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Historically, the education o f Aboriginal people in Canada has been a paternalistic and 
colonial undertaking, causing great harm and loss to Aboriginal peoples and their tra­
ditional knowledge(s) and ways o f knowing. In attempts to move forward from the 
legacy of residential schools in British Columbia, school districts and Aboriginal groups 
have begun to forge new partnerships to meet the educational needs o f Aboriginal youth 
in the form o f Aboriginal Education Enhancement Agreements (AEEAs). The purpose 
o f  this study was to investigate the experiences o f educators as they implemented such 
an agreement in the Burnaby school district. Our research intended to answer ques­
tions regarding the nature o f the agreement's impact on the ways in which educators 
o f Aboriginal youth worked. In terms o f how the members o f the Aboriginal Education 
Support Team (AEST) perceived the implementation o f the AEEA, our research team 
found two significant and recurring themes. Firstly, notions o f success for Aboriginal 
students still relied heavily on Eurocentric measures, such as graduation rates, un­
dermining other more holistic notions o f success. Secondly, the flow o f information 
and awareness within the district was perceived to flow well vertically up the district 
hierarchy, but did not diffuse as prevalently across the district between and within 
schools. The study also includes several recommendations to help support the AEST 
as they continue their important work in continuing to implement the current agree­
ment. Finally, potential areas for future research are also suggested.

42



Educators' Perspectives about a Public School District's
Aboriginal Education Enhancement Agreement in British Columbia

White, Budai, Mathew,
Rickson Deighan, and Gill

Introduction
It is generally accepted that the education system has failed Aboriginal 
people in Canada. Prime Minister Stephen Harper (2008) publicly recog­
nized that the Canadian government's system of residential schools 
caused great harm to Aboriginal people. Specifically, Mr. Harper recog­
nized that the consequences of the "residential schools' policy were 
profoundly negative and that this policy has had a lasting and damaging 
impact on Aboriginal culture, heritage and language" (Harper, 2008, para 
17). Indeed, graduation rates for Aboriginal students remain low and Abo­
riginal people remain underrepresented in the ranks of university and 
college. In 1999, the Minister of Education in British Columbia (BC), Mr. 
Paul Ramsey, was signatory to a Memorandum o f Understanding on Aborig­
inal Education which acknowledged that schools in BC had been largely 
unsuccessful in providing a quality education for Aboriginal students. 
The resulting framework led to the creation and implementation of Abo­
riginal Education Enhancement Agreements (AEEAs) in 51 school 
districts in BC as of November 2010. The proliferation of these agreements 
throughout the province since 1999 captured our interest as teacher- 
researchers. We began to wonder how these agreements were impacting 
Aboriginal education in schools and educators' knowledge about Aborig­
inal education. Though most districts with an AEEA have engaged in local 
inquiry projects regarding different aspects of the agreements, our 
research team was unable to find any published academic studies on the 
subject. It is our hope that the current study will add to the limited 
research in this area. Our study aimed to work closely with the Aboriginal 
Education Steering Committee and build on its significant work done in 
the Burnaby district with regard to its AEEA. The timing of this study is 
important since the five-year term of the current AEEA in Burnaby will 
conclude on June 30,2013. It our hope that the data and analysis produced 
by our study, along with many of the other inquiries conducted by the 
Burnaby School District Aboriginal Education Steering Committee, will 
be utilized during the negotiations for the second AEEA.

Purpose
The purpose of our study was to investigate the experiences of educators 
involved in the implementation of the Aboriginal Education Enhancement 
Agreement (AEEA) in the Burnaby School District. The term educators 
included any person having contact with Aboriginal youth in an educational 
context with regard to the Aboriginal Education Enhancement Agreement.

Our study intended to address the following research questions:
1. What opportunities, if any, is the Aboriginal Education Enhancement 

Agreement providing for educators to provide a culturally relevant 
curriculum for Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal youth?
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2. How, if at all, does the Aboriginal Education Enhancement 
Agreement impact the daily life of educators and Aboriginal youth 
as perceived by those educators implementing this agreement?

3. What do educators involved in the implementation of the Aboriginal 
Education Enhancement Agreement perceive as successful? What, in 
their view, are some indicators of success/progress towards the four 
goals outlined in the agreement?

Historical Background
The historical background of Canadian legislation affecting First Nation's 
people began in 1857 with the Province of Canada's Gradual Civilization of 
the Indian Tribes Act. Prior to this act, all responsibility for Aboriginal affairs 
rested with British authorities who, ironically, recognized Aboriginals as 
distinct communities with a national identity and were granted political 
powers associated with any other nation, as recognized by King George 
Ill's Royal Proclamation of 1763. As the control gradually shifted away from 
British authorities, Canadian authorities introduced the Gradual Civilization 
Act of 1857 with the intention of "civilizing" Aboriginal populations of 
Canada and encouraging First Nations people to give up their Aboriginal 
title, culture, and traditions to become members of the broader Canadian 
society (Carney, 1995). A decade later, the British North America Act (or the 
Constitution Act, 1867) passed in British Parliament, granting four colonies 
in North America the right to confederate and manage all of their internal 
affairs under the auspices of a central government. Subsection 91(24) of the 
Constitution Act, 1867 granted the Canadian Parliament legislative author­
ity over "Indians, and Lands reserved for the Indians." The first 
consolidated Indian Act was passed through Canadian federal legislation 
in 1876, enshrining previous assimilationist policies into law, effectively 
establishing Aboriginal peoples as wards of the state. While there have 
been numerous key revisions legislated into the Indian Act since 1876, the 
Act remains fundamentally unchanged to this day.

The "civilizing" intention of Aboriginal education in BC was a tragic 
and violent act of colonial oppression. Early schools run by religious 
groups were supplanted in 1876 by the federal Indian Act, which formal­
ized the federal government's responsibility for ensuring the education of 
Canada's Aboriginal population. The first residential school in BC, created 
in Mission in 1863 by the Roman Catholic Church, was followed by others 
mandated by the federal government. In 1920, the federal government 
revised the Act to make attendance at residential schools mandatory for 
every Aboriginal child between the ages of 7 and 15 (Brasfield, 2001). There 
were 16 such residential schools in BC, and they operated from 1863 until 
as recently as 1984 (Brasfield, 2001). The remote nature of many Aboriginal 
communities, coupled with the government's mission to colonize and 
assimilate Aboriginal peoples, spurred the creation of centralized residen­
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tial schools to which children were brought. This incredibly violent disrup­
tion of communities and families has left an unforgivable legacy on future 
generations. Survivors of this experience continue to suffer from many 
social and mental health issues due to psychological, physical, or sexual 
abuse during the time of their residential school attendance (Brasfield, 
2001), as well as a significant loss of knowledge of their own culture 
and/or language. Residential school students were forcibly raised in an 
isolated setting without the opportunity for strong parental bonding or the 
opportunity to learn from appropriate Aboriginal role models. This forced 
and prolonged separation of children from their parents and community 
resulted in significant cultural and language loss and disrupted the oral 
and experiential transfer of traditional knowledge. This separation contin­
ues to impact current-day parent-child relationships in this community 
and represents a continuing challenge and obstacle for maintaining Abo­
riginal culture and traditions.

The negative legacy of abuse and trauma inflicted upon Aboriginal 
people by the colonial residential school system has also left a deep mis­
trust amongst them of the educational system. Additionally, due to 
curricular exclusion and lack of Native language instruction, the educa­
tional system today continues to colonize the children of residential school 
survivors, creating conditions affecting each successive generation. Abo­
riginal communities have long objected to the inherent paternalism of the 
colonial Indian Act and its imposed regime, which they view as fundamen­
tally ill-suited to their needs and aspirations. In particular, Aboriginal 
communities have pushed for more direct control over their own educa­
tion and for modifications to the Indian Act to allow for opting out of 
federally-provided education for Aboriginal peoples. This is supported by 
the recommendations of the 1972 Indian Control o f Indian Education policy 
paper which was generally accepted by the federal government in 1973 
(National Indian Brotherhood/Assembly of First Nations, 1972). Further 
support followed 30 years later in the 2002 final report of the Minister's 
National Working Group on Education, which stated, "the jurisdiction that 
First Nations require to govern and manage the education of their learners 
should be exclusive and all encompassing" (2002, p. 10). More recently, in 
2006, Parliament enacted the First Nations Jurisdiction over Education in 
British Columbia Act, establishing a First Nations Education Authority in 
the province, authorizing agreements for Aboriginal communities for juris­
diction over education, effectively nullifying educational provisions in the 
Indian Act for participating communities. The challenge remains, however, 
to meet the needs of Aboriginal students, especially in urban centres such 
as Burnaby, where the Aboriginal community may be comprised of people 
from across the country. Aboriginal people are a diverse culture and so is 
their pedagogy and knowledge (Battiste, 2002). It is for these reasons that 
Aboriginal communities, in partnership with local school districts and the
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BC Ministry of Education, began to look at how Aboriginal education 
could be enhanced. Thus, as a way of trying to meet the needs of Aborigi­
nal students, various policies and initiatives created in individual school 
districts eventually evolved to become the Aboriginal Education Enhance­
ment Agreements in British Columbia.

Aboriginal Education Enhancement Agreements—General Overview
The BC Ministry of Education states that an Aboriginal Education
Enhancement Agreement (AEEA) is:

... a commitment made by each school district, involving all local Aboriginal communities 
and the Ministry of Education, to work together to improve the success of all Aboriginal stu­
dents. The agreements are based on mutual respect and trust and represent a five-year vision 
of success for First Nations, Metis and Inuit students in each school district (Aboriginal Edu­
cation Enhancements Branch, BC Ministry of Education, 2009)

In developing an agreement, the individual school district and local Abo­
riginal communities work together to develop goals, targets, and indicators 
of success. The BC Ministry of Education (2010) states that all Aboriginal 
Education Enhancement Agreements in the province should contain "spe­
cific performance and delivery expectations for all Aboriginal learners".

AEEA Framework for Burnaby
British Columbia's Ministry of Education (2010) emphasizes that any 
Enhancement Agreement "establishes a collaborative partnership between 
Aboriginal communities and school districts that involves shared decision­
making and specific goal setting to meet the educational needs of 
Aboriginal students" (para. 1). This requirement posed a unique challenge 
for the Burnaby School District in its journey toward the implementation 
of their Enhancement Agreement. The challenge was outlined as follows: 
"Burnaby is a unique community with an absence of First Nations bands 
and Aboriginal organizations and agencies with whom to develop an 
Enhancement Agreement" (BC Ministry of Education, 2008). Therefore, the 
Burnaby School District looked to create goals for its Enhancement Agree­
ment through a series of parent meetings held over a five-month time 
period. The feedback from the parent meetings led the committee to add a 
fourth goal to the three already agreed upon. The fourth goal reflects the 
importance of the historical context for the Aboriginal community in Burn­
aby, which is now reflected in the Burnaby AEEA commitments, with the 
aim to increase the knowledge and understanding regarding Aboriginal 
history and issues for all staff and students.

The government of British Columbia upholds the AEEA as the means 
by which the district and Aboriginal communities can improve Aboriginal 
student achievement (Bond, cf. BC Ministry of Education, 2008). As teacher- 
researchers, this claim captured our interest. Although a great deal of work 
has been done by government and local inquiry groups at the district level, 
published academic research in this area appears to be completely absent.

46



Educators' Perspectives about a Public School District's
Aboriginal Education Enhancement Agreement in British Columbia

White, Budai, Mathew,
Rickson Deighan, and Gill

M ethodology
Collaboration and research with Aboriginal people must be approached 
cautiously and carefully in order to avoid bias and overcome the privileg­
ing of Eurocentric knowledge that exists within the dominant culture. 
Historically, research has often misrepresented, undervalued, skewed or 
stolen Aboriginal people's unique viewpoints, beliefs, and knowledge 
(Pidgeon & Hardy Cox, 2002; Smith, 1999). This is due to the belief that 
[Eurocentric] knowledge, culture, and ways of knowing are superior to 
other cultures (Battiste, 2002; Smith, 1999). Our methodology was impacted 
significantly by the work of these scholars as well as the Burnaby School 
District community.

Initially, we had decided (mainly to maintain anonymity of our partic­
ipants) to collect our data through a quantitative survey using a Likert scale 
format. However, this approach changed as we met with various members 
of our community. As part of the research process, we met with the admin­
istrators in the district and formed an important relationship with the Vice 
Principal in charge of Aboriginal Education, Lyn Daniels. She guided our 
research and provided us with invaluable support along our entire research 
journey. Through her leadership, we were invited to attend meetings of the 
AEEA Steering Committee which consisted of parents, educators, adminis­
trators, and local interest groups. Influenced by the results of the AEEA 
Steering Committee's research with students, we came to the realization 
that a quantitative survey would exemplify the most Eurocentric approach 
that we could use, given the context and subject area of our study. A signif­
icant concern was that this approach would give little consideration and 
space to the voices and stories of our participants. Re-evaluating the 
research method resulted in a change to a qualitative questionnaire, allow­
ing for greater participant voice and richer detailed narratives. We chose 
questionnaires over interviews or Indigenous Storywork (Archibald, 2008) 
because we knew that it would be uncomfortable for our participants to 
share responses directly with the research team in a face-to-face setting, 
especially given that several of the researchers were Burnaby educators. 
Through the use of the web-based Survey Monkey® tool, we were able to 
get valuable and detailed information from our participants while preserv­
ing their anonymity. The nineteen-question questionnaire was distributed 
to all 11 members of the Aboriginal Education Support Team (AEST), and 
to interested educators at a scheduled meeting of the AEST and via email. 
Both paper and electronic versions (Zoomerang® online survey question­
naires) were made available. Of all these questionnaires, five were returned. 
Given other district responsibilities of our potential participants, we 
believed that this was an excellent return rate.

Our study focused specifically on this group of educators due to their 
unique position in the district in relation to the AEEA. The AEST connect­
edness to the spirit and goals of the AEEA influences how they interact
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with students, colleagues, parents, and the community. The relationships 
formed as a result provide the AEST with a unique position within the 
social fabric of the district to observe the AEEA in action. As district-based 
educators, they have contact with many different schools within the dis­
trict and are able to follow students even as they move within the district. 
Although we recognized some of the AEST members as participants on the 
Enhancement Agreement Advisory Committee, we found little evidence 
of the voices of these educators within the AEEA; this prompted our 
research team to focus on this unexplored perspective.

Data Analysis
As outsiders, Eurocentric scholars may be useful in helping Indigenous people articulate their 
concerns, but to speak for them is to deny them the self-determination so essential to human 
progress. (Battiste, 1998, p. 21)

Although two members of the research team are insiders of Indigenous 
heritage and all of our team consisted of educators, we also identified as 
outsiders in that we were doing this research from the academy rather than 
from the district or the Aboriginal community. Therefore, following Alcoff 
and Battiste's cautions regarding speaking for others, our research team 
chose to include our respondents' narratives verbatim to allow their voices 
to come through in our data analysis. Therefore, all quotes from the 
respondents' questionnaires found in this paper are left unchanged with­
out any adjustments to grammar or spelling.

Key Words and Phrases________________ Code
having skills o r  k n o w led g e, im provem ent, in crease , healthy lifestyles, 

acad e m ic  achievem ent, c a re e r  goals, acad e m ic p ro g re ss , n o n e , I d o n 't k n o w
S u ccess

w elcom ing, se lfe s te e m , com m unity, invited in, friends, relationships, anti­

racist, p artn ersh ip s, se n se  o f  p la c e , ex clu d ed , left o u t
Belonging

p rid e , a w a re n e ss , k n o w led g e o f  acknow ledging, aboriginal content, 

traditional k n o w le d g e , strength o f  culture, cultural co m p e te n c y , traditions, 

heritage, confidence

C ulture

residential schooling, resen tm en t, lack  o f  voice, A b original issues, 

u n derstanding, re sp e c t fo r heritage
H istory

p ro g ram s, re so u rc e s , curricula, p o ste rs , p ro fessio n al dev elo p m en t, 

p ro g ram s, staff, re so u rc e  p eo p le
P eo p le/R eso u rces

in th e future, w e  a re  planning, should, chan g e, d ev elo p , w o u ld  b e  b e tte r  if  I 

w o u ld  like to  se e
Interesting

Figure 1. Open Coding Keywords and Phrases: Codes Based on Themes Found 
in the AEEA
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Open Coding Phase
Our data analysis method was based on the qualitative process of open and 
focused coding. The themes that we coded in the open coding phase were 
taken directly from the Burnaby AEEA. We included a sixth code, interesting, 
as we believed that themes outside of those in the AEEA would emerge. Figure 
1 explores some of the codes that emerged as a result of our initial analysis.

Transition to Focused Coding
One of the obstacles in looking at the factors contributing to Aboriginal student success in 
school is the definition of success. (Melnechenko & Horsman, 1998, p. 7; Canadian Council 
on Learning, 2008)

We discovered that many different themes emerged from the process of 
open coding. Our decisions regarding which themes we would focus on 
was informed, in part, by our own experiences as educators and the ongo­
ing process of collaboration with those involved in implementing the 
AEEA across the Burnaby School District. We began by breaking down the 
success code and combining it with elements from the belonging, culture, 
history, resources, and interesting codes to create a tree code organiza­
tion, as shown in Figure 2 (Gibbs and Taylor, 2005). We created three 
subcodes to recognize our participants' notions of success. The first, 
decolonized/unrecognized success, was created to recognize the AEST 
or Aboriginal perspectives about success. The second, Eurocentric,/Western 
success, accounts for institutionalized notions of success, such as Dogwood

Figure 2. Code Tree for Success Themes
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diploma completion and graduation rates. Finally, localized/organic success 
was created to recognize school-based successes resulting from individuals 
or small groups in one location (see Figure 2).

When creating the coding tree for the theme of success, the research 
team reflected on the First Nations, Metis, and Inuit Holistic Lifelong Learning 
Models developed by the Canadian Council on Learning (2008) 
(http: / / www.ccl-cca.ca/CCL/Reports/RedefiningSuccessInAboriginal- 
Learning/RedefiningSuccessModels.html). The research team locates 
success as being in the "tree's extended branches, which represent the indi­
vidual's harmony and well-being" (Canadian Council on Learning, 2008). 
Thus, the sub-codes of decolonized/unrecognized, localized/small, and Eurocen- 
tric/Western all combined together to create examples of success. The codes 
and the key words and phrases our team used during this phase of data 
analysis are described in Figure 3.

The second theme that emerged from our data revolved around the 
routes that awareness and information regarding the AEEA was traveling 
through the district organization. Flere, again, we created three sub-codes 
to highlight the different means by which awareness and information 
related to the AEEA was travelling back and forth within the district hier­
archy. First, we recognized that our respondents acknowledged the 
existence of small successful school-based programs. Awareness and infor­
mation regarding what is working to make these programs a success, 
however, does not often travel beyond the school site. We coded this as 
localized awareness. Additionally, some of our respondents noted various 
different people in the district to whom they had spoken or to whom they

Success
K e y  w o rd s  and p h ra se s S u b c o d e s

Pescribed learning outcom es, outcom es driven, graduation rates, ministry 

reporting, te st sco res, summative types o f  assessm ent, curriculum, school 

com pletion rates, scores

Eurocentric / W estern

Aboriginal circle, seem  hap p y  to participate, pride in culture, consultation, 

Eagle feather, community, well being, willingness to em brace heritage, 

differentiated, experiential learning, collaborative, whole students, all 

a sp ect s o f  the student

D ecolonized/ U nrecognized

School team s, school b ased  program s, s talf m em ber, unique, some 

schools, som e teachers, school b ased  team , single schools, couple o f  s talf

Localized / Organic

Routes of Awareness / Information
K e y  w o rd s  and p h ra se s S u b c o d e s

Small groups, unique, limited sco p e, a  few, individual understand, w orking 

alone, few  teachers a t a  single school, small group
Localized

Administration, district level, administrative levels, school bo ard , staff 

developm ent team s, district team s, district leadership
Traveling Up

U nsure, I don't know  v s. 

Indepth aw areness, know ledge
Incongruencies

Figure 3. Focused Coding Key Words and Phrases: Code Trees for the Focused 
Coding Phase
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had made formal presentations. We recognized that our respondents gen­
erally cited examples in which this awareness or information was usually 
traveling up the district hierarchy. We coded this as traveling up awareness. 
Finally, we discovered that some of our respondents' responses seemed 
incongruous in comparison with one another. At this point in the research 
we were unable to determine whether this was due to the wording of the 
questions, the long nature of the online version of the questionnaire, or if 
the level of awareness regarding the AEEA among the respondents was 
disparate in nature, without conducting further research. For the purposes 
of this theme, we coded this as incongruencies in knowledge.

Learnings
We would like to acknowledge that we are aware, at this specific point in 
time, that the Burnaby School District is still relatively early in the imple­
mentation phase of the AEEA and that the goals of the agreement may not 
have had enough time to come to fruition. The district and the AEST are 
currently working on completing their Annual Report and are conducting 
their own research with regard to the AEEA. It is our hope that the dis­
course contained in this research project will add to the body of knowledge 
available to the AEST and the Burnaby School District.

"the same as always—looking at graduation rates and transitions"
(Respondent One, Question Two)

"According to the graduation rate that is compiled by the Ministry of Education we have not 
made progress in this area."

(Respondent Three, Question Thirteen)

"DATA without context is the only success measurement since implementation."
(Respondent 4, Question Two)

Through our learnings, it became apparent that most of our respondents 
perceive that success is still generally measured using only Eurocentric 
means; successes that do not fit this Eurocentric norm are not often identi­
fied or celebrated as such. One respondent out of our five participants did 
describe measurements of success that fit more closely with those 
described by current Aboriginal scholars. The three Holistic Lifelong Learn­
ing Models (Canadian Council on Learning, 2008) show Western and 
Indigenous knowledge intertwining to form the trunk of the tree. Battiste 
(2002, p. 5) advocates "animating the voices and experiences of the cogni­
tive 'other' and integrating them into the educational process." Our 
research team believes that our respondents are finding successes in expe­
riences that reflect a non-Eurocentric or decolonized experience of success. 
These success stories, however, reside in a specific local context or with an 
individual staff member.

"except in the small Aboriginal groups within single schools"
(Respondent One, Question Four)

Educators' Perspectives about a Public School District's White, Budai, Mathew,
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"One staff member takes a small group of students on a leadership gathering where they get 
to focus on spiritual well being for seven days"

(Respondent Three, Question Nine)

Respondents seemed to indicate that, though they do recognize some small 
successful programs related to the goals of the AEEA, these successes seem 
to be attached to a specific person, team, or group. Thus, the programs led 
by the people or teams referenced by our respondents are less likely to be 
maintained since school staff change over time. Respondent Three (Ques­
tion Nine) references this sense of program fragility as follows: "Some of 
these activities are ongoing but some are not due to staff changes and avail­
ability of resources."

In the research process, the research team had an informal discussion 
about our learnings with the District's Vice-Principal for Aboriginal Edu­
cation. In this discussion we were able to develop a better understanding 
of the successes the district is experiencing with Aboriginal students, such 
as the Eagle Feather Ceremony. The Eagle Feather Ceremony, which pre­
dates the AEEA, is attended by over 600 parents, students, staff, and 
members of the community. It is a ceremony that recognizes Aboriginal 
students' successes and is widely embraced in the AEEA initiatives. This 
program, however, was only mentioned as a success by one of our respon­
dents. The research team continues to wonder why, when the AEEA 
defines success in more decolonized terms, that our respondents still seem 
to point to very Eurocentric measures of success. As Demmert (2001) and 
the three Holistic Lifelong Learning Models (Canadian Council on Learning, 
2008) demonstrate, strong cultural identity and awareness of heritage com­
bine with academic achievement to create a successful individual.

"Through the programs we offer learning the value of ceremonies and hearing of the past"
(Respondent Five, Question Nine)

"Eagle Feather Program helps motivate Aboriginal students and validates their cultural beliefs"
(Respondent Two, Question Nineteen)

Our respondents point to additional measures of success that differ from the 
Eurocentric norms including culture and belonging when responding to 
questions not directly linked to measurements of success, but only Respon­
dents Three and Five (Question Two) did so when asked how success is 
measured. A member of our research team, Kevin White, has two children 
who currently attend school in Burnaby. He related the following story as 
part of our team discussions around the relationship between a sense of 
belonging and cultural pride and connection to the theme of success:

My children are a part of the Aboriginal Circle program and are excited to be a part of the on­
going activities. In our family conversations they talk about the arts and crafts projects they 
created and were able to share with students in their regular classrooms. These are often small 
First Nations crafts, such as ceremonial rattles, necklaces, weaving and sewing projects, and 
drawings and paintings that are manageable for young children and can be done in a reason­
able amount of time. The projects they bring home are often a topic of discussion and a point
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of pride for them as they share their creations with family and friends. They also are able to 
talk about some of the themes and stories that were shared during Aboriginal Circle time that 
help them to understand and have pride in their history and culture. They always look for­
ward to attending the Circle times and are quite excited when the Aboriginal Circle days come 
up on their calendars (Kevin White, personal communication, 2011).

Echoing this theme, one of our respondents discussed how he/she had 
noticed how some of the students had started to reclaim their Aboriginal 
identity: "then they are feeling okay about being who they are and want 
to be identified as Aboriginal to me this shows a sense of belonging" 
(Respondent Five, Question Two); and "The Aboriginal culture and beliefs 
is being validated ... again, by others deepening their understanding of 
Aboriginal culture and education, Aboriginal students are likely to feel 
proud of their heritage" (Respondent Two, Question Nine). These ideas of 
success, in terms of reclaiming identity and students' greater sense of 
belonging and how this relates to a holistic version of success, are part of 
the AEEA: "Flow does achieving a sense of belonging and pride in cultural 
heritage for Aboriginal students correlate to their education participation, 
outcomes and future aspirations?" (Aboriginal Education Enhancement 
Agreement Advisory Committee, 2008, p. 7).

In addition, our research team would like to add that information we 
have gathered, as part of our ongoing collaboration with the community 
and the Burnaby School District, has revealed that the Steering Committee, 
through its reporting process, is moving towards a decolonized measure 
of success. The research team wonders how broader systemic and institu-
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School
Community

Aboriginal 
Students 

____________✓

Steering
Committee

Figure 4. Visualization of the Paths of Information and Awareness
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tional issues might be preventing the AEST from challenging this notion 
of Eurocentric success in a more significant way.

The second finding of our research project is that information regard­
ing the progress towards the goals, commitments, and performance 
indicators found in the AEEA does not travel uniformly throughout the 
district; information seems to travel up the district hierarchy more com­
pletely than it spreads throughout the district as a whole.

"The AB team has done numerous presentations to the board, the administrators, the staff 
development teams, the school district as a whole, the Aboriginal education contacts."

(Respondent Three, Question Eight)

"It has allowed the conversation to happen within the administrative level but has not reached 
the school level itself. No structural changes has [sic] happened within the school system to 
allow for any change let alone for authentic Aboriginal voice."

(Respondent Four, Question Four)

Our respondents seem to indicate that they perceive information and 
awareness is stronger at the higher levels of the district organization (refer 
to Figure 4). They perceive that the "general teaching population" does not 
have a good working knowledge or awareness of the AEEA.

"at this time we have a very small group of dedicated committee members"
(Respondent Five, Question Four)

"It is doubtful that we will get a sense of how much people know district wide but we will 
have a sense of the knowledge people have based on the various pockets of teaching and 
learning activities that are going on around the district."

(Respondent Three, Question Eight)

Respondents Three and Five seemed to indicate that, in addition to local­
ized successes, awareness and knowledge related to the goals of the AEEA 
may also be localized in specific schools or committees throughout the dis­
trict. When asked if the AEEA has changed the awareness and 
understanding of the history of Aboriginal peoples (Question Eight), 
Respondent Two replied, "limited. The general teaching population needs 
more professional development opportunities." This also seems to point 
to the lack of a widespread awareness of Aboriginal issues according to 
some of our respondents.

Our research was limited in its ability to discover the reasons why the 
general school community lacked awareness of the AEEA. The research 
team wondered if the requirement to create an Annual Report for the Min­
istry of Education has placed a greater emphasis on convincing district and 
Ministry leadership of the value of the decolonized nature of the goals and 
performance indicators of the AEEA, leaving little time and resources to 
engage the general teaching population in the same way. Teachers have a 
large role to play in the project of decolonization:

As teachers begin to confront new pedagogical schemes of learning, they will need to decol­
onize education, a process that includes raising the collective voice of Indigenous peoples, 
exposing the injustices in our colonial history, deconstructing the past by critically examining
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Respondent
D e s c r ib e  th e  w a y s, i f  a n y . A b o r ig in a l s tu d e n ts  are  d e v e lo p in g  h e a lth y  life s t y le s  

b a se d  o n  tra d it io n a l te a c h in g s  w ith  th e  im p le m e n ta t io n  o f  t h e  B u rn a b y  A E E A .

1 unknown

4
Other than what the students receive during Aboriginal circle (which was in place 
prior to the EA) there has no development.

3

We haven't focused on this area of the enhancem ent agreem ent in a strategic way. 
Most of the secondary staff have applied for and received grants from "Honour 
Your Health challenge". They used the grant to purchase refrigerators and water 
cooler dispensers for the various Aboriginal education rooms through out the 
secondary schools. A couple of staff organized students to participate in the sun 
run as part of the Honour Your Health challenge. One staff m em bertakes a small 
group of students on a leadership gathering where they get to focus on spiritual 
w ell being for seven days. Som e of these activities are ongoing but some are not 
due to staff changes and availability of resources.

5 Through the programs we offer leaning the value of cerem onies and hearing of the 
oast.

2
The aboriginal culture and beliefs is being validated...again, by others deepening 
their understanding of aboriginal culture and education, aboriginal students are 
like ly to feel proud of their heritage.

Figure 5. Responses to Demonstrate the Incongruous Nature o f the Narrative

the social, political, economic and emotional reasons for the silencing of Aboriginal voices in 
Canadian history, legitimating the voices and experiences of Aboriginal people in the cur­
riculum, recognizing it as a dynamic context of knowledge and knowing and communicating 
the emotional journey that such explorations will generate. (Battiste, 2002, p. 20)

We did, however, discover that in the responses to a number of questions 
there seemed to be a wide range of responses, from rich detail to single 
word answers. In Figure 5, citing the responses from Question Nine 
regarding the development of healthy lifestyles based on traditional teach­
ings, one can see an example of the range of responses.

Some Closing Reflections
As we come to the end of our research, it is important to recognize that the 
process by which the Burnaby School District implemented the AEEA is 
unique. The manner in which the district honoured Aboriginal community 
involvement and recognized the importance of decolonizing education has 
been inspiring. Although educators are encouraged, they recognize that 
there continues to be much work to do. These thoughts from our partici­
pants were insightful in helping us answer our research questions. With 
respect to the AEEA's ability to provide more culturally relevant curricu­
lum for Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal youth, we found that there was 
greater awareness of Aboriginal culture being spread throughout parts of 
school communities and that the AEEA is allowing Aboriginal students to 
feel greater pride in their cultural heritage and a stronger sense of belong­
ing. Both of these values are consistent with more holistic lifelong learning
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models. Further, there is a strong perception among the AEST that the gen­
eral teaching population is not well informed about the AEEA. The 
primary reason for this perception was due to information and awareness 
discrepancies and specific localized knowledge bases. Our participants 
indicated the need for increased professional development for all educa­
tors and a greater awareness of Aboriginal epistemologies and pedagogies. 
It was evident that many students were benefiting from localized pro­
grams, but our participants indicated that more needed to be done to 
spread these initiatives to all areas of the school district. The AEST per­
ceived three different types of successes based on our findings: success was 
identified as (1) decolonized/unrecognized; (2) localized/organic; and (3) 
Eurocentric/Western. These definitions of success showed that the AEEA's 
implementation is helping to create a broader and more holistic view of 
student success that is not solely focused on traditional Eurocentric meas­
ures of a successful student.

We believe it is important to recognize that the Burnaby School District 
has celebrated success through the collaborative method by which the 
AEEA itself was developed. It is noteworthy that the process by which this 
agreement was created is unique in the way that it recognizes the value of 
the Aboriginal community and the decolonized approach to performance 
indicators and targets.

Possible Future Directions
What kind of cognitive shock would school be forced to endure if Aboriginal consciousness 
and language were to be respected, affirmed and encouraged to flourish in the modern class­
room, like the Constitution of Canada asserts? (Battiste, 2004, p. 12)

We hope that the Burnaby School District will continue to expand and 
strengthen the understanding and awareness of Aboriginal knowledge(s) 
and ways of knowing throughout the district. Our respondents seemed to 
already be aware of some steps that could be taken in that direction. 
Respondent Three (Question Six) mentioned that the development of a 
teaching resource is planned. Respondent Two (Question Eight) noticed a 
need for more professional development opportunities for all teachers. 
Respondent Three (Question Seven) did note that, "this year the opening 
to the district professional day featured speakers and performers that 
emphasized the importance for acknowledging and affirming Aboriginal 
peoples' history and identity in all aspects of the school system in Burn­
aby." If the AEST and the Burnaby School District are able to continue 
communicating to the general teaching population through professional 
development days, through meetings with elementary school Aboriginal 
contacts, through the connection to Aboriginal communities (as suggested 
by Dr. Tracy Friedel at the public sharing of this research in April 2011), 
and through the sharing of resources and other means, the research team 
believes that they will be able to grow the various pockets of knowledge,
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awareness, and teaching beyond the small, local school level. The sustain­
ability of programs and committees that are small or based in a single 
school is always in doubt but increasing Aboriginal leadership in schools 
as well as in the district, in general, would be a crucial step in this area. As 
Respondent Three (Question One) notes, "Keeping in mind that there are 
specific job descriptions attached to these two roles [Aboriginal teacher and 
Youth and Family Worker] I would like to see small teams of staff members 
in each school that are made up of admin, teachers, counsellors and YFW 
that focus on the needs of each student in the school." These teams would 
enable the district to tap into the local knowledge base found in individual 
schools and increase the likelihood of success and sustaining programs 
over time. As Battiste (2002, p. 15) writes, "knowledge is not a commodity 
that can be possessed or controlled by education institutions, but is a living 
process to be absorbed and understood." While the Burnaby School Dis­
trict, with the leadership of Lyn Daniels, is a model for other districts in 
regard to the AEEA implementation, the AEST and the Burnaby School 
District will need to continue to work toward bringing awareness of Abo­
riginal knowledge(s) and ways of knowing alive for all educators. It will 
also be crucial to create leadership models that can sustain these changes 
and counter Eurocentric pedagogies, curriculum, values, and organiza­
tional dynamics, through a greater focus on the ideas of the holistic 
learning models.
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