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The first step: Honour First Nations' culture
Aboriginal students will flourish when we recognize one
system doesn't fit all
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"Insanity is doing that same thing over and over expecting a different result"

-- Albert Einstein

The success rate of First Nations students in our public school system is little more than
half the success rate of non-First Nations students. That alone begs a couple of
important and unavoidable questions: First, how does a standards-driven public school
system define success in a way that is unavailable to a significant proportion of its
population; and second, how can any system persist for so long making the same
mistakes over and over again?

Those educational leaders, political and professional, First Nations and non-First
Nations, who would seriously address the issue of full spectrum student success beyond
the level of rhetoric would do well to begin by reading John Ralston Saul's bestseller A
Fair Country: Telling Truths About Canada.

"Fair" in this context does not mean pretty. It means balanced, rational, just and
reasonable. An education system that accepts failure for a culturally defined segment of
its population can claim none of those attributes.

Saul proposes that it is the failure of public policy makers to understand the significance
of the legitimate historical relationship between aboriginal and non-aboriginal cultures
that is "a failure of [our] civilization" and is at the root of the aboriginal failure rate.

Saul's plea for policy makers is to imagine a system that addresses the needs of our
historically multicultural population but is not just "yet another tortured attempt to
apply European or U.S. concepts to a very different reality." That different reality is the
unique blending of cultures that has resulted in what is now Canada.

As an example of where to begin to think about all this, Saul suggests the highest
levels of our justice system, the Supreme Court of Canada, which now recognizes the
legitimacy of the oral nature of much of aboriginal history and culture and the
importance of consensus as being a way of recognizing and honouring continuing
differences.

That recognition is now enshrined in three significant court decisions: the Guerin,
Delgamuukw and Oakes decisions. Those decisions, Saul suggests, will eventually result
in a deep systemic re-evaluation of previously ignored aboriginal and non-aboriginal
relationships and will redefine "the obligation of those in authority to the land, the place
and the people." And that would mean all the people.
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Our system of public education, based on a European and British model, recognizes few
if any of these obligations to Canadian realities. Subsequently it fails our aboriginal
people by imposing assumptions about learning, including what we learn and how we
learn it, and about what is important in children's lives, which are alien to both
aboriginal history and culture.
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