, the language of instruction, Aboriginal content in course material, the 
training of Aboriginal teachers and the testing of Aboriginal students. It is our 
contention that dilemmas in these areas arise because empowerment has been in­
troduced suddenly in the context of a long history of subjugation of Aboriginal 
peoples. Recognizing these realities will, we believe, avoid placing unrealistic ex­
pectations on the empowerment process, and convince both mainstream and 
Aboriginal educators that empowerment is not the end but rather the beginning 
of a fundamental societal challenge.

As social scientists conducting research in Aboriginal communities, our mandate 
is simple and straightforward—or is it? There are wide variations among and 
within Aboriginal communities especially as they concern the delicate juggling of 
two cultures, the heritage culture and mainstream society. Despite these varia­
tions, all Aboriginal communities are feeling some degree of empowerment. As 
social scientists conducting ongoing research in Aboriginal communities, our ap­
proach is to have the community define the empirical question, and then pursue 
it as dispassionately as possible with whatever our respective scientific 
methodologies have to offer. As a result, each of us has had the privilege of learn­
ing from, sharing with, and arguing about a series of fundamental questions 
about education that at times seem unresolvable. Whether the community is 
mainly Inuit or Indian, relatively urban or isolated, similar dilemmas present 
themselves in all their subtlety and complexity.

In this article, we wish to describe the parameters of these dilemmas, but not as 
they might be articulated in the social science literature. Rather, our aim is to define 
them as they are expressed by those who ponder such issues, be they Aboriginal or 
white, student or teacher, administrator or observer. At the center of all the dilem­
mas is one major theme: the implications of empowering Aboriginal people in 
terms of control over their own education. Aboriginal communities differ widely in 
their approach to the delicate balance of maintaining heritage culture on the one 
hand, and pursuing mainstream values on the other. Whatever a community's 
range of ideologies is in terms of this dual mandate, the way these realities play
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themselves out once Aboriginal communities have control gives rise to a series of 
dilemmas. These arise particularly in the areas of decision making in Aboriginal 
education, goals of schooling in Aboriginal communities, culture of the school, 
language of instruction, Aboriginal content in the curriculum, teacher training, and 
the testing of Aboriginal students.

Decision Making in Aboriginal Education 
That education in Aboriginal communities has historically been controlled by 
white decision makers has been well documented. In the last two decades this 
legacy of inappropriate administration has given way to increasing Aboriginal 
control (Stairs, 1988). Bands and communities have elected or appointed their 
own representatives to educational boards to serve as policy makers, and in­
dividuals have been appointed to high administrative positions in order to imple­
ment the boards' policies. Such structural changes are helping to establish 
Aboriginal control and autonomy.

These structural changes have the potential, of course, to threaten the estab­
lished order and genuinely establish Aboriginal autonomy. But even with in­
creased Aboriginal control, there are some genuine educational and indeed issues 
of autonomy to be raised. Aboriginal board members and high-level adminis­
trative personnel, no matter how wise, may have little or no experience or expertise 
in administrative, pedagogical, and educational practice. Yet they will be called on 
to make weighty decisions that will ultimately impact not only on a large staff of 
teachers and lower level administrators, but more importantly on the educational 
experience of children in these communities. In short, an inevitable consequence of 
the sudden introduction of Aboriginal autonomy is the reality that some inex­
perienced persons will be required to make significant decisions. In a sense, 
Aboriginal communities that are in the process of adjusting to local empowerment 
confront the problem of replacing one form of inexperience with another. 
Mainstream educators in Aboriginal communities usually lack experience in terms 
of the Aboriginal culture, whereas Aboriginal decision makers lack experience in 
the field of education.

The very need for Aboriginal decision makers to make decisions without the 
benefit of experience and expertise in formal education creates a second problem 
that is encountered frequently in any complex organization. Such Aboriginal 
decision makers, talented as they may be, are, because of their lack of experience, 
much more vulnerable to misinformation and manipulation, both from within and 
outside the Aboriginal community. That is, without the opportunity to develop a 
solid foundation in the workings of education, Aboriginal decision makers may be 
ill-equipped to counter the more politically based arguments of those who have 
vested interests.

In summary, placing decision making in the hands of Aboriginal people is a 
development that is long overdue. What has to be appreciated, however, is that 
new dilemmas are created that will require patience and creativity to solve. This 
recognition is the necessary first step to understanding and responding to these 
tensions.

Goals of Schooling in Aboriginal Communities 
A question that is frequently raised by educators in Aboriginal communities con­
cerns the goals of schooling. The dilemma here is whether to educate children
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with a view to assimilating to mainstream culture, or whether to concentrate edu­
cation that prepares children for life in their home communities. If the home com­
munity is the focus, then much of the current educational content and practices 
make limited sense. If mainstream culture is to be emphasized, then the com­
munity must acknowledge that children will leave their home communities and 
not learn many of their families' ways and traditions. Many communities, of 
course, would like to find some combination of the two (Delpit, 1988). It is still not 
clear what model of schooling this would imply as there are as yet not enough 
role models to allow a community to make a confident decision about how to 
design and implement education with some form of dual cultural mandate.

Related to this dilemma are economic issues that go beyond schooling per se. 
The basic dilemma for communities is how to create a community-based job 
market so that children can relate their schooling to future employment in their 
community. Without attention to this problem at a systemic level, attempts at 
making education meaningful for the child are inherently difficult.

Culture of the School
For most mainstream North Americans, the notion that school somehow repre­
sents a "culture" would seem bizarre. After all, the values and patterns of interac­
tions among students, and between students and teachers in the school are 
intuitively comfortable and understood. This is so for white, middle-class North 
Americans because the values and patterns of interaction found in the school are 
mirrors of those found in the home, in the world of work, and in the community 
as a whole.

However, in Aboriginal communities there is a profound discontinuity be­
tween the culture of school and that of the home and community (e.g., Crago, 1991; 
Duranti & Ochs, 1988; Erickson, 1987; Phillips, 1983; Tharp et al., 1984). The 
discontinuity is not a simple matter of the school representing mainstream culture 
and Aboriginal culture being predominant in the home and community. The 
discontinuity is compounded by the fact that many Aboriginal parents have not 
themselves had a school experience that remotely resembles what their children 
are experiencing. Thus parents may have a difficult time supporting their chil­
dren's educational experience. Furthermore, white, middle-class North American 
cultural patterns of guiding children's performance in preliteracy activities (Heath, 
1986) may not exist in Aboriginal homes, and consequently children may not be 
prepared to deal with the demands of schooling, although they are highly com­
petent in meeting the demands placed on them by their homes and communities. 
Other examples of discontinuities between home and school socialization include 
punctuality, turn-taking, verbal testing of learning, and individual demonstration 
of knowledge.

These discontinuities are exacerbated in communities where the Aboriginal 
language is the language of the community. Aboriginal languages are traditionally 
oral and, therefore, whatever literacy skills adults have will probably be in English 
and are associated with school activities rather than as a means of communication 
among members of a community.

These discontinuities, whatever their magnitude, are intimately linked to the 
dilemmas involved with the goals of schooling. Should the culture of school be 
altered so that it is more continuous with Aboriginal culture? A more basic ques­
tion: is it possible to transform the culture of the school? Even if the school were

178



Dilemmas Around Empowerment Taylor, Crago, & Me Alpine

staffed almost completely with Aboriginal teachers and administrators, does the 
very structure and infrastructure of formal education within which the school is 
subsumed not in and of itself compromise Aboriginal culture? For example, be­
cause of mainstream patterns, Aboriginal children spend five hours a day, five 
days a week, for 180 to 190 days of the year inside school, a routine that is totally 
out of synchronization with the rhythms of hunting, trapping, and fishing.

The other alternative is to recognize that the school represents the culture of 
mainstream society and indeed emphasizes mainstream values and patterns of 
interaction (Delpit, 1988). If these discontinuities were explicitly highlighted, 
Aboriginal children might come to be comfortable with mainstream culture 
through the school and thereby attain the ability to code switch between the 
required behaviors of home and school. Whether such duality is possible remains 
an empirical question. It may not be realistic to believe that the integrity of 
Aboriginal culture can be maintained if education is designed to represent 
mainstream values exclusively.

Language of Instruction
No issue is more controversial in the education of ethnolinguistic minorities than 
the appropriate language or languages of instruction. At polar opposites in this 
debate are those who vehemently support English only, and they are opposed 
equally strongly by those who argue for "English plus." The debate really centers 
on the wisdom of any form of bilingualism or use of a language other than 
English (or French) as a language of instruction. Even those who support some 
form of bilingualism argue about the merits of transitional or early exit bilin­
gualism as compared with maintenance or late exit forms of bilingualism.

Our purpose here is not to debate the merits of these varieties of bilingual 
education. This has been done eloquently and passionately by others (see, e.g., 
Crawford, 1989; Cummins, 1989; Genessee, 1987; Hakuta, 1986; Lambert & Tucker, 
1972; Taylor, 1990). Our concern here is the dilemma that arises when any 
Aboriginal language is used to any extent as a language of instruction. The first 
challenge is to find Aboriginal people who can speak the language. In some 
communities the Aboriginal language is all but lost, and even where the language 
flourishes, finding speakers who are sufficiently fluent to serve as models is often 
difficult. Even if such people can be found, they must be trained to teach. As if that 
were not challenge enough, most often the fluent speakers of the Aboriginal 
language are the highly respected elders in the community. Convincing such 
important and valued community members to train as teachers in a modern school 
system is usually unrealistic.

A second dilemma surrounding the language of instruction issue is important 
beliefs that people have about the nature of language itself. The first firmly 
entrenched belief is that if an Aboriginal language is prevalent in a community it is 
inconceivable to people that the language might disappear in the future. As a 
consequence the perception is that there is really no need for the school to reinforce 
the use of the Aboriginal language. Of course, such a belief flies in the face of clear 
evidence that minority group languages are extremely precarious and can disap­
pear within a single generation. But believing that one's language is forever is 
completely reasonable because impersonal statistics about language loss in 
faraway places are not nearly as compelling as the reality of the language practices 
of oneself, one's family, and one's community.
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The second belief held by many is that each person has a fixed capacity for 
language. Thus the more time a person spends learning and using his or her first 
language, the less competent he or she will become in his or her second language. 
Because the school is often perceived as the institution designed to prepare young 
people for participation in mainstream society, people believe the school should 
focus exclusively on the mainstream language, because any use of the Aboriginal 
language would only detract from students' skills in the language of the 
mainstream.

People have difficulty, then, comprehending the nonintuitive reality that the 
acquisition of one language actually aids in the acquisition of the second language 
and vice versa. Thus Aboriginal communities not only face practical dilemmas 
when contemplating the use of the heritage language as a medium of instruction, 
they must contend with a set of widely held beliefs about language that make it 
difficult to implement any form of bilingual education.

A related issue concerns the role literacy in the Aboriginal language should 
play in the formal schooling process. Aboriginal languages are often oral; thus 
some people oppose the preservation of an oral tradition through a written form. 
Even when there is acceptance of Aboriginal literacy as a goal of schooling, many 
practical and peciagogical problems present themselves (McAlpine, 1992). Two 
such problems include creating an agreed-upon orthography and making reading 
in the Aboriginal language a socially valued exercise. Thus the dilemma in each 
community is whether literacy in the Aboriginal language may be seen as a 
marginal activity or, alternatively, as a vehicle for the individual and collective 
revitalization of identity.

Aboriginal Content
Most instructional materials in Aboriginal schools come from mainstream pub­
lishers (Madsen, 1990). Nevertheless, Aboriginal communities often recognize 
that their schools cannot be constructive social forces if the goals and content of 
their programs represent only mainstream culture (Matthew, 1990). Thus teachers 
and school administrators make attempts to integrate features of community and 
traditional life into the school setting. For example, traditional crafts and artwork 
are hung in hallways, children are taken camping, culture can become a subject 
area in the curriculum, and traditional miniature versions of tents have some­
times replaced play-houses in kindergartens. Nevertheless, if one believes the 
report that 90-95% of children's learning time in school is spent in interaction 
with instructional materials (Tully, 1985), then the difficulty for Aboriginal chil­
dren is that they are unable to see a representation of themselves and their com­
munities in these materials. The content does not reflect in any way, or build on, 
their life experiences.

The dilemma for communities is how on limited budgets, with limited time, 
and limited expertise with instructional design and curriculum development, to 
create effective instructional materials. This forces Aboriginal educational systems 
into making a choice between untested materials and those developed and 
validated by experts, but that remain culturally inappropriate. If the decision is to 
create culturally relevant materials a number of practical problems arise. First, the 
only personnel capable of generating culturally appropriate materials are the few 
trained Aboriginal teachers who are already overburdened with teaching respon­
sibilities. Second, the need for appropriate materials is so great that administrators
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demand and expect that they be generated quickly, and that they be effective 
immediately. Rarely are new programs based on a different cultural philosophy 
given the chance to be fully understood by teachers and their implementation 
adjusted on the basis of feedback from teachers in actual teaching situations.

Training Aboriginal Teachers
The way all these tensions are resolved will have important implications for the 
training of Aboriginal teachers (McAlpine, Cross, Whiteduck, & Wolforth, 1990). 
But independent of cultural philosophy, be it Aboriginal-oriented or mainstream- 
oriented, fundamental issues arise. To begin with, potential Aboriginal teachers 
may not meet the usual university entry requirements. Moreover, potential 
Aboriginal teachers may have family or traditional responsibilities that preclude 
them from leaving their communities for the extended periods of time normally 
required by modern urban universities. Finally, Aboriginal teachers are in such 
demand in some communities that they cannot be freed for full-time studies.

As a result, a number of institutions across Canada have developed a variety of 
innovative teacher training programs, including university supported programs, 
where varying degrees of the instruction are delivered in Aboriginal communities, 
sometimes in the Aboriginal language (Stairs, 1988).

Exciting as these innovative alternatives are, they result in endless institutional 
and community debates about the uniformity of academic standards. The effect of 
these debates may be to alienate Aboriginal teachers and, over time, have them 
come to believe that as teachers they are second-rate at best. Such lack of self-con­
fidence is hardly conducive to these teachers providing Aboriginal students with 
the support that they so badly need.

In communities where the Aboriginal language is used as a medium of instruc­
tion, this lack of confidence among Aboriginal teachers surfaces in interesting 
ways. There are relatively few Aboriginal teachers and they are highly valued 
because of their ability to teach in the Aboriginal language. However, the legiti­
macy of teacher training for Aboriginal teachers can become clouded with innuen­
do with the result that they may not feel like "real" or "legitimate" teachers. The 
result may be that they feel less than a "real" teacher whenever they teach in the 
Aboriginal language. Real status for these teachers comes when they have the 
opportunity to teach in English or French. The reverse is also true in cases where 
the first language of the Aboriginal teachers is English. These particular teachers 
may feel inadequate because of their inability to instruct in the Aboriginal lan­
guage. These issues of language of instruction need sensitive handling in teacher 
training programs.

Another issue for Aboriginal teacher education programs is how to prepare 
trainees to be agents of societal and educational change. In general, teachers are 
members of tightly woven family and community networks while through their 
jobs they may be called upon to be agents of societal and educational change that 
contravene the values of their families. For instance, certain school boards have 
made the decision to educate in the Aboriginal language even though many 
parents are not in agreement with such a decision. In such situations, the teacher 
needs to know how to mediate the needs and desires of the community's educa­
tional system on the one hand, and the values and desires of the parents on the 
other.
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Testing Aboriginal Students
Aboriginal students in North America tend to perform poorly on standardized 
tests and on achievement tests developed in the context of mainstream education. 
The cultural biases inherent in such tests have been well documented. There is a 
general awareness among mainstream educators that test results are not a useful 
assessment tool for a variety of cultural groups.

Our purpose here is not to review the vast literature on the factors associated 
with test performance, but rather to raise important practical issues that arise in the 
context of testing in Aboriginal communities. First, teachers and educators in 
Aboriginal communities need, and want, to assess the performance of their chil­
dren. They are, correctly, opposed to using culturally biased tests for such assess­
ments.

One solution is to develop totally new tests that are sensitive to the realities of 
the particular Aboriginal community. This means tests that are consistent with the 
cultural realities of the community and may, for example, involve tests that em­
phasize oral rather than written skills, or perceptual rather than verbal ability, or 
comprehension rather than expression. As well, these tests would have to be 
consistent with the curriculum aims of education in the community. Such an 
approach solves the problem of cultural bias, but at some point Aboriginal educa­
tors may want to know how their students are performing relative to mainstream 
students, not out of a need to use mainstream students as a standard, but in order 
to have a broader basis from which to understand the intellectual development of 
students in the community.

A second approach is to translate carefully standardized tests into the 
Aboriginal language of the community. The problem is that even with back-trans­
lation methods, the translated version is usually awkward compared with the 
original. Moreover, the cultural context of the original language still predominates, 
and there are no longer any relevant norms against which to judge the internal 
validity of the test.

Summary and Conclusions
Empowerment of Aboriginal peoples, especially in the field of education, has be­
come a "politically correct" way of thinking. Sadly, most educators and 
politicians see empowerment as the end of an important process designed to 
allow Aboriginal peoples control over their educational destiny. Our point is that 
empowerment is only the beginning of the process. Empowerment does not arise 
in a vacuum. It is implemented in the context of a long history of subjugation of 
Aboriginal peoples, and hence sudden empowerment generates a whole series of 
dilemmas for Aboriginal communities. Recognizing these realities will, we 
believe, avoid placing unrealistic expectations on the empowerment process and 
convince both mainstream and Aboriginal educators that empowerment is but 
the beginning of a fundamental societal challenge.
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