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ABS'rRACT 

This thesis sought the voice of First Nations adult leamers in the overall 

evaluation of an adult education program F i  Natiom leamers and existing literature 

corne together to evaluate a mode1 of First Nations Adult Basic Education that takes 

into account factors such as lemer attendance, retention, course completion, and 

literacy levels of leamers in an adult basic education program within a First Nations 

context, 

This thesis also attempts to challenge current approaches to adult basic 

education programs- The fhdïngs of my research illustrate the benefits of having a 

structureci, iinear, step-by-step approach to adult basic education a d  a goai-orientated 

ABE program for Fust Nations adults that focuses on career exploration and includes 

financial incentives as a means of enhancing attendance and retention. 

In my Native culture and traâition, it is important to 'Wl a story" about who 

you are, what you believe, and what you have been tau@ in order for the Listener to 

understand why you do what you do. In this study, as background to the voices of adult 

leamers and 1 also teii my story as a First Nations woman who left the e d u d o n  

system when 1 was fourteen years old and rehrraed to duit basic education 14 years 

after having dropped-out of school. 1 believe my story is indicative of many aboriginals 

who return to school in adulthood, and gives me insight into the experience of other 

First Nations adult leamers, 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

It is widely acknowledged in the literature that the majority ofFirst Nations 

students leave mainstream eâucation too &yY In fact, in Canada, as many as 78% of 

Fust Nations students drop out of high school according to a 199 1 study (Larose, 199 1). 

Only a few retum to the educational. system to upgrade and cantinue on to hi* 

educatioa Neither have First Nations people typically had positive educational, social, 

and economic experiences; however, with the new millennium More us, rmi~ly see the 

need for our people to be better educated a d  involvexi in organktions in orda to reach 

our ultimate goal of self-govemance7 selfkeliance, and to re-capain our @de and self- 

esteem. Moreover, as the Nerature makes clear, as more First Nation7s-contn,lled adult 

education programs develop, so too does the number of First Nations ad& students who 

retuni to school. In the N i m I  Report o f F i r s ~  Nafrafrm Post Secon&uy hüùc(lfi0n 

ReMew (2000), it is stated that, "More aad more, ducation is being recognkd as an 

increasingly important tool in the development ofhealthy First Nations cornmunities" (p. 

2)- 

Over the past eight years, 1 have been directly involved in the administration and 

development of adult education programs in two First Nations-controUed adult education 

centres in British Columbia. Because of rny involvement in the administration of these 

centres and because ofmy personai experience of  having retumed to school in my 

adulthood, it has been especiaily important for me to leam more abait the fktors that 

lead to program completion In tbis Lighr, it has been my primary goal to leam about and 

research existing First Nations program models that could ultimately enhance the adult 



basic education programs at the adult education centre where 1 airrently w o k  In 

reviewing the research and Literature on program planning and development, I have 

extracted components fiom the various models to design an adult education program to 

meet the needs of aboriginal aduh leamers in a M e r  and more meaningfU1 way. 1 have 

also taken into account the expressed needs of Iiteracy learners a our centre because it 

was the literacy level learners that were the Ieast sefved at our centre- It was also this 

Iearner group that ôecame the central fonis of my study. 

A unique adult basic a d e m i c  program, aded the Basic Academic and Job 

Development (BAJD) p r o g m  had been offacd at the ceutre where 1 cunently w o k  Tt 

focused on basic academicsy iXe skills, and job readiness. Meanwhile, a second but much 

more traditional adult basic education (ABE) program at our centre serveci adult leamers 

at a grade 8 level and above. It concentrateci on the higher levels and academics on& The 

problem, as will be disaisseci, is that students complethg the BAJD program tendeâ to be 

at a grade seven level and lower and for many rrasons w a e  rarely prepared to bridge into 

the traditional ABE prograxn Instead, they typidly dropped out once emolling in the 

ABE program or they spent many years (sornetimes 3 to 7 yeacs) without progres~hg to 

further studies, especially college, or they w n  not acceptecl into the ABE program due 

to their low literacy level (under grade 8). 

To address this lack of bndging 1 developed the STEP Program, as wiil be 

discussed, by integrating components of other program models thrt 1 believed would be 

conducive to First Nations adult ducation program delivery, and to investigate this 

question, I conducted a study that compared the impact of the new ABE program that 1 

desigwd, called the STEP Program, to the past history of the regular adult basic 



education programs (ABE and BAJD) that were offered at our adult education centre. 1 

compared the impact before, during, and afler the STEP Program's implementation to the 

previous ABE and BAJD programs. In briec my project's primary focus was to compare 

student enrobent, attendance, retention, and program completion before and after the 

implementation of the STEP Program to past outcomes oftraditional ABE programs at 

our centre. The project's secondary focus was to pinpoint overail improvements in the 

centre's climate during this period- 

I hope that this can contribute to the overall understanding and enhancement of 

Fust Nations adult education through this new model. The evaluations I did on the STEP 

Program suggest it was &@y successful and that a Mer approach in the basic levels of 

ABE may be achievable within First Nations settings. 

Historicril Overview and Background to the Problem 

One cannot M y  wmprehend the education and economic disparities of Fint 

Nations without first examining the histonc European policies of the past-policies that 

were intended to assimilate aboriginal people into the dominant culture. Since European 

contact, the joumey for North America7s First Nations people bas been one ofdeath, 

disease, and loss in every sense of the word. In Canada, such losses include language, 

culture, life style, land resources, and, in too many cases, persona1 self*steem The losses 

have had far reaching effects. First Nations people were removed fiom theu ancestral 

lands. Children were separateci fiom their parents and placed in midentiai schools. First 

Nations people were prohibited fiom practicing their cultural ceremonies, and during the 

process of colonization and assimilation, they were taught to reject their own people and 



their own past. In fact today, the suicide rate for Fm Nations people is 

disproportionately higher than that of non-aboriginal people (Haig-Brown, 1995). 

Tobias (1976). in his research on the history of M a n  policy, speaks to the 

c c G o v e ~ e n t ' s  determination to make Ladians into imitation Europeans and to eradicate 

the old Indian values through education and religionn (p. 18)- ALfied (1999), the Director 

of the Indigenous Governance Program at the University of Victoria adds another 

perspective: T h e  tmth is that Canada and the United States were established only 

because indigenous peoples were overwbeimed by imported Europeaa diseases and were 

unable to prwent the massive immigration ofEuopean populationsn (p. 59). A b d  also 

identifies many cumnt problems as a resuit of the coiiflict between traditional ways and 

European ways: T h e  problems faced by social workas, political scientists, physicians, 

[ducators) and teachers can ail be traced to this power relationship, to the control of 

Native lives by a foreign power" @. 47). For my part, 1 have oAen wondaed ifanything 

can be done because nom my expaience as a First Nations pason retuxning to the adult 

basic education system, and as an educator, social worker, and administrator, 1 have seen 

how the policies and oppressions of the past have resuffed in the aeation of sigoincant 

barriers to success for aboriginal leamers in their eûucaîîonal experience, their self- 

concept, and their economic stability. Typically, there is a sense of hopelessness for my 

people when they r e t m  to an education set* to upgrade their sicills because of a lack 

of self-esteem and the belief tbat they cannot acoornplish their goais- 

A century of displacement bas threatend the very existence of the First Nations 

people's culture and has t h r e a t d  the fwndation and existence of aboriginal peoples in 

North America- As 1 see it, tbe lack of success among First Nstions students in the 



education system, fiom elementary to mllege, has been a major fmor in the creation of 

th is  condition. A recent study prepared by the British Columbia Ministry of Education 

(1998) showed that 64% of Aboriginal students did not graduate within the regular six- 

year time fiame f?om grade eight to grade twelve. The Federal Standing Cornmittee on 

Aboriginal Mairs (1990) reports that 45% of staais Indians living on resewes who are 

fifteen years and older have less than grade 9 educltion. As a result of such studies as 

these, and others such as, the Royal Commission on Abonginal Peoples (1996)7 it has 

also been shown that a signifiaint mimber of Iiboriginai youth lack the neassary 

academic skills required for employment and seif-sufEciency. Howeva. -on d 

lack of academic success are not only evident at the high school level. S w t i  (1986) 

reports that virtually al1 of the litenthire on First Nations adult leaniers in institutions of 

higher education tell the same story: 'Indians who go to college are less likely to 

complete degree programs than are white students" (p. 38 1). 

Haig-Brown (1995) adds another dimension and presems a paradox when she 

notes that Canada is highly estmecl woddwide because it is believed to have one of the 

finest education systems in the worid. In fâct, as she points out, the history of education 

for First Nations people in Canada has ken dismal and, at times, unspeakrible. The 

lingering impact of the residential school experience is still evident today. As Haig- 

Brown discusses, it is only recently that the federal govemment and religious 

organizations have come forward to tty to heal the misexy of the past and compensate 

Fust Nations people for the hum that was innicted upon them. 

In reading the literature, 1 draw many parallels with my own experïence- 1 was 

one of these statistics of the new school system. M y  parents, tw7 were direct samivon, of 



the residential school experience- They viewed fonnal "white" education with wntempt. 

They never encouraged me to continue or follow through with my education and, in fact, 

they did not attend any ofmy school activities, nor did they ever chwse  to participate in 

a single parent-tacher inteMew at my schml. My announcement that 1 was dropping- 

out of school at age fourteen elicited no reaction from my parents. My story is far nom 

unique-it is actualiy commonplace amoag First Nations people of  my age in Canada. 

The disparities are evident today as we attanpt to meet the needs ofadults 

returning to  school at our centre- Many of them enter the doors with minimal education 

and very little selfssteem. There are some who retum having gone through the 

residential school experience, and there are many others who rehirn to school havïng 

experiençed the public school system with little success. 

The overall purpose of this thesis was to examine the characteristics of a First 

Nations adult learning program that was successfiil in reducing the high incidence of 

dropout that had been a regular occurrence in a previous program. 1 tabulated the 

available records to show that attendance and retention had irnproved, and talked with 

sta f f  and participants to leam fkom them about why this had occurred. A second purpose 

was to evaluate the effects ofother changes that occurred in the centre during the second 

period, such as the effects of irnproving the appearance and climate of  the centre. 

Throughout, 1 sought to  aliow First Nations adult learners to teil their story- The teUing of 

one's story is significant in that it is the traditional "native way" to provide a voice. 1 

used the research method of action research to conduct my project. By the end of the 

project, the information 1 had collecteci spoke to the value of program planning and 

development, the importance of knowing and validating First Nations peoples' history as 



a meam of moving forward, the promise of Indian mntrol of Indian education, the need 

for community-based education, and the vital importance of the instnictor-student 

re:ationship in a su~portive school environment for First Nations sdults. As 1 have 

concluded, these are factors not only important in this thesis, but to the continuing 

evolution of the STEP Program at our adult education centre to today, and First Nations 

education across Canadian society- 

The central issue for this study was to examine First Nations' student attedance, 

retention, and course and program completion in an adult education program within a 

First Nations adult learning centre. In this, the question was how to evaluate the 

charactetistics of a First Nations adult education program that more &èctively addressed 

retention and attrition than the one that we had which was typical of a traditional 

academic ABE program 1 see this question as king arguably the single most important 

question for rny people. It is my view that if we do not provide adult education progroms 

that retain and prepare First Nations adult leamers for higher pst-secondary e d u d o n ,  

they will remain in the past living at subsistence poverty levels. It is irnperatïve, then, 

that we find solutions through education-both for the young and for the adults. Oa both 

levels, the high number of abmiginal dropouts in this country need to be re-directed if 

First Nations people are to ever be self-sufficient and prepared for longer range aboriginal 

cornmunity development plans, such as self-governance. Wthout k i n g  successful in 

ABE, adults retuming to school will not successfùiiy access higher education or training, 

and wiii not be prepared to play a part in the que& for First Nations seIf-govemance- 



Additionally, adults who have a successfùl experience in rehiming to school may be more 

likely to foster more positive attitudes towards e d u d o n  in their children, which may 

also help to change the pattems of dropout and ümited educational success of the past. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this shidy was to assess and understand the impact of a promising, 

systematic step-by-step approach to ABE; hence, its m e ,  USTEP-" This is an ABE 

program that haJ a long range approach to bringing adult leamas fkom the grade eight 

level and lower, ta the college prepgntion level within a 3 to Qyear t h e  fiame. What 

makes the STEP Program different firom most ABE programs behg delivered on most 

Canadian reserves is that it is a highly demanding and structwed program that has a 

strong focus on educaîion and career planning. Many of the otha ABE programs that 1 

am familiar with, including the one that had been at our centre for 10 yean, have a self- 

paced and open-leamhg format. That may suit a non-aboriginal learner in a non- 

aboriginal context, but this study sought to show that a more stnidwed approach was 

more effective for aboriginal leamers ui my centre. 

in sum, the primary purpose of tliis study was to determine whether a program 

model like STEP can be utilized and can lead to increased attendance, retention, and 

course completion, and thus if such a program cm prepare adult leamen for coliege 

preparation and, ultimately, for pst secondary educatioa It needs to be noted that the 

STEP Program sought to achieve such a god within 4 yaars It is a case study, whïch 

involves an institutional evaluation. 1 sought to explore the impact of STEP and the 



significance of this program both for First Nation's dult education and Our q u a  for sdf- 

govemance. 

The Contea of the Study 

1 lcnew before 1 began this study that our duit education centre records indicated 

that student enroilment and completion had increased since the implementation ofthe 

STEP Program 1 knew already that it was a successfiil program, but my ta& was to 

discover why. Essentially, my approach was to develop a questionnaire for &and 

studeuts that might eîicit measucable d t s  in orda to fhd out theu vie- on why the 

STEP Program was leading to increased student Mendance, retention, and 00urse 

completion, while also drawing nom the staff and shdents' anecdotd f d b a c k  to find 

out what they perceived to be the overd improvements in the centre. Two questionnaires 

were developed-one for staffand one for adult 1~8fne~~--thougû thy basically asked the 

same questions. 

My adult centre is located on a reserve on Vancouver Island and serves the 

geographical ana traditionaily known to belong to the Saanich Nation peoples, which are 

also referred to as the Straits Salish-a subdivision of the Coast Sali& tribe's reserve 

lands. Their combined population is approrrimateiy 2000. not d ofwhorn live on the 

four reserves. The adult centre bas ban in opartion for 12 years and is governed by four 

Native Bands. They appoint theu electcd chiefs and couucilors to fom the School Board 

that oversees the delivery of education for students fkom pre-school to adult education. 

The adult education centre is a twc+story building mnsisting of a daycrac which 

provides senices for children from birth to four yeam, administration offices, a srnail 

library, a staE and student louage, a boardroom, Mty offices and seven classroom~~ At 



the time of shidy, transportation was not pmvided to students and adult lemers came by 

city transit, cars, and many waked. The centre sits on a site that also has a tribal s c h d  a 

small high schooi, a gymnasium, a cultural building, and a heritage bouse on it. My 

centre was built and used as the first day s c h d  for the local First Nations people in the 

area. Before 1940, government-appointed teachers taught at the day school. In 1970, in 

response to the Federal mandate to close Indian Schools, o u -  current School Board 

structure was formed. By 1986, a s u ~ y  of the four communities resufted in a stroag 

mandate for the total takeover of local control by the S c W  Board hm the Department 

of Indian and Northern Affürs. In 1988, the elementary tribal school opened. As part of 

this take-over of CO-1 of education, the old school building was renovated to 

accommodate the fledghg adult education centre. In Septernber, 1988, the present adult 

education centre was purchased an4 at that time it began to deliver the BAID program 

and the ABE program in partnership with a local oollege. 

Scope and Limitations 

In its 12 year~ of existence, approxhately 370 students have attendeci the aduk 

centre. Many have participated in the ABE pro- the BAJD program, and (more 

recently) the STEP Program. At the time of study, the BAJD program was no longer 

being delivered because it had been replaceci by the STEP Program. The number of staff 

at the centre at the time of study was 8- The student population at the time was 

approximately 95 students in the ABE and STEP Program wmbined, with an additional 

25 students in an un-related First Nations Family Support Worker program (who were not 

included in the shidy because their program is a first year cdlege level program). The 



approximate ratio of male to female -dents in ABE and STEP wos 2 to 8, respectively. 

Their ages ranged fkom 19 to 68. Seventy-five evaluations were distributed to -dents 

and 10 evaiuations were gïven to staff(2 staffwho had been previously employed at the 

centre). However, only 32 adult students and 8 staffresponded to the questiomake. 

Before 1 began this study, 1 had administered an initial questionnaire on a rnail-out 

to 150 past and present students but, at that time. my project did not have a clear focus. 1 

was seeking to d a t e  the adult educaiion centre, its striff; its CUrnculum, and the 

respondents7 views on wbat wnstitutcs First Nations control of Fust Nations education- 

Whaî transpire& however, was that 11 rnonths lapsed and 34 pages of research results 

were set aside because the initial questionnaire included students who had attended the 

centre over a 10 year the-fiame-a tiw period thaî was t w  Iengthy for the scope of my 

study. Hence, the responses ofthose who responded (51 respondents in total) to this 

initial survey were based on numerous variables. The results could not be analyzed in any 

meaningfûl way. For example, over a time span of 10 years, the student body, the SM?, 

the administration, and the school board had changecl. It wu, nearly impossible to chart 

the respondents' ans1im based on when they attended because, in the questionnairey I 

had not asked the participants to idemte the year(s) they aîtended. As well, at tbat the, 

my study did not focus on comparing the STEP Program with past duit basic education 

prograrns. Nevertheles, 1 oould see that the genecal sciue of our centre was that the 

STEP Program was a v a y  positive new step. The first stage had its disappointments but it 

did help put me on the r a d  to this study- 1t was o d y  after I cntered the thesis stage of my 

study that I began to redefhe the questionnaire d specifically compare student 

attendance, retention, and course completion before a d  after the implementation of the 



STEP Pro- Therefore, for this study, the scope included the ABE, BAJD, and the 

STEP Program students who had attended the adult centre on average between two to 

four years and had generally pdcipated in a least two of the three adult basic education 

programs in the study. 

This second stage of the study is where 1 specincally studied the impact of  the 

STEP Program. There were approxhaely four females for evexy d e  who responded to 

the survey, and the education levels of al1 the pdcipants ranged fkom grade six to grade 

eleven. The median age ofthe fespondenîs was 25. M.ny ofthe students who participated 

had gone through t!w public school system for this formative &cation and had been 

placed at grade ten to grade twelve within the public system In Wty, at our centre they 

were academically assessed much lower in our systexu. This is important because t 

demonstrates ho= our students are moved tbrough the public school system to grade 

twelve but often leave schwl with only a high school completion certificate and not an 

actual Dogwood certificate, basically placing thern at grade levels between grade two to 

grade ten- A school wrnpletion certificaîe essentially means the student has put in their 6 

years of high school but rnay nat have an achial high school gnde level, whereas, a 

Dogwood certificate indicates that the student has actually campleted the courses 

required to enter college level or college-preparation programss, which include courses 

such as math 11 and English 12- What we found was students entering Our centre had a 

false picture of where they were at academically. Those who graduated thought they were 

functioning at grade twelve but more ofkm than not, were below a grade nine level- 



M y  Story: Whit I Bring to this Study 

It is important in my tradition to "tell a story" about who you are, what you 

believe, and what you have been taught, in o r d a  for the listener to understand why 1 do 

what 1 do, or say what 1 say. Hence, 1 tell my story to encapsulate my beliefs and my 

teachings anci also to bring a fist hand view to this study. 1 believe my experience lends 

credence to the Literature because it dso speaks to displacement and how First Nations 

people too often reject their own Indian culture. 

My culture is important to me because it defines who 1 am and pmvides my seIf- 

identity. 1 grew up speakuig my native language, which is quite unusual for my 

generation. I credit my language fluency to having b a n  r a i d  in an isolateci Indian 

village and having had an upbringiog in an isolated village, as weli as having received 

direction fkom my grandparents and extendeci family and wmmunity. Through my 

youngest years, 1 had limited contact with the "outside" dominant culture- However, in 

rny teenage years, when 1 enterd high schooi, and &et my entke village was reloaîed, 1 

went through a phase in my life where 1 did not want to be an "Indian" 1 wanted to be 

white. I turned away fiom my cultural teachings. 

1 am an early school laver, hving dropped-out of school in 1974 d e n  1 was 

fourteen years old and in grade nine. 1 was out of the education system for 14 years 

before 1 retumed to school and adult basic education in a mainstream college off reerve. 

At that time, I had no idea what lay ahead. 1 really did not have a concrete plan. Formai 

white education was never important for me. Y* I attribute my success in obtaining a 

degree in social work to a very special instructor that 1 M. The instmctor, whom I will 



cal1 Michael, set very high expectations for me and helped me thlnk about my fbture and 

how my learning needed to link to my h u e .  

It is also imperative that 1 locate the starting point of my learning- The beginnuig 

of my educatiod journey was in my isolated Indian village whae life was 0 t h  

physically challenging with Little in the way of  the uncnities, such as running wata, 

electncity, and even the basics of food- We reIïed on the seasons. M y  community 

dlowed the seasons to guide our joumeys when we went out in search of food. The bits 

of the seasons were found in berries, deer, a d  saimon. W e  moved fiom village sethg to 

village setting in serrch of fis4 clams, and berries. In th.t part of my Me, in and arwnd 

Quatsino Sound, which is on the west Coast of Vmcouver Island, my teachings evolved 

on the edge of the ocean, suffounded by picturesque mountains that were enveioped in 

mist and mystery. 

My grandfather was, and will always be, my greatest and most inspirational 

teacher. Through his quiet and gentle approach, he molded my character, much the m e  

way as he created beautif31 carvings out of wood. He handled the wood carefidly, 

lovingly, and with spintuJ clarity. He openeci my eyes to many things by letthg me leam 

by trial and error. He showed me how to touch aad feel while leaming life's lessous. He 

was a teacher in experiential education before the concept was rselued. To this &y, his 

'Lvay" forms the foundation of how I leam 1 have come to see that 1 leam through 

expenence, by trying new ideas, and by carefbliy observing and f8eling people's 

emotions and seeing theu reactions. 1 carry this 'aray of knowing" today, and believe this 

is why 1 chose action reseatch as the methoci to use in my project. 



When 1 reflect on my learning, 1 recognize that a great deal of how and why 1 thuik the 

way 1 do is deeply interwoven into the fabric of my childhood. So much of it cornes out 

of the tapestry of my grandfather's teachings. He would say in our language: "Jsinau you 

are smart, you will speak for our people; one day you wili be a helper." 1 hold his words 

in my hand, close to my heart, and will never forget those words or forget him, He 

played a key role in developing rny self-esteem and helping me to see that 1 could play a 

role in the lives of our people. 

In retrospect, 1 see that my early years played a significant role in directhg my 

present career and educational aspirations. In this, m y  grandfather demontrated the 

importance of helpuig others to envision their potential and what they have to offer. Thus, 

today, because of my personal experience and my chosen educationai path, 1 see my work 

as both social and educationai in nature. To me they are one and the same. To this end, 1 

also saw a Master of Adult Education as a medium to assist me to explore adult learning 

in a comprehensive way. B y my mid-Mes,  1 h e w  that my strengths were in working 

with aduIts rather than children, probably because 1 had been in a similar place or 

situation in my life as many of the adults who register in Our adult basic education 

programs- 

Like many of the female leamers, 1 was a mother at 15 and had experienced 

farnily and community breakdown (after our native village was re-located when 1 was 

12). M e r  the govenunent relocated my village, life changed drastically. 1 was exposed 

to alcohol, violence, and abuse-things that had never been part of my life in the old 

village. The relocation forced my people away from the ocean and placed us on the side 

of a highway. Very few people possessed vehicles or had obtained drivers licenses, 



which cornplicated tife even more because the closest grocery store was several miles 

away. Two years after the relocation, 1 dropped out of school. 1 could not adapt to the 

change. 1 realize now that my passion to create a successfül adult education program 

stems fiom having tived the experience and having gone through the struggles of 

returning to adult basic education as an adult and parent. 

Eventually 1 saw that within the constructs of education, social work and program 

development, 1 could make a ciifference; I could be a "helper" for our people- As time 

lapsed, I saw that adult education theory and practice would strengthen and complement 

my natural skills in dealing with and understanding people. With this thought in muid, I 

set off on rny journey of learning and applied to Saint Francis Xavier University In 

pursuing a Master of Adult Education, 1 sought to increase my s M s  and knowledge on 

program planning and implementation, most specificaily, on how to design and 

implement adult education programs for First Nations people. It was my intention to 

expand my learning on program development models so that 1 could utilize appropriate 

cornponents fiom the various models and adapt them to build effective First Nations 

education programs. 1 saw the Master of Adult Education program as being a unique 

educational program because it allowed for self-directed learning. 1 saw the program as 

reai and "experiential" because I could choose my area of interest, build on m y  

knowledge and skiils in specific topic areas that had meaning for me, but also for my 

comuni ty  and my culture. As well, 1 could conduct a project that would not only benefit 

me, but my workplace. Finally, the program allowed me to draw on my social work 

background and allowed me to integrate both social and educational theory into everyday 

practice. In short, 1 believe my experiences, combined with my learning and the fiterature 



1 read, can b ~ g  this study to life in a real and meaningfbl way for aboriginal instnictors, 

administrators, and leamers across Canada and beyond- 

Assumptions 

In pursuing a Master of Adult Education and in conducting a study, 1 sought to 

increase my skills and knowledge of program plannùig and implementation. However, 

based on my expenence, 1 assumed that adult education programs at the band level where 

1 worked had not been effective because the programs did not emphasize clear goal 

setting, lacked structure, lacked attention to iiteracy level leamers and dso lacked 

bridging students into higher education. 1 assumed the programs had been piece-meal 

unsysternatic products that were tailored from public school models-products developed 

over time by mainstream college institutions. This view was aIso expressed by many 

respondents in my project, which 1 wiU discuss in later chapters. Moreover, 1 had 

watched as rnany adults fiom my o\vn co~munity retumed to school to enter ABE 

programs, meeting with Little progress or success. Thus, 1 assumed that a systematic, 

linear, goal- orientated adult education program would serve the needs of out leamers in 

a better way. It was this assumption that 1 was to test in our centre. 

I also assumed the STEP Program that 1 developed would start to address some of 

the issues around attendance, retention, and course completion because it took a different 

approach to what 1 had been introduced to in rny own journey of re-entering the 

education system. 1 also assumed that it would improve the overall climate and student 

satisfaction at the centre. 



A possible limitation was the fact that 1 was botb the centre director and sole 

researcher for this study. However, to the best of my knowledge, 1 did not bias the 

participants in this study and 1 have included details here on what 1 heard them Say to this 

effect- I have also assumed that my own openness to advice and the rapport 1 had 

developed with faculty and students helped to overcorne undue bias- Finally, 1 have 

assurned that my own study and research trainhg have made me capable of valid 

assessments and interpretations of events and collected data. 

Definitions of Terms 

In this paper, the terrns First Nation, Aboriginal, Native, First Nations people, and 

Indian are used inter-changeably. They all refer to First Nations students both as found in 

the Iiterature and those w!m participated in this research project. 

Cornmon acronyms that are used to describe the adult basic education programs at my 

centre include: ABE refening to the adult basic education program that has been 

delivered at my adult centre, and has been administered and staffed by a local mainstream 

college in our area. The ABE program has been in operstion for twelve years and, 

generally, provides education to students at the grade eight level and higher. The ABE 

prograrn continues to deliver programs at the time of this writing. 

B O  refers to the Basic Academic and Job Development prograrn that was delivered at 

our adult education centre for 10 years pnor to the implementation of the STEP Program, 

and was also adrninistered and staffed by a local maïnstream college in our area The 

BAJD program focused on students in a broad range of academic levels, fiom grade two 

to grade ten generally. BkTD included life skills, and academic and job 



preparation. The Basic Acadernic and Job DeveIopment program no longer exists a d  has 

been replaced by the STEP Program 

Adult Education Centre. Adult Centre and Centre are used to describe the adult 

education centre under study, where I am currently employeâ, and where 1 conducted the 

research project- 

Life in the context ofthe Basic Acadernic and lob Development program in 

this study, is used to describe a compomnt of the pmgram that foaised on assisting 

students through workshops, joumai e g ,  radon ,  and individuai and group 

exercises. These w a e  intended to improve leamers' pueutiag skiils, increase their self- 

esteem, and better prepare them to fiindon in society by providing them with tools to 

budget their finances, deal with stress, and prepare for employment oppomuiities. 

Pian of Presentrtion 

Following this introductory chapter, 1 focus on program planning and 

development in the iiterature review and highiight specinc areas that I have found to be 

important considerations for program planners developing ABE programs for Fkst 

Nations adult leamers. The primary areas of foais include the importance of vaiidaîhg 

First Nations' history in a program's o v d  design, hdian coatn,I of Iadian education, 

meaning-community-based education, instnictor-student relationships, the need to 

consider literacy level leamers, and the importance of school environment for d u i t  

learner success. 

In chapter thrae, 1 report on the findings of my shldy. This evaluation highlights 

the lack of bndging between programs in my centre, the lack of structure, and the 

historiai lack of attention to literacy level leamers where 1 work 



In chapter four, 1 synthesize my project with the literature and 1 draw conclusions 

conceming the benefits of considering a stnictured ABE program approach when 

developing a First Nations adult basic education program, 1 provide recommendations 

that can be used to guide practice, and 1 suggest areas for M e r  research 1 end chapter 

four with rny reflections on what 1 have leamed and where my new hiowledge is taking 

me. 



CaAPTER2 

SURVEY OF THE LITERATURE 

In this chapter, 1 provide a review ofthe literature with respect to program 

planning and development, validrrting First Nations' history, issues of Lndian coutrol of 

Indian education, col~imunity-baseû education, the degree ofliteracy in Aboriginal 

comrnunities, fostering enhanced instnictor-student relationships, and the importance of 

school environment to -dent success. AU ofthese amas proved relevant to my research 

project as well as the day-to-day dehvery ofthe du i t  basic education program at our 

education centre, 

Pmgnm Pluning and Pmgnm Devclopmeat 

Much of the fiterature on program planning and program development suggests 

that getting the program development pn>cess starteci t d s  to require a systematic 

approach to assessing the situation. Bard, et al (1987), in the TnHner 's DewIipment 

H d k ,  for example, provide a description of program planning that is helpfùi in 

assessing the needs, creating a plan, and irnplementing and monitoring such a plan. 

Although theû writing has human reSOUTce development setîhgs in min& their work 

provides a practical and systematic approach to program planning and underscores the 

need to be open to change in developing programS. Bard et al also emphasize the need to 

consider the realities ofthe worlrplace and the profiessional d d o p m e n t  needs of staff if 

program planning is to be successfbl. As with the case of w aduh education centre 

where we moved fiom oui traditional dult  ôasic education program to the STEP 

Program, the authors of this book maintain that the nee& of organhtions are in constant 



change. Hence, program plamers must be prepared for change and ready to respond to 

thei  organization's evolving needs. 

Program planners must also bave a clear direction on where they want to go. 

Bard et al say that whether one is new to the field and tryïng to grasp the basics of 

program development, or has ban in program development for yean, there are dways 

areas for program improvement. In üght of my research and project, this is a good 

starting point because, when we started to implement the STEP Program, the s t a f f d e  

well experienced-was nevertheless o p  to new ideas and change- 

Cafhrella (1994), on the other hrad, s~lirts the planning process eariier than Bard 

et al remrnmend. Rather than f h t  detamining need, they niggest thai progrem 

developers first establish a bais for the planning processOCeSS CaffareIla g a s  on to say that 

the developer then needs to prioritize d s ,  develop program objectives, formulate 

evaluation plans, and monitor educational outcornes. She dso discusses why program- 

planning models are usenil. For example, she touches on how reSOUTces can be used 

more effectively and how daily work cm be made easier by planning. That is, she says 

program models are not &1y used because of time pressures and la& of howledge 

on available models. Hence, she encourages program developers to considei the 

objectives behind program development. In her view 

Educational prognims fbr duits are conducteci for five 
primary purposes: to encourage ongoing growth and 
development of individuais, to assist people in neponding 
to practical problems and issues ofadult Me, to prepare 
people for c~rrem and fbture woik opportunities, to wist 
organizations in achieving desind results and adapting to 
change, and to provide opporhlnities to examine mmmunity 
and societal issues. @. 12) 



Aithough much of the literature suggests that the program planning proass is 

systematic, Csarella m e r  points out that this notion can be deceptive. The program 

planning process may appear to be systemaîic and logicai, in reality the program planning 

process is more a rnass of decisions, detaiis, and deadlines than precise, logical steps. 

Colgan (1993) adds to this by questioning wheîher program development models actually 

represent true world expeciences. C o l p  reviews ten models, incluàhg: design, 

planning, positioning, learning, entrepreneun0al, cognitive, politicai, cultural, 

environmental, and conflguratio~~, CoIgan advocates that practitioners should take an 

eclectic approach to program development. She says, the '%ariety and opportunities 

depicted by the models suggest thet amtinuing educators should have a passion for 

eclecticism!" (p. 30). Thenfores it seems h t  effective planning neeûs to inciude an 

eclectic approach to planning. 

There are also those who articulate the n a d  to involve the cornmunity nom the 

very beginning in program planning and development. Vela (1994)¶ for example, 

discusses the importance of community input into the program development process. She 

provides a practical approrsch to program and cornmunity development. Of major interest 

for Vella is the incorporation ofcomunity input and honest dialogue with community 

members. in her writing, she recounts her pemnal experiences with community 

development in developing countries. Praxis in action and the illustration of the effective 

application ofher 12 principles, despite cultural differences, are detailed in her work H a  

12 principles include: n d s  assessment; the ne& for saféty-, souad relrtionships; 

sequence of reinforcement; praxis; respect for kamas ideas; fdiags and actions; 

immediacy; clear roles; teamwork; engagement; and 8ccouatability. Rees, et al (1997) 



aiso examine power issues in the development procas and suggest that vabal interaction 

is central to the program developmeot process- 

Similarlyy Knox (1986) provides a practical guide for progrann plannets with the 

main focus being program development. Knox introduces guideha that en helpful for 

program plamers who are in the begllining phases of program planning. He draws f b m  

a wide range of sources but, most irnportantly, be offers encouragement for program 

plamers. He maintains that program development a d  program enhancement an 

achievable and the planner nesd mt be ovawhelmed. From this one can assume tht 

although there are many models to draw nom, a program planner sbaild be aware ofthe 

needs of the leamer, but aiso be flexible and open to chsage baseci on community input 

and the o v d l  evolution of the orgmidon 

In sumrnary, the authors seen here offer insights that suggest th& in g&ng 

started, program planners must nnt d e h e  the needs and their purpose in concert wah the 

wmmuniîy through open and honest dialogue. In essence, program plmers  must 

establish a valid basis for the planning Pr-. From then, thcy can aeate a plan and 

decide how and who will implement, moaitor, aad ediinte the plam One ofthe basic 

tenets, however, is thst dthough the tasic may sean great, pgram plumas need not be 

overwhelmed -se there are muiy rnodels that cm be tailorecl to a variety of situations 

and needs, 

Ethical Consiàcmti~ny 

An area not always oonsidered in program pkiming but vay important throughout 

al1 phases of program development, is ethicr Ethicai considerations have direct 

application to program planning and delivery. Thas is a growing body of l i t s r a ~ e  



dedicated to ethics in adult education that suggests that significant empbasis should be 

placed on ethical consideratioas. Brocka (1988), for example, offers a broad 

examination of ethicai issues and draws attention to raising the awareness of adult 

educators to the ethical dilemmas in practicc. He notes that adult educators do not have a 

forma1 code of ethics and draws attention to the many ways that adult educators' ethics 

are challenged, not only at the program development stage but also on a daily bais. 

Forerno* Brockett challenges adult educaton to wasider the why and what of their 

actions and their assumptions- He suggests that program planners must a& why thcy are 

developing a program and for whom they are developing the program. By doing so, adult 

educaton are forced to consider the ethical dimensions of the decisions and actions they 

take. 

In this light, Sork has a chapter in Brockett's book tb begins by stathg: ''Many 

of the necessary decisions involve milring choices arnong muhially exclusive ends and 

means, each of which is associated with a value position" (p. 34). Sork furtha explains 

that even program planners who generally develop programs with the leamers' best 

interests in mind still tend to be influenced by b d i n g  expectations, the sanction of theu 

organizations, and their personal value systems. He suggests that ethics shouid be 

considered when program planning includes but is not limited to, responding to the 'Yelt 

needs" of adult leamers. He argues that ethical wncerns will often arise when the 

planning process is based on the laaniing deficiencies ofaduits, when claims are made 

that specific capabilities will be developed by leamers who participate in a program, 

when programs have oompulsary participation, and whereva maintaining confïdentiality 

of information is involveci in programs. Further to ttus, he cautions that, "unlike the fields 



of medicine and nursing, where the wnsequences ofuwthical actions can be fatal, in 

adult education the wnsequences are less ciramatic, but may nevertheless be quite 

serious" (p. 46). Thus, program planners must be a-ly aware oftheV starting point and 

their motivation in developing an adult education program. 

SingareLIa and Sork (1983) have also conducteci considerable exploration by 

asking who should be saved by adult education. Should adult educators Met the neeâs 

of clients or the institution? Should adult educators respond to client felt needs? Client 

felt needs 'hay seem m e  d e  since the pmviders are efféctively disavowing 

responsibility for seleaion ofgarls; tbat responsibility is lefk in the han& of the leamer" 

@. 248); however, Singareila and Sork advocate a middle road whae both the leamer and 

the organization are coasidered. 

On the topic of need, James (1956) has laid some groundwork that is iinportant to 

this discussion. His work pays specific attention to the t am "heeds" in relation to 

educational goals. He presents t h e  dennitions of needs and suggests that educators that 

allow needs to dictate educatiod goals, as opposed to vahies, moralq and leadership7 are 

ultimately disregarding their own responsibilities. He is of the opinion that it is an 

educator's respoosibility to set clear goals based on morals and ethics. He beliwes that 

goals can be accepteci if they are presemed withïn a well-planneci argument. in essence, 

James challenges educatm to take risks and take the lead in decision-making. 

On a similar note, Singanlla and Caffhrella (1991) present an interesting view on 

program pl~ming in relation to ethical ccmcems. niey dimss d s  assessment, 

program objectives, forming an instructional anci administrative plan, and developing an 

effective program evaluati~n~ In thiq they nise <luestions pertahhg to prooess. For 



example, they question the process of seîting objectives because, in their view, when 

objective setting is done, the planner is ultimately attempting to iden* the outcome 

before the pmgram even begins. They raise questions about srsessments and stating need 

beforehand. In so dohg the planna implies one must find solutions. This ofien leads to 

subjective perceptions and judgments on the part of the planner in deterrnining what is 

needed, 

Singarella and Caffarella's principal assertion is tbrt there is still an umesolved 

issue in program planning. Specifidy, thae is a chsm that d s t s  between theory and 

practice. They say tbat airreat fiterature on p m p m  and curriculum development 

focuses on how planning shouI;d occur, rather thao on how it 4cn~aIl'y occur~~ 

In dl, the authors seen here draw attention to the necessity of considering 

assumptions, motives, a d  pasonal d u e s  prior to beginnhg the program development 

process, 

Tssues of Power in Prwnm Planning 

Underlying much of this discussion is the reality of power in the program 

development proces. Cervero and Wilson (1994) propose a theory of pro- planning 

and practice that goes beyond the traditional, mechanistic prognm planning models tbat 

describe program planning as simply goal setting, dehning objectives, and evaIuati0~1- 

Cervero and W~lson raise issues of power, pmgram planna interests, negotiation aad, 

respousibility in program planning. Centrai to their discussion is the influence of powa 

relations on the program planning proascl. Of m e r  importance* however, is that they 



highlight how a program plamer's persod interests are a W y  the rnotivating fictors 

behind the pianning process. 

In considering responsibility in the planning proass, Cc-rero and raise 

the question of etbics but also raiose the question seen earlier with Siogarella and S o k  to 

whom is the program planner responsible? 1s it the adult participant, or the organizing 

institution? They illusirate how the realities of power relations and politics are 

intertwuied with program planning, as well as the idea that power is dways behg 

negotiated and is not sEiitic. Thsy maimun that 'bvbenevcr people act in an 

organizatiod context, diey do so within rets of power relations" (p. 249). Moreover, 

they say that "ali those involveci in planning a program exacise their power in 

accordance with theu OWQ concrete imerestsy' (p. 255). 

Rees, Cervero, Moshi and Wilson (1997), as well as Vella (1994), al1 take power 

into account. AU of them add a peqective that illustrates the powa of dialogue in the 

program development process. They emphasize that much ofthe litemture suggests that 

successful program outcornes will ôe met if program p lmers  bide by step-by-step 

procedures. In fkct, as they argue, it is the negotiation of power and kterests that occur~ 

dunng the dialogue thaî d e s  the most signifiant difference. Each of these authon 

goes on to suggest thpt program plannas n a d  to be CO- of the role 'Yak" plays in 

program planning-meaning the comrminication that transpires bnween the prognun 

planner and the fbnding source. They also stress that program planners need to be ~Lillful 

in the use of Ianguage. They maintain thpt powa and intetests negotiated through talk is 

as important a consideration as the more traditional step-by-step procedures we are 

accustomed to in a i m n t  program development models. 



Although not specific to issues of power, Copet (1992) provides another 

perspective on the issues ofeducation in the program planning process in aboriginal 

wmmunities. He maintains that, before program development can ocair, the leaders and 

community members have to be educated and informecl on the program's history and the 

program's objectives. His approach is cailed the Concept o f P a d e l  Philosophies. Key 

to his theory is that education needs to be in the form of wmmunity planning. Taking 

power into accounc he stresses the need for cultural education for aboriginals and non- 

aboriginals aiilce. and he also a s  for muhul plimiing between intcfested parties. Power 

issues now take the discussion to the topic of radical appro~ches to programming- 

Radical A~~roaches  to Pianmm Develonment 

The literature suggests that then are r ad i a  more ailturally appropriate 

approaches to program development for ad& educators thn those seen here. These 

approaches advocate for ways to work with groups that have been traditionally oppressed. 

A prominent leader in this was Paulo Freirr-one who approached program development 

in a radical new way. F r e k  (1973) describes bis m e n c e s  working with adults in 

Brazil while he was in the field of adult literacy. His primary premise is that leamer 

wnsciousness needs to be raised since illiteracy c m  keep people in a position of king 

oppressed, second-claur citizens- Ofparticular note is, FreÜe's utilization of culture 

circles. dialogue. and the replacement of mechanical literacy m e h d s  with teaching 

methods that foster critical conscioumess. In each of these, the ceatd tnmfonning 

power is dialogue and communication. Adult leamers cane to see theii oommonalities to 

understand their past and even their fbture better- In his view, educators need to strive to 



change the attitudes ofnot only the learner but dso themseives through dialogue. Baseci 

on Freire's tenets, ifeducation's objective is communication rather than the extension of 

the educator's ideology, the result wül be graduai Iiberation of the o p p r d .  Freue 

challenges adult educators to seriously consider their assumptions when w o h g  with 

groups that have been historicaliy oppressed. Moreover, he raises ethicai considerations 

and explicitly connects politics and education, ultimately challenging addt educators to 

consider political realities in ad& education and program development. 

Hope and Timmell(1984), on the otha band, emphasize cross-cultural se~eitivity~ 

They draw heavily on the works of Freire and d d  with areas such as twls of d y s i s ,  

new forms of management and supavision, a d  planning workshops. Hope and Timmel 

espouse education as social trsnsfonnrtion In their view, aduit educators and program 

developers need only facilitate the program development prooess; it is the community 

members who should ultimstely design th& own programs based on their n d s  and 

goals- 

Alfred, in Peuce, Power and Ri,ghfeousness (1 999) says tbat colonization has 

i m p d  the aboriginal way of thinling. In his Mew "People have been tumeci hto tools 

of their own oppression" @. 79. ALned goes on to say that, in large part, the oppression 

of the state lies in its v e r  to determine fûdamentals, such as the nght of aboriginal 

people to determine their own identity- A b d  advocates a radical approach to chaaging 

the constructs and the system- He suggests that: 

Despite dl the wisdom avsilable witbin indigenou traditions, 
most Native lives continue to be lived in a world of ideas imposed 
on them by others- The same set of fàctors that creates intemalized 
oppression, blinding people to the thee source of their pain and 
hostility, also ailows them to acœpt, and even to detend, the 
continuation of an uajust power relationship. @. 70) 



Holt (1992), also an indigenous educator, speaks to tliis point saying, rii nicb a Rtualized 

process pertainuig to education, as we how it, often we niil to interrogate our own 

oppressiony' (p. 19). He gas on to say that without "radical change and without that 

aforementioned interrogation of our own oppression, justice and democracy will continue 

to be merely warm and fuzzy m o t h e h d  statements and words" (p. 21). 

It seems clear tbat those advOCBtil3g radical approaches to adult education achially 

are conscious ofboth power issues a d  the complexities ofethical issues that are inherent 

to program planning- 

Vaüdating Eistory as i Mans of Moving Forward 

My experience over 10 years in adult education has shown me tbaf in order for 

First Nations leamers to undexstand theii current situation, it is important for adult 

educators to integrate auriculum and didogue that encourages the validation of First 

Nationsy history. This observation is reioforced in the Merature- For example, Holt 

(1992) rnakes the following points concerning indigenous people in Austraiix "Indad, 

most Australians are not very Euailiar with the historical legacies of their own history; 

how it has affected them as weii as Abongines" @. 20). Until recently. mainstream 

education typically ignored the realities of Canada's oppressive past- It has been 

suggested that First Nations have done poorly because, in the pasî-and even to a degree 

today-the educational system has been one ofthe major battlegrmds between First 

Nations and non-Fht Nations @'aig-Bmwr~, 1995). Ifirïdeed this is the case, First 

Nations people need education that is diffkrent. Education must reach fhr into the pst in 



order to validate the present for them It mua alsa r d -  the rich cultures and histories of 

the First Nations people of Canada 

Dialogue and reflection are crucial for understanding and dealing with the past. 

Faunce (1984) believes that a student's awareness of their place in the hierarchy of 

society is linked to their personal view of themselves-past and present. Maslow (1968) 

says, "we speak of a self, a kind of intriasic nature which is very subtle, which is not 

necessarily woscious, which has to be sought for and which bas to be uocovered and then 

built upon, aduaüzed, taught, educated" (p. 688). In a d a r  vein, Brady (1990) 

stresses, "human learning is that ofdidogue with crucial questions by life in order to 

achieve understanding" @. 46). The essence of these authors work is that people ~ c a ,  

change their personal situaîions ody  after they becorne aware of why they are in a 

particular situation. Acwrding to Inkster and Sanderson (1992): c'knowledge is power 

and people who have been powerless must see the knowledge of their history and 

reinforce the notion tbat suffaing matters" (p.20). Mezirow (1997) s@ to this idea as 

well when he says, "ûfien leamers are unawue of being oppressed; they i n t d i z e  the 

values of the oppressors" (p. 62). 

By being aware of thei  history-inchding the legacy of residential schools-fint 

Nations leamers can understand why they and the generations before them have 

experienced only limited educational success. In fan. between the 1930s and 1980% very 

few First Nations advancd in the educatiod system because the same opportunities 

available to the majority culture were not afforded to them (Hill, 1995; Jensen & Brooks, 

1991). For example, legislative changes to the Indian Act had educational impacts when 

First Nations people had to enfianchise and give up theh nghts and identity-their lesacy 



of Indian status-in order to becorne prof&onals, doctors, or lawyers (Hill, 1995). The 

impact of mainstream education has been such that, 'Yor the vast majority of Indian 

students, fm fkom king an opportunity, educstion is a critical filter, filtering out h o p  and 

self-esteem" (Hampton, 1995, p. 7). 

It is very clear fiom the literature that adult educators need to dow First Nations 

people to remember and reflect on the realitiks of their colonial history by developing 

programs that include relevant aimcula through disaission and debriefing circles. As 

Brady (1990) puts it: 'The foaised unification provided by remembaiag is -site to 

sense and order. Through ï t  human life is givai s h p e  that extends back into the past and 

forward into the W e "  (p. 46). Michael Apple also spcrilrs about First Nations people as 

having a collective memory (Haig-Brown, 1995). He argues it is the First Nations 

peoples' sense of a collective memory tbat dult  educators need to tap into as tbeK 

starting point for education ifthey are to support their students' personal growth and 

learning- This view is also at the kart of Freire's (1973) work, as weU as that of Hope 

and Timmell(19û4). 

In effect, the literatun suggests that the inclusion of First Nations history is vital 

to bring change for First Nations people in any educational program that is to bring 

change for First Nations people. Trembtay and Taylor (1998). in reference to successfûl 

adult education progams they studied, articulate the positive outcornes of Yocwing on 

the needs, expiences ami backgmuad of the leaniers" (p. 33). This view is also 

confirmecl in the federd govamment's A b o n ' ~ P ~ ~ f ~ c o n & q y  Eckr~4nkm & T- 

Policy Framework Daunrent (1995), when t -tes: 'The unique history, culture, values 

and traditions of Aboriginal p p l e s  and their leamïng d s  must be refîected in 



strategies which allow the adult learner to incorporate individual experiences into the 

process of learning" (p. 8). 

The concept of Indian control of Indian education was first coined in the early 

1970s. I&an ConfroI #Id-an Eriirdoin (National Indian Brotherhood, 1972) is the 

title of a policy paper that was presented to the Minister of M a n  and Northem Main 

Canada in 1972 by the National Indian Brotberhood in response to the fdd 

govemrnent's 1969 White P~per Polcjt The mite P q r  Pdicy recommended that 

federal responsibility for First Nations education should be a provincial nsponsibility. 

The response outlined the National Indian Brotherhood's opposition to the govemment's 

position. The Brotherhood argued that if the f e d d  goverrunent transfened control of 

First Nations' education to the provinces, then the federal govemment might go as fiir as 

to renege on their fiduciary responsibility to F o i  Nations people. Moreover, the 

Brotherhood's paper emphasized that edudonal  philosophy, goals, principles, and 

fiiture directions for Fint Nations education needed to be witbin their control- It 

discussed the need for local control of Indian education and the need for inclusive nursery 

to pst-secondary program. It also provided an overview of the concems and issues of 

First Nations people beyond educatiotl As Foley and Flowers (1992) say: 

Aboriginal peoples around the world an taking coatrol of 
theïr destiny. Following centuries of domination and the 
attempted imposition of d e n  values and lifestyles, Native 
people are reaffirming the validity of their own cultures; they 
are redefming political, economic, a d  social prionties within 
the wntexî of the late twentieth century. Control over education 
lies at the heut of the praass. (p. 61) 



Rationde for Communitv-Bd and C~mmunitv-Contdlcd Pronrrms 

The importance of Fust Netions control ofeducation for the First Nations learner 

cannot be overemphasized. Through the developmeat of culturally appropriate pro- 

and culturally sensitive instnictors, education programs can reflect the identifid needs ~f 

the adult leamer- Spencer (1998) speaks to this in Ihe Purposes of Adbit mEcbrocrtion. 

when he says: " A  basic tenet of adult education is that shce adult students corne to the 

classroom with considerable life experiences, adult education should build upon that 

experience" (p. 1 1)- Rowland (1995) shifts this to indigewus people, saying "Indian 

higher education [wu] one major measure of M a n  selfdetenninationn @. 273). Folq  

and Flowers (1992) say that when education is under non-Aboriginal control, there is 

generally room for an "elitist and diowionist approach [which can leaa to programs tbat 

are ineffective.. . causing community resistance (p. 69). 

Holt (1992) has made the compelling point that, as an aboriginal, he is forad to 

live in two worlds-his world and the white worid-whereas, non-Aboriginals do not have 

to live in the aboriginal comrnunity. This is an intriguing point for adult educators. If 

they were to view the situation îkom the learner's persvive,  they wodd find thef fiom 

the on-sef the instrudor holds a position of power because of the c010nial and 

paternalistic history that is generally involved with F i  Nations adults. Ultimately, the 

First Nation student entas the relationship with a faüng of ineQuajity and intimidation. 

The world they are entering is not their own, but they ofken need to go there if they are to 

advance in Canadian society. 

It is clear that effective duit education pro- for First Nations people need to 

corne from the heart of the cbmmunity @&ig-Brown, 1995). FÛst Nations educaiïon 



programs that are successful typically ensure the community is intimately involvcd-mt 

just as observers but also as vaiued educators- A prime example is adult education 

programs that routinely involve elder participation Zn First Nations controiled pro- 

elders typically play an active role by providing direction and the spiritual dimension to 

life and learning and the wmectedness of the two (Brillinger & Cantrell, 1993; Haig- 

Brown, 1995; Rowland, 1995). For example7 a f k  cornpletbg his intefyiews with 

nineteen tribal elders, Rowland sai4 Yn the view of the Cheyenne, knowledge and 

spintuality are inseparable" (p. 273). He went on to say, "the tribal college on the 

reservation can play an essential role in ushg the voice of the elders to empower the 

community" (p. 279). 

With respect to ùivolvhg the community7 Booue (1985) discusses organizations, 

community needs, politics and, cuitural realities. He asserts that adult education 

organizations and adult leamers are systems- He maintains, ifadult educators are to &kt 

change in a system they 'hust foaur on individual membas' beliefs, attitudes7 and 

objectives, as well as those of the ~ystern'~ (p. 4). This holds tnie as weli whea the largw 

"system3' is the First Nations community- 

Holt (1992) also speaks to cultural education. He says &cation, as we commonly 

know it in the dominant culture7 does not rdect a major aspect of our king. He says 

education "does not take are of the spirit and thus does not speak to our condition.. . . 

[The] universal aspects of ourseIves are often neglected through the emphasis solely on 

intellect and knowledge" @. 19)- see dso McQueen (1993). Thus, t is important to 

create a cultural environmeat where there is didation and inclusion of First Ngti~ns' 



history and tradition, In leaming their history, First Nations people ofien discover thek 

present reality in a new and real way- 

The value of comrnunity-baseci, wmmunity-controlled programs is clear in 

Vella's (1994) work. Writing about her personal experiences in Ethiopia, she illustrates 

that the incorporation of comrnuuity input in program planning needs to be the primary 

focus of program development. Bymes (1993) espouses a similar view in the North 

American context, recognizing that histoncally program development for Fint Nations 

education has not been CLltried out in ~~0I1SUhgfion with F i  Nations people. Accordhg to 

Bymes, First Nations' values and cultural beliefs have mt been integrated indo the 

developmental process- Bynies reports: "the knowiedge required to operate in an 

Aboriginal society is spintual lcnowledge together with an interlinked understanding of 

the social structure and its cornplex obligations" (p. 159). 

in summary, the iiterature suggests that a program planner wül be much more 

successful when community involvement, awareness, and wmmunity-control are at the 

forefiont of the process. 

Communitv Controllcd Education and ~Dettrminat ion 

m e r  and Sanderson (1992) propose tha relevant educaîion for First Nations 

people must have self4eterrnination as its objective. Self-dadnation is set in motion 

when wmrnunity members identifj. their own n d s  as well as the solutions to meeting 

the identitied needs. Central to this proass is dialogue and community involvement 

where everyone contributes to the solution. Inkster and Sandetson draw parailets to 

Freire's teaching, which suggests that caIlSCientization of the people l d s  to ownership 



of issues. When speaking on conscientkation, Freire (1973) says: T h e  important thing 

is to help men [and women] help themselves, to place them in consciously critical 

confkontation with their problems, to make them agents of their own recupenüïon" (p. 16). 

One can assume that, similarly, when First Nations people view their present situation in 

relation to history and oppression, they should also own the'u own experience and be ied 

to action and ultimate change. In Leamingfw Sey-Dtenni~ün: Communiw&sed 

Options for NNcrtiw Training md Research (1982), Jackson, McCaskiil and Hall say: Tt is 

at the local level, on resaves, that Native peopla in Cinada have been developing mw 

and more appropriate ways of a d v d g  their colîoctm intaests'' @. 2). 

It should be noted, however, that S m ' s  (1986) research is in cuntrast with many 

of the views already proposedsed Scott conducteci a study at the University of Olciahoma 

and his findings suggest that the First Nations students who w a e  most academically 

successful were those who integrated with white -dents in the academic sethg and had 

little attachent or coaunitment to their cuiture. Whiie this may mcet some goals, for 

most researchers concemed with the long-tam fùtwe of First Nations people in Canada, 

it puts possibility of ~e~determination in doubt. A significantly large segment of the 

Iiterature points to abonginai education programs being successfii when they are locaily 

developed, controlled, and relevant to the past, pesent, and t'uture of aboriginal people. 

First Nations wmmunities have made attempts to develop edudonal  institutions and 

prograrns that reflect their long-range cornmunity development aads-needs being 

defined as a movement, on a local and nationai le* towards self-government. Barman 

et al's (1987) work is but one that calls for the development of adult e d u d o n  programs 

that are t d y  in aboriginal control. As most of the wrïting indiates, community diiected 



and wntrolled education, with a foundation of self-determination, appears to foster a 

sense of self and pride, not ody  in adult education but also in the education of First 

Nations children, 

In summary, through the development of community-based ducation, culturally 

appropriate programs, and ailturaiiy sensitive instructors, a pmgram can reflect the 

identified needs of adult leamers. They can also reflect the identified needs of the larger 

community and re-build communities. Bad Wound (1991) talLs about directhg attention 

away fiom regular notions of the role of tribal college curricuia a d  says educatofs should 

establish a h e  ofthinlring about Cumda and &cation progrrmming "as a meiiiw of 

empowering students to assume an active role in the stniggle for tribal self- 

determination" @. 15). It seems clear tbat cornmunity involvement links to self- 

determination and self-determination generates an avenue in which First Nations people 

can address theu identified issues on tbeir own terms. 

Fi- Nations LcuPhg Centres and Coüeges 

First Nations learning centres and colleges an seen as an impeaui for Eist 

Nations self-governeci education because they con incorporate holistic, wmmunity-based, 

c u l t d y  sensitive elements into e d u d o n  progrsmmiag. According to Bymes (1993), 

Wor many years programs bave been instituted in Abonginal wmrnunities, primarily by 

non-Aboriginal people, but bave not worked as intended" @. 157). Copet (1992) adds to 

this by suggesting program development was limited due to the "strong emphasis given to 

the use of consultants.. . which often entailed insensitivity to uûturai quahies of the 

communities" @. 39). 



Tnbally Controlled Comrnunity Colleges flCCC7s) were fhst estsbüshed Ui 

Arizona in the United States in the 1960s. Boyer (1989) reports that financial difticulties 

were paramount in sustaining Tribally Controlled Colleges in the early years but the 

Tribally-controlled Community College Act of 1978, which allowed for fùnding based on 

full-time student enrobent, bas helped to alleviate the problem. According to George 

(1994), as of 1990 there are twenty-six tribally controiled coileges in the US. 

Stein (1986) describes Tribaily ControUed CommuMty Colleges as hiiving a 

philosophy of service to the community. F m  his research, he reports that TCCCs lend 

themselves to comrnunity spirit, reflect grassroots community educationai d s ,  and 

maintain strong local govemance structures. Bad Wound (1991)' a director of a US 

Tnbally Controlled College, conducteci an analysis of TCCCs' mission-statements and 

found that the institutes have duai missions: '% sustain tribai ide* and to provide 

knowledge about mainstream Society" @. 16). Tribally Controlled Community Colleges 

were crucial in dealing with the disastrous educationai outcornes for First Nations people 

in the US through the late 1960s and 19709. according to Stein (1992). He reprts that 

the Indian leaders who led the way for the developmmt of these coileges emphasi i  the 

need for tribally controlied education as a means ofregainhg control of their destiny. 

Stein says a number of American Indians "have taken on some of the distorted view of 

themselves.. . . Thus, niany doubt their own or my Indian's intelligence or capacity to 

succeed in higher education" (p. 95). This ody  underscores the d for locally 

controlled aboriginal centres of lea-g, as Stein maltes clear. Furthers Stein points to 

how tribal colleges have developed remedial prognuns as a way to meet the challenges 

threatening to destroy the aboriginal way of life. He reports tbat "85 percent oftribal 



college graduates who stayed on the resewation were employed-a significrint fi* (since 

US rese~ations] have fkom 45 to 80 percent unemployment rates" (p. 93). Moreover, 

Conti and Fellenz (1991) say that %bal colkges educate students who may be returning 

to school af3er repeated failures elsewhere" @. 18). Tremblay and Taylor (1998) also 

emphasize the link between successful prograrns and comunity contmiled progcams. 

The AborigimI Post&c- l!iÜk&-on and Tim-mhg Poficy Frmework 

(1995) reports: "Strategies must ais0 provide the community-based dedopment and 

delivery systems which enable the post-secondary system to respond to the Aboriginal 

people as distinct societies capable 0fid-g their unique leanring needs" (p. 8). 

Anotha key point relevant to community-based control of ducation is reflectd 

in Barman, Herbert, and McCaskill's (1987) assedon that whoever has cootrol of 

education ultimately has conml of the culture that is king transmitted an4 accordingly, 

as the number of First Nations communities who control their education inmeases, so too 

does the number of aboriginal adults who ntuni to school. In the put, however, 

mainstream education programs had ümited success with Fint Nations students because 

'mey were based on the values of ~>n-Abofiginal culture rather than the values of 

Aboriginal culture" (Byrneq 1993, p. 157). 

Those programs were often not relevant and typidly were mt applicable or 

sensitive to First Naîions' reaüties and needs. in part, the movement of addts turning to 

locally controlled First Nations centres has to do with the provision of curnmunity-based 

culturally sensitive and relevant pmgrams. Stein (1986) believes Tribaîîy Controlled 

Community Colleges are working well because thy bridge into the curnmunity and offa 

meaninfil Indian studies courses, both formal d informal- Tribally ControUed 



Community Colleges recogoize that -dents require more than acadernic or v d o n a l  

tools to operate in our cornpetitive society. In fact, the literature strongly suggests @ad 

Wound, 198 1; Brillinger & Cantrell 1993; Haig-Brown, 1995) that First Nations people 

are not oniy interested in ademics but also in the inclusion of culture, history, language 

and oral tradition as king essential components of the'u education. Stein (1986) says, 

"Studeats will need to laiow who they are as an Indian person, whaî theii tnbe's culture is 

and how language helps to preserve ail ofthese values" (p. 4). 

Conti and Fellenz (1991) propose tha thae are basic prînciples in tribal college 

program delivery that affect student leamhg and success-prhciples tbat speak to the 

need for culture and validation of history and the aboriginal experience. They sum this 

argument up weli when they say: "A Cumdum that d a s  not build upon a knowledge of 

these principles deprives snidents of their dignity and lirnits their ability to participate in 

their own education" (p. 19). 

Eduutionai and Lcrrning in tôe Fit Nations Settiag 

Considerable research points to the importame of ad& educators establishing 

warm relationships with their Fust Netions d u i t  leamers ifthe prognms are going to be 

successfil. The school environment dso plays a key role, as d l  be disaisseci. In &ci, 

Danzinger (19%) reports that the number ofgraduates in Canada has increased 

dramatically as a resuh of colkges and universities providing support and 1e-g 

environments-supports that d e  it possible for Fust Nations -dents to f a 1  at home 

and cornfortable. For this to happen, this herature suggests that the importance of the 



role of the aduk educator cannot be ovedooked mrillinger & Cantrell, 1993; Byrnes, 

1993)- 

Cultural Awr reness 

When workiog with aud developing adult education programs for First Nations 

adults the literature suggests that a non-First Nations duit educator must, foremost, be 

culturally astute mli, 1995). W expresses the following vi- 70 t d y  ~ademtand 

aboriginal leamhg and teaching, one has to understand the aiiturai teacbiags of the 

people77 (p. 29). Foley a d  Ffowers (1992) dm underscore the need for educatm to be 

aware of the indigenous howledge of the cornmunities they are workhg with before 

embarking on teaching, 

Not only does the Iiterature advocate that non-Fust Nations adult educators need 

to be culturally aware, there are also those who take the view one step farther to 

recommend that, wherever possible. it is most advantagrnus to utiiize First Nations 

instnictors (Byrnes, 1993; Hampton, 1995). On balance, however. there is considerable 

data to suggest that thae can be very positive resuits whea non-aboriginal instrutors are 

intimately linked to the community and knowledgeable of Fust Nations dture and 

world-view. 

Freire (1973) proposes that effective adult educaton are those who seriously 

consider their assumptions before and while working with those groups thst have 

historicaily been oppresseci. The Literature on culturai awareness makes it evident that 

understanding the First Nations cornmunity's woridview helps the adult educator be more 

sensitive and effective because it encourages the educata to t d y  start where the 



leamer is-academically, spirituaüy and culturally+ 

Intemersonal Connections Bctwun Facultv and Lcrirners 

Wilson's (1994) research is but one clear example that speaks to the need for 

dialogue, creativity, a flexible school environment, and strong teacher-leamer 

relationships in a school environment- Wilson, a non-aboriginal educator, worked with a 

large aboriginal population in a university in Alamka- She instnicted an introductory 

psychology course. Early in the course, she fbuud that she had to adapt the came 

because her Aboriginal saidents were not achieving success d many were fiicing 

possible fdure. Subsequently, she modifieci the course to have a stronger social foais. 

She did this by organinng interpersonal communication exercises and eaoouraging small 

group sessions. Within this h e w o r k ,  she amangeci for i a f o d  meke-up classes that 

included coffee and snacks and she encourageci dialogue unong the students with a foais 

on îheu personal lives. The s d l  group sessions were saictîy social with no discussion 

of course content- Wilson d e t d n e d  that '%hem was a more desperate need for 

fellowship and afnliation than there was for course remediation" (p. 306). She found that 

"not only were -dents interesteci in getting to know MJ pa~onally, but they wanted 

[hm] to know them in the same way" @. 306). The students' academic improvements 

were drarnatic as a result. For example, they started to féei cornfortable and began to ask 

questions in class, they began to extend theû workiag the, and were soon San worlong 

in the library and studying in the student louage. Most notable, however: "hot ody did 

aii Alaska Native and Canadian Indian students in the study meet the course requirements 

but al1 received grades of A" (p. 307). 



Wilson's study illustrates the need for saisitivity and awareness on the pu t  of 

adult educators as well as the importance of positive relationships between instnictor and 

student. Primarily, however, the results of her study lend authority to the importance of 

considering native students' interpersonal nads as an integral component to student 

SuCCesS. 

The literature suggests that there is agreement that the relationship between First 

Nations adult leamers and theu instnictors is centrai to edudonal  success (Barman et al, 

1987; Haig-Brown, 1995; HiU, 1995; Kleinfïeld, 1975; Wilson, 1994)- It bas been seen 

that the inclusion of culture in this sethg is also part of such success but Brillinger and 

CantreU (1993) dso advocate for personaiized intefactions and a strong cornmitment on 

the part of instnictor~~ Wdson (1994) says her findings "clearly indicated the 

significance of the quality of the interaction that students have with their professors" @. 

3 10). Moreover, Frein (1973) imparts the need for the fd i ta tor  of learning to engage 

students in authentic dialogue, while Aitken and Falk (1983) underscore the importana 

of positive faculty interactions as contributing to leamer success. Stein (1992) also credits 

the high retention rate in tribal colkges to instnictor-student relationships. He maintains 

that administrators and teachers at tribal colleges put the needs of their students at the 

forefiont. 

Part of this equation of successfiil relationships is the need for the instnicton to 

leave their biases at the door. If an instructor is to bt successfùl in a First Nations adult 

education classroom, it is imperative that he or she should get to know the students and 

allow their students to get to know the- in a mal and warm m e r ,  eccordllig to Stein 

(1 992). Stein talks about instructors who also provide fiont-line daily contact outside of 



regular instruction hows, and advise and mentor theu -dents on a consistent basis. He 

believes that it is that support and human contact that fosta a -dent's success. He 

stresses that, '%esides providing instnictions to studenîs, the teachers must ofien touch 

their students in a personai waf (p. 93). He reports on a case in a Tribai CoUege whae 

an instructor transportai a student to and fiom schwI to ensuc the student received the 

science tutoring and support he needed to qurlify fbr a biomedical research progran In 

short, it is through the actions of the instnictor and tbe way in which he or she role 

models genuhe caring rnd support tbat helps to eaooiirige saidcnts- 

Wilson's (1994) ettmoenphic research aiso d s  tht a Iack of relatioaship 

between an insinictor and saident an be interpreted in the First Nations commuiity as 

the instnictor not carhg about the studwt. Wilson shans îhese words by a student in her 

research: 'What 1 know of the professor is what 1 see in fiont of the mm.. . what you 

hear is their lectures, ycm don't know anything about the person It's so impersonal. But 

then I guess that's because they don't care" @. 3 1 1)- Danzinger (19%) too, confkms 

these assertions in bis discussion about his personai erciperiences and maintains that the 

counselor, educatm, or aâvocate w b m  First Nations %tudents couid trust and with 

whom students wuld bond" (p. 237) is a vital ünk to successCCeSS m e n  d Faik's (1983) 

study also identifies positive fipailty fcsponsiveners a d  support as one of the main 

factors wntributing to college completion. Aad, in a study aon&ded by meinfield 

(1975), it was found that ara uiscructor who is appmhable tends to be mon & i v e .  

As each ofthese refhnœs illustraie, the human e1emcnt appem to be at the axe 

of a First Nations student's sense of beloaging and rcompiishment (?&ter & 



Sanderson, 1992; Kleinfield, 1975; Wilson, 1994). However, the environment aIso plays 

a part, as seen next, 

SchooI Environment Contributes to h r n t r  Succcss 

Lin, Lacounte and Eder (1988) researched the effects o f a  First Nations school 

environment on student academic performancermance ûfpdcular interest was their finding 

that "among Indian students the niaors of o v d  attitude toward wkge &cation and 

the feeling of isolation account for more that 17% of the variance in a d e m i c  

performance as measuced by GPA.. . . In contmst, among white students, attitudes toward 

professors attitudes toward ooliege education, and the feeling of isolation, 8ccouut for 

ody a little of 90/0 of the variance of GPA" @. 8). Their r-ch imparts the importance 

for First Nations adult leamers to have a sense of belonging, community, and personal 

relationship for academic success. Barman, et al (1987Kpick up the need for First Nations 

to have wntrol over their own e d u d o n  institutions again in order to provide an 

environment that ailows for culnual socialization, and say, aihom ever bas control, 

controls what culture is being transmitted" (p. 4). Tremblay and Taylor (1998) have also 

examined the problem of under-education and unemployment of Canadian adultq 

including aboriginalq and report tbat theû research findings suggest that, "ihe cultural 

environment ernerged as the most iduential factor contributing to a quality leaming 

environment" (p. 30). Brillinger and CantreU(1993) take this one step farther to propose 

that non-aboriginal educators who are unaware of the signincancc of culture within a 

learning environment "offen inadvertently cnrte a lemming enviromnent which is 



chsracterized by paternalism, dependeacy and resistance, resulting in hstration and 

discouragement for both the leamer and the educator" (p. 143). 

Litency Issues in First Nations Commanitics 

In a (1992) report by Canada's S e c r e ~ ~ a î  of fk Deportment of 1 , .  Skience 

and Technology, it was codkned that adult literacy in Canada is a serious problem for 

adults. For example, the report reveals that many Canadians (though it doesn't provide 

actual numbers) "do wt have the advanced Literacy slrills to hction fdly in the context 

of an industrialized economic and social environment" @. 10). The report goes on to 

suggest that adults need to have the oppominities for remedial adult basic education, üfe 

skills and an quivalent to high school completion in order to compte in Canada's 

econornic society. 

However, the situation is much more acute for First Nations adults. Tremblay and 

Taylor (1998) report that natives 15 years of age and older with less than a grade nine 

education is 45%; it is only 1 PA for the non-native population. The Secrefanfaniar of the 

Depmtrnent of I i ,  Science and Technology report conclu&s, "there is a pressing 

need for researchers to focus on Native Literacy" (p. 3 1). 

Specific to Iiteracy issues and Fust Nations adults, however, to date, the research 

mounding the literacy levels of aboriginal adults is limited. Much of the data are 

specific to the parity between First Nations and non-First Nations chilâren and young 

adults in the public school system. Although qualitative and qgantitative research 

pertaining to First Nations literacy is limited, the litecature that 1 reviewed points out that: 

Wationally, two of three aboriginal aduhs haven't completed grade twelve, suggesting 



that Natives in Canada as a group have even more severe literacy problems than 

immigrants, who are b a e r  educated as a group" (Calamai, 1999). Most recently. the 

issue has been taken up as a human rights issue. A human rights hquiry has been recently 

launched into Native education in British Columbia (Vmcouver Sun, 2001). In the news 

announcement it is said that the BC Human Rights Commission is launching a public 

inquiry as a result of the "homfjring" statistics fiom the BC Mini- of Education which 

reveals that only 3 8% of aboriginal students graduate fiom grade twelve, compareci to 

77% of non-abonginals. The announcement a h  reportedthaî, in some areas m British 

Columbia, only 5% of abori@aIs graduate. 

The Relatiooshi~ Betwecn Litencv and h c k  of Emdovment 

In the R e m  of the Natr-omf Round Table an Economic Dewlopment a d  

R e s m e s  (1993), Jette says: "Govermnent departments and agencies have issueci 

thousands of pages of anaiysiq aü concludiag that a state of crisis exists acrou the 

nation" (p. 121). This crisis, with respect to aboriginal people. they argue, is due to a la& 

of strategic planning, a lack of education, and a lack of trust. The report says that many 

Canadian aborïginals lack the skills to enter higher education and they note that basic 

literacy and numeracy skills esda te  this problem 

Calamai (1999) disaisses an oii company based in Fort McMWay, Alberta, that 

tested potential First Nations employas ody to fhd thst n e d y  fi@ percent of the 

applicants could not deal with the grade tai material beiig presented as an assessment 

base, although they had graduaîd îrom grade tweive. Calamai also points out thaî the 

three Canadian national surv9s that have been conducteci since 1987 have not included 



the literacy levels of First Nations people living on reserves. H e m  he is suggesting that 

although educators working with First Nations p p l e  know there is a serious problem, 

the national quantitative âata are d l  not available or are only available in piecemeal 

sections across the country- He nevertheles goes on to say, 'We ideal of empowerment 

iives in the aboriginal-literacy movement" (p- 13). 

Further to this, Wabano (199 1) in -es a d  Optiorrs in A&It Lireracy.- A 

National Symposium says, W e  believe that the serious issue ofNative literacy 

programming has eitha b a n  ignored or approached through inappropriate .ad 

ineffective meansyy @. 50)- She goes on to suggest that aboriginal lit- programs wed 

to be based in First Nations communities and the schedules need to be flexible enough to 

meet the ad& leamerYs needs and ciraimstances. George (1994) takes this fiuther, 

saying: "literacy leads to the development and empowemim which will contribute to self 

detexmination'' for First Nations people (p. 21 1). He M e r  argues the nad for 

community-based Indian control of Indian education. Anderson (1 995), in bis Ontarîo 

report on Notiw Literacy in Ontmio.- Areus fa LkwI~prnent~ refas to aborighd Ieaming 

centres as one option for deoling with the problem. He munt. ins that "Regional adult 

education centres need to be developed which foau on the provision of a holistk Native 

leaming environment" @- 1 1). 

ln The Royal Commission Report: Nine Stqs to RebuiId AborigdEcononries 

(1997), the authors point to a lack of education and training as beiig one of the main 

barriers to obtaining meanin@ employment for Fi Nations people. They suggesî that 

the available data reveal that there is a strong comlation ôetween levels of education and 

levels of unemployment in aboriginal communities. In the report, they say: "Among those 



studies commissioned in the area of economic development, the most direetly devant 

calls attention to the very positive and successful mode1 provided by the tribal colleges in 

the United States" (p. 25). They suggest that it is imperative to estabiish better learning 

environments for aboriginal leamers that assist them to make transitions into higher 

education. 

In sum, in considering the literacy issues in First Nations communities in Canada 

and the United States, it is evident that rnie advancement for F i  Nations peoples- 

sociaily and economidy-requires literacy development within abonginal wmmunities. 

George (1994) d e s  the foiiowing obsewations on this point: 

For the Abonginal people.. . literacy is a process holving 
not only the individuais, but also the whole comrnunity. 
Literacy leads to development and empawerment, which will 
contribute to selfdetermination. @- 2 11) 

Litemture Revïew Summa y 

The literaîure revieviewed here suggests that several vaxiables influence education 

success for First Nations leamers, The essential elements o f a  successfùl Fust Nations 

adult education program generaily extend beyod academic content to include restoration 

and reinforcernent of cuIturat traditions. Mmeover, an educational enviroment that 

fosters a sense of community, fellowship, a d  a sense of beiongïng is also said to k a key 

component to program and leamer success. The role of the ducator m o t  be overstated 

because personalized interactions, instnictor relationships with studcats, and ailhiral 

sensitivity are also cenaal elements to learner success. In genetal, the litefz~ture d e s  

the assertion that First Nations' education programs that taire these variables bto accmnt 



and are taiîored and dehered under thought-out and well-managed conditions, can lead 

tu First Nations prograrns that are highly successful. 



THE DESIGN AND IMPLEMENTATION 
OF MY PROJECT 

My study sought to understand the fictors iduencing student enrollment, 

attendance, retention and course completion through the evaluation of a new program 

called the STEP Program. To assess its degree of success, it was compared to the past 

adult basic education programs that had been delivered at my adult education centre, 

using attendance, retention, and course completion two years prior to the implementation 

of the STEP Program, and two years &er, as a basis for comporison. Attendance, 

retention, and program completion rates were the primary issues for this study. 

The initial aim of this study, and the questionnaire that 1 distributed in the fâll of 

1997, may be seen as a way to evaluate the adult education centre's services, programs, 

administration and in terms of their satisfaction, sense of effectiveness, and levels 

of morale. Although 1 hoped it would be revealed by an assessment, it soon became clear 

that the early questions were tw vague- It gave me a reasonable sense of the level of 

success of the program but the fiindamental question that came to be asked, and the 

purpose behind the revised project seen here, was to determine whether the STEP 

Program contributed to irnproved ad& leamer enrollment, attendance, retention and 

course completion at the centre. If it did' why did it, and how did it achieve this? 

Entering the research project, I knew that student enrollment and student inquines 

had increased dramatically with the STEP Program. The adult centre's record keeping 

showed that there had been an approamate 70./. increase in student inquiries in 1999 

after the STEP Program was implemented in the 19974998 school year. This only 

occurred after the community saw that the STEP Program could in fact advance students 

53 



towards higher education- One success built on another, and auother, and it al1 had a 

rîppling effect- 

My project turned towards a study of this STEP Program and the question evolved 

into how it addressed retention, attendance, and completion more eff i ively than the 

previous one, which was typical of traditional ABE programs in settings such as mine. 

On the survey, I asked: "With the hplementation of the STEP Program, has there been 

an increase in student enrollment, attendance, retention and completion, as compareci 

with the traditional aduit basic education pro- that our duit education centre offered 

and, if so, why has this taken place?,, With this new question and direction, the f o a s  of 

the study became much clearer and more manageable. Most important, however, a 

formal evaluation would allow student and staffvoices to be heard in the continuhg 

evo lut ion of the adult centre's adult education programming. 

In summary, the order ofevents in this study was first, in 19961997 1 was the life 

skills instructor for the BAID program, which was a program delivaed and supervised by 

a local college in our area Afkr the School Board hired me as the Director of our centre 

in the spring of 1997 1 began the process of conducting idonnal discussions with 

students and community members to gain insight on their perceptions ofthe adult 

centre's services. In September 1997 1 irnplemented the STEP Program, which would 

ultimately replace the BAJD program W1thïn this tirnefiame in the fa11 of 1997 1 

recognized that a more formai evaluation was required. 1 held a Staff Retreat to discuss 

the centre's services and their o v d l  satisfaction and 1 gained the School Board's 

approval in November 1997 to conduct a formal evaluation This was phase 1 of my 



project. As will be dimssed the initial fhdings of phase 1 led me to phase II which 

evolved into an evaluation of the overail impacts of the STEP Program 

Background to the Probkm 

My adult education centre primarily serves the geographical area traditionally 

known to belong to the Saanich Nation peopks. nie four resewe wmmunities are 

situatecl on southern Vancouver Zsland, British Columbia Their wmbined population is 

approximately 2000, not di of whom live on the reservees. EstabLished in 1988, the adult 

education centre had added few new pro- over the past nine years and had done little 

to develop its existing ones. The programs had traditionalîy been wmprised of an Adult 

Basic Education (ABE) program, a First Nations Famiiy Support Worker program and a 

Basic Academic and Job Development (BAJD) program. It was a School Board pnority 

in L997 to hire a Director to actively pursue the development of new and relevant adult 

education programs for the centre. 

1 was hired as the Director of the adult education centre in April1997 and 

immediately set about the task of reviewuig current programs and services by =king in- 

put fiom students, s t a  board memben and cornmunity through informal discussions. I 

wanted to gain a better understanding ofthe adult centre's strengths and limitations. 

Having been employed at the adult education centre in the BAJD program as a life skills 

instructor in 1996-1997,I had already formed my own impressions of the adult education 

centre's strengths and limitations. Thus, it was important for me to determine how others 

felt about the M t  education centre's pro- and senices and to be open to re- 

assessing my own views before 1 moved a&ad to develop new programs. 



However, early in the process, it became clear that informal discussions would be 

inadequate and a thorough, formal evaluation was neded. It was a h  evident that both 

the ABE and BAJD programs required attention The enrollment in the ABE program 

was low considering the four Band's combinecl adult population. Furthemore, most 

believed the BAlD program bad Wrely nui its course with the pool of local participants 

because it had been in operation for I O  years. However, 1 was not convinced tbat the 

BAJD program was the best or  the oniy program to address the community's long-range 

education and training needs. B a d  on my hiowledge of aboriginal community needs, 

the self-government pcocess, and my social work training in community devalopment, 1 

believed the BAJD program would have only limïted impact in meeting those needs. In 

addition, 1 did not believe that the adult centre pmgrams linked wiîh each other in a 

meaningful way. Hence, 1 felt that 1 needed to investigate all of these questions in order 

to develop educationai programs that were more iiitimately ~ ~ ~ e c t e d  with the larger 

community's plans and goals. W~thin this time period 1 introdud STEP and set out to 

evaluate its impacts. This is because when 1 was instructing the We skilis program for the 

BkTD program, 1 concluded that the ABE program needed rejuvenation and the BAJD 

program needed major adaptation if it was to actually move adult leamers fiom basic 

academics to meaninal  employwnt or  higher education. Wahout these, thae would 

be little student advancement to higha education or community progres over the long 

term. The primary problem, as I saw if s d  to stem âom the BAJD program king 

an entity on its own with limited links to the ABE program. The ABE program and the 

BAJD prograrns were physically next door to each der-right in the same building-but 

they operated in isolati011 fiom each O*- 



Clearly, the prograrns did not have a bridge between them to allow students to 

easily progress fiom one to the other- This was in part because students in the B A D  

program were fùnctioning at a low literacy level-graâe two to grade seven, whereas 

sîudents in the ABE program were at grade eight levei or higher to be accepteci into that 

program Therefore, the prognms provided weak bndging into each other and to other 

education progratns in our centre- In fact, one of my nrst observattions was ba t  the stafF 

had to be encouragecl to communicate across programs and students had to be encourageci 

to communicate nom one program to the d e r -  As a life skills instructor, 1 had felt very 

isolated when 1 instnicted lXe skilis in the BAJD program a d  believed that the students 

felt much the same. 1 did not get a sense that there was a team effort or a joint vision for 

the sta£For the adult m e  as a whole. Thae was a pressing n d  to establish a sense of 

community in the adult centre. Comrnunity involvement and community awareness was 

minimal- Based on my reading, and my experience, 1 was convinced that it was through 

community awareness of the cemtre that we would increase student enrollment. 

1 had to ask what was wrong with the BAJD program? My work as a üfe sH1s 

instructor showed me that many of the participants le& BAlD excited and motivated 

because of the social experience, their new life skills, and th& seme ofseK 

ernpowerment, but they still required considerable reinforcement and academic support 

beyond this progrm Although they left with a new sense of seIf-confidence, they o h  

reaiized their new educational journey would be a d f i c u l t  and often a long one. They 

ofien needed more education but were inadequately prepared d e m i c a I l y  for ABE. 

Academically, BAJD was a literacy prognun which, in-turn, le& a large gap between it 

and the ABE program because the ABE program began w o h g  with adult learnas who 



were at the grade eight IeveL They were not there yet-in many respects. Clearly, there 

was a piece missing between BAJD and the ABE program- Moreover, in BAJD, the 

participants were pmvided with a daily stipend, whereas the same financial support was 

not available through ABE- This was a result of BAJD being fhded by Human Resource 

Development Canada, which dowed for stipends. Not having the same hancial 

resources available fkom program to program only complicated issues- 

For some, the reality ofbeing at a low ABE literacy level was Like not king able 

to see the Light at the end of the tunael. The dream of advancing to coliege-level 

prograrns seemed unaminable. Entering coiïege or baving a car8e~just seemed too fir 

away, especially without thancial support- More offen than net, students either gave up 

on their studies or floated in ABE for several years without actuaüy advancing- This is 

not to Say the participants did not receive good or adquate instruction fiom the BAJD 

program; rather, it is to point to the intenial and e x t e d  disco~ectedness as it related to 

a larger picture of First Nations adult education in our area 

It shoufd be noted that the objective of BAJD was employment readiness with a 

suong focus on Mie skills. Academic upgrading was only a secondary focus of the 

program. One should not expect that the adult leamers would be ready to approach 

forrnal education and upgrading immediately afta fïnishing this program. Only a small 

number of participants attained and xnaintained employment, accordhg to the 

coordinator of the BklD program who had been employed by the program for 10 years. 

Through a review of BAJD files (which were not complete; several years of 

records were not available) and discussions with key employees who are familiar with the 

participants' current situations, my estimates suggested that approximately 13% (20 



participants) of the 160 participants who attended BAJD over the 10-year time fiame 

actuaily maintained employment for a 3-6 month period- A greater percentage of 

participants, approximateiy 70 participants (44%) aîtempted fiirther education Aithough 

a comprehensive review of  the number of participants who actually completed grade 

twelve or moved into vocational or coilege level courses was ôeyond the scope of this 

study, several individuals familiar with the program suggested that fewer than 100/o of 

those who went on to ABE from BAJD contïnued or completed higher education- Actual 

follow-up records on these students are not available- Howevet, since the staff had been 

employed at the adult centre for many years and since the sh~deat body is smali, 1 

consider the estimates to be reasonably accurate.. 

On the other han4 there were many who went thmugh the BAJD program who 

found the life skills component valuable. Many o f  the participants whom 1 spoke to 

remembered the BAJD program as being a very powafiil aperience. They took control 

of their personal lives after the program anci made tangible strides to improve their 

personal situations. There are many B A D  success stories at our adult centre. There 

were participants who advanad 60m BAlD to nirtha academic studies or employment 

and, similady, tbere have been adult leamers who started out in ABE who are now 

attendhg college. In this regard, my conviction was reinforad that componeats of 

BAJD, such as life skills, should be maintained in any new progcam, such as the STEP 

Program. 

Of qua1 importance, the Adult Basic Education program staff providecl ouf centre 

with strong leadership skills, which led me to believe tht the developmeut proass for 

ABE would not require substantial change. The ABE Jtinhad gained the respect ofthe 



-dents and the extendecl comrn~nity~ On the other hand, I believed the BAJD program 

needed to be re-shaped and adapted in a major way i f t  was to effedvely bridge and 

prepare adult leamers for higher education, 

Those who attended the adult education centre typically apply to enta the 

prognuns offered d e r  they are advertised in the four Band's community newsletters a d  

the adult centre's newsleîter- Ifthey apply to earoil in ABE and are acapted &O the 

program they do not receive financial spollsorship, thwgh their tuition is paid If they 

appiy to the BklD pro- *fore STEP) they receive 8 stipend and financiai support 

for childcare. However, with the introduction of STEP, to be discussed later7 ifthey 

apply to enroll in the STEP Program and are accepteci, their tuition is paid, they receive a 

bi-weekly stipend based on tbeir attendance and progress, and they receive hancial 

support for childcare. This is because the STEP Program is a Human Resource 

Development (federal govemment fbnded program), as was the BAJD program, whereas, 

the ABE program is not T y p i d y  the students in the presat ABE and STEP Program 

range in years 60m 19 to 68 and the majority ofthe students are wornen, and geaerslly, 

aii who apply are on social assistance. 

Primary Rescrrch Sources 

One of the two references that 1 used extensively throughout the eady conceptuai 

stage of the projeci was Haig-Brown's (1995) resource: TaAing Control: Power a d  

Contrdction in Firsf Nkthns A&It E&~~fi*m. mg-Brown had conducteci 

ethnographie research at the Native Education Centre in Vancouver, British Columbia. 

Her book proved to be an exceiient tesou~ce because it provideci insights nom studentq 



staff and comrnunity members derived fiom her personal i n t e ~ e w s  and obsemations. 

Through the eyes of the comrnunity, she encapsulated the interpretations and 

philosophies of community-based education and aboriginal control of education. 

Additionally, she examineci an array ofrelevant topics to this study, such as program 

development, student participation and retention, bdancing academics with ailturally 

relevant content, and student and staff issues- 1 was able to use this source ia 

conceptualizing the structure of my study. 

The second reference that was very helpfûl was Kirlrpatnck's (1975) book 

Evaluating Traririg Rqpms. It proved valuable ôecause ofthe modds and scenarios 

that were presented. He drew on theory and practia to piovide evaluatioa strategies that 

were manageable. In his work he says: 

At best adult education institutions only provide the participants 
with an evaluation instrument, usually one that bas not been tested 
for response objectivity, and calculate the average [mean] response 
to questions conceming the program andor program l d e r .  While 
this is a step in the right direction, little effort has been made to 
incorporate participant evaluation into firme programs. @. 42) 

I found this comment intriguing. It was after reading his book that 1 decided to do a 

follow-up with staff and students concerning the overall changes to the centre, including 

the addition of the STEP Program, and it was at this point 1 began to nanow my study. In 

consultation with my St. Francis Xavier advisor, 1 used focus groups and personal 

interviews in addition to administering a questionnaire to inwrporate a personal 

dimension of the students to the mdy by hearing their stories f i s t  hand in an expanded 

form fiom what the questionnaire results provided. Initialiy, 1 had intended o d y  to 

conduct the written questiomaires. Kirkpatrick's work inspired me to take the results of 

the questionnaire to a higher level. 1 wanted to take the questionnaire nsults that 1 had 



gathered during the main part of the research and, together with staff and students' in-put, 

use the data as a means of looking towards the fùture- 1 sought to have the staff and 

students work with me for the fbture of the adult ducation centre's programrning. With 

a shared voice and vision, 1 believed we could build an adult basic education program 

that reflected al1 levels of  leamers' needs, and especiaily the needs of literacy-level 

learners. 

The Adult Centn Described 

As mentioned, the adult education centre where 1 work fUs under the authority of 

the School Board, which is compriseâ of the four Saanich Nations Bands' elected chiefs 

and councilors- There are 22 board members in dl- In addition to the adult ducation 

centre, the School Board also operates and administers an elementary school and a high 

school- The tribal elementary and high schools receive core fùnding fiom the 

Department of Indian Affairs. The adult education centre, on the other-hana does not 

receive core timding for its programs. Program delivery is strictly proposai driven. 

Proposais for annual fùnds and grants are submitted to the Department of Ihdian -airs, 

Human Resource Development Canada, and other organktions such as the Industry 

Trades and Apprenticeship Commission, and the National Literacy Secretariat to 

establish new programs or to sustain on-going programs. 

At the time of d i n g ,  the adult education centre offers: a Literacy program, the 

new STEP Program that 1 developed and implemented, an ABE prograrn, and a First 

Nations Farnily Support Worker program- Most recently, the adult education centre also 

began offering evening Computer Classes, S d l  Business Development Seminan, a 

Youth Services Canada Project, a Youth Entrepreneur Action Pro- a Horticulture 



Training Program and a Trade Links Program. The aduit centre dso has basic libraq 

services and resources. 

When 1 first ststrted at addt education centre as the life skills instmctor in 1996- 

1997, there were approxhately 35 adult learners in fidi-time attendance at the ABE 

level, which included Basic Academic and Job Development- After 1 implemented the 

STEP Program in the 1997-1998 sch001 year, the n i m b a  i n c d  to appmximately 70 

adult leamers by 1999-2000 attendhg ABE and STEP on a reg& basis. These figures 

do not include the Fia Nations F d y  Support Worker pmgram or short-term courses, 

such as the evening wmputer class. 

However, as touched on earlier, the physical set-up of the addt centre only sefved 

to increase the sense of isolation and establish basriers between programs. For example, 

the interior of the adult centre was bare and lacked character. A visitor waiking down the 

hall of the adult education centre would find a stark amidor with closed doors- The 

visitor would not get a good sense of the atmosphere or the work that was taking place 

behind the closed doors to the various classrooms, nor would they get a sense of the 

people, the community, or the culture. hnically, the exterior &rounds, such as the lawiis 

and garden, reflected a sense of pride found in the aduh education centre but beyond this 

point the centre was not welcoming6 

My initiai Mews were confirmed shortly afta starting my position as Director in 

1997.1 brought the StafFto a retreat at the Native Haicige Centre in a neighboring 

community. At that meeting, 1 asLeci the staffand the elda who had been invited to 

assist us to describe the environment of the aduh education centre-botb for its strengths 

and weaknesses. SpeQfically, îhey w a e  asked to describe the Mt education centre 



based on the following aspects: Physicai settin~ student-testudent relationships, s-to- 

student relationshipq stan morale, quality of education and level of community 

involvement. The main points of feedback were that in addition to hplementing the new 

STEP Program we needed to deal with the adult centre's physical setting. It was felt that 

we needed to change the woadeen classroom doors to glass dwrs in order to give a more 

open feeling- It was also felt that we needed to incorporate native art to the classrooms 

and hallways to increase a sense of culture and community. We agreed we wodd 

participate in a staffwork bee in order to remove old artides iike old course materid and 

other outdated material that had piled up over 10 years, to provide a sense of newness. 

The Library was also discussed. The staff suggested t&at we should relocate the Library 

upstairs where students codd access resources better and where it wouid be more visible- 

We decided to put signs up to provide visitors with directioas to classrooms and - In 
generai, our goal was to brïghten up the building by cle8ILiLIg painting, and making it 

more welcoming. Bdhger and Cantreli's (1993) hdings support the views of the staff 

here in that they say Yequally important to the interpersonal relationship that is forged 

between educator and leamer is the physicai environment in which the leamhg 

experience unfolds" (p. 147). This preiiminary stdfdialogue was important barwse it 

helped to set in motion my research, specifically, the intent of conducting a thorough 

evaiuation of the adult educatioa centre- 

In regards to the student-to-student relationships, the Sunfelt thin we s h d d  

implement a Student Omntatioa Day at the beginning ofthe year so that students could 

get to know each other on a social and personal level. Et was suggested too that we h u l d  



have workshops, inter-murai games, and implemeat a hot-lunch program to brbg 

students and staff  together on a regula. basis. 

Staff-t~student relationships were also taken into consideration. It was felt that 

one of the addt centre's greatest strengths was its stafE We wanted to build on that 

strength by hosting more non-school activities, such as starthg each month oEwith an 

elder visit to properiy open the month in prayer- W e  wanted to hold more social and 

cultural events through the year. 

Staff morale was the focus of much discussion- The main theme that emerged 

was that the stafFwas tired but they were ready for change. They had put in many hours 

and, for some, many years had gone into the adult education centre, but they feit they 

were at a standstill. Student numbers were not increasing and student progress, 

specifically in the area of moving on to higher education, was limiteci. It was decided 

that we needed to meet more often for staff meetings but, even more, it was decided we 

needed more social interaction to suppoa each d e r -  h b g  at the students, stafffelt 

that we needed to address the issues ofretention, attendance, and course completion-and 

do this mon. 

With respect to q d i t y  ofedication, our goai was to expand the courses and 

progranis and raise the centre's wmmunity profile- W e  would Sstribute newsletters and 

visit the wmmunities to let them lmow that the courses we deiiver are the same quality as 

those delivered at the local colleges off the resewe. 

The staff also wanted to increase the wmmunity involvement at the adult 

education centre and raise our profile by offering courses and progams that wodd be 

community-based and commmitydriven They wanted to get out into the community to 



raise awareness and they wanted to try to b ~ g  the wmmunity into the adult education 

centre for events such as open houses, spnng teas, evening classes, career faVs and 

aboriginal fashion shows. 

This initial discussion was very important, not only because it gave me a place to 

start to focus my research, it provided me with a very good sense of staff perspectives on 

their work environment above and beyond the need for a new ABE program Iike STEP- 

Since this stafF retreat did not ad&= the adult education centre's programs and courses 

per se, and did not examine the effectiveness of ABE and BAJD programs, hae was my 

entry point for this research project. It was hem, 1 beiieve, thai m y  thesis study reaîîy took 

shape. 

It was in this light thaî, at a School Board meeting held in Novernber 1997'1 

proposed that a f o d  evaluation be conducted to determine student and staff 

perspectives on the level of services and quality of education at the adult education 

centre. 1 argued this evaluation wuld be a way to assist in a long-range educational 

development plan for the adult education centre. The School Board agreed to my 

proposal and authorized the research study that mw foliows. 

Introduction of the STEP Promrm 

1 had designed the STEP h g r a m  based on my own experiences and had done sa, 

specifically to address the apparent gaps in the aima duit centre programming, as 

introduced previously. As an adult leamer who bad retumed to school in1989, the 

structure and time-lines that worked best for me and helped to keep me focused were 

what 1 drew upon for the STEP Progtam, My own experience convinaxi me tbat a 



learner has to have a goal in mind and has to believe the goal is attainable; otherwise, 

they may find that, when difficulties &se, it is easier to give up than go on. 

The STEP Proeram hscribed 

The STEP Program 1 designeci was introduced in the fiil1 of 1997 to fil1 the gaps 

of previous ABE programs a our centre. Its objective was to provide a systematic, step 

by-step, long range approach to bringing adult learners fkom the grade eight level (STEP 

1) to coliege-prep level (STEP 5) within a four-yeartime h e .  Its goal, then, was to 

mainstream adult leamers through the system into college-level courses, while including 

career exploration- 1 soon found, howeveq thaî the low literacy skills of our potential 

students were the primaty berria. As a result, in the 1999-2000 school year we expanded 

the STEP Program to include STEP l:& which off& ABE programrning to -dents 

under a grade eight level. This was accomplished with the financial support of the four 

bands7 social development programs- 

In the STEP Program, students had to make a w d t m e n t  to the program for 1 to 

4 years (dependhg on which grade IeveUstep they began in), and the School Boud dm 

had to make a cornmitment to these adult leamers by ensuring there was financial pst- 

secondary support once the leamers reached the highest, STEP 5, level. The STEP 

Program was and is fùnded by the aboriginal arm of Human Resource Development 

Canada and is solely administaed and controIIed by th School Board. The courses used 

in the program are Open Learning Agency courses-a ps t - se~~ndary  institution in 

Vancouver, British Columbia, that ofbm councs through a distance education h m t .  

Any given step wodd generally require the students to mmpkte a Math, English. Native 



language, and an Education & Career Planning course, as well as a cornputer class. The 

STEP Program provides participants with a goal and a means ofgettiag off social 

assistance or employment iasunuice. As of September 2001, the program d l  expand to 

include First Nations social studies, biology, and geography at the step 4 and 5 levels- 

Potential participants for STEP must undago an academic assessment. The 

program is open to people aged 19 and over, and nms fiom Septesnber to the end of 

March. It ends in March because of fimding restrictions. STEP 1-2 has an in-take of 23 

students, and STEP 3 has an intake of 16, while STEP 4 bas an intake of 12- The new 

STEP 5 consists of the nimber of students who successf.uUy completed STEP 4 the 

previous year (as of September 2001 thae are 16 STEP 5 -dents emoiied). The median 

age of adult leamers in the STEP program is age 25 and the raîio of femaie to male 

participants is 5 to 1, respectiveiy. 

Students are required to complete and pass their courses in order to advance to the 

next step the following year. If a student does not wmplete the program and pass the 

courses, they have two options. They can apply to the regdm ABE program or th9 can 

take a year off and reapply to the STEP Program the fbiiowing year. Ifa student füls to 

meet the program requirements a second time, they are no longer eligible to appiy to the 

STEP Program This, in part, forms sow ofthe structureci requiremeats discussed earlier. 

The concept behïnd STEP is that addt leaniets will be most successffùl when they 

work within a strudwed but supportive environment, meaning an environment having 

clear, -gent attendance nquirernents, aseignrnent deadlines, and a muirement to pass 

and complete all of the program's components-a completion requirement that genedy 

was nct scpected in their high sch001 experience or the ABE and BAJD programs. The 



participants in the STEP Program received a nominal stipend for their aîtendance; 

however, if assignments are not handed in on time, in consultation with their instntctors, 

the stipend is withheld until the work is completed. The stipend is based on a 

combination of attendance and assignment completion- In the development of STEP, 1 

dispersed the stipends Qrovided by HRDC) to d o w  for increaseû imounts as students 

progresseci f?om one step to the next, which was dBerent than was done in BAJD where 

students received one "largef' amount. 

Basically, the STEP Program provides adult learners with a visual picture of their 

movement through the steps and, ultimately they can see their educational progress fkom 

where they start to the possiblity of college level- 

Initially, the majority of participants had upgradiing as their goal, while 0th- had 

the goal to enter college or v d o n a l  training- The goal of entering college however, 

increased, as will be discussed later. Advancing tbrough the steps seems to gke the adult 

learners a sense of purpose and progress h m  one semester to tbe next. Morsova, with 

every new step completed, t b n  is a smse ofsccomplishment and pnde, and the learners 

see that they are getîing closer to their goal. 

The Basic Acadtmic and Job Dtvclonmtat Pronram ks&bcd 

The Basic Academic md Job Development (BAJD) program began in 1987 and 

ran und 1997. The School Board and a local college in the mai had jointiy administemxi 

the program The local college ndministered the BAJD contract and bired a supervisecl 

staff on an annual basis. It receivd its fùnding fiom the abonginal a m  of Human 

Resource Development Canada, as is the current case with the STEP Program. The 





St- often revealed that students lacked education or had had negative educatîonal 

experiences in either the public school system or in a residential school- Generally, the 

participants had limited self esteem and were at a low-incorne level. They seemed to 

require consistent support, sensitivity, and encouragement. 

Notwithstanding these problems, the BAJD stafF accomplishexl some very good 

work considering their situation and the many barriers with which they had to contend. 

My personal assessrnent was that the main strength ofthe program was that the 

coordinator for the employment readiness component of the program was a local band 

member who played a key role in providing support. She remained in the position for the 

full 10 years of the prognm's delivay. Overail, she was the main bridge into the 

comrnunity. She provided program coordination and student support and was very 

knowledgeable about various participants, their families, and the extended-family 

connections and band politics. She also provided direction for cultural sensitivity and 

access to elders in the wmmunity. Her efforts spoke to the value of cornmunity links; 

nevertheless, it was this program ihat 1 bdieved needed to be replaced by the STEP 

Program. This was because the bridging nom BAJD to ABE was not complete. As it 

turned out, rnany of the students were fiinctioning at a low literacy level and not the grade 

eight-level that was required to move up to the ABE pro-. 

The Adult Basic Educltion Pronrrm Dcscnbcd 

Finally, in regards to the Adult Basic Education (ABE) program, which was 

established in 1987, our adult centre records show tbat appmximately 2 10 students had 

enrolled in the adult basic education program, for one a aum courseswSeS Typically, 



interested students take an academic asseosment to detemùne their appropriate grade 

placement before entry and acceptame- The assessments were usualiy administered et 

the adult education centre. Students do not receive stipends while attending ABE unless 

they are working at provincial level Math and English courses (grade 12)- When students 

take six ABE courses at the provincial level, such as English 12 and Math 1 1, plus four 

additional courses, they g e n d l y  qualie for band-sponsored pst-secondary fhding- 

Some students aIso meet the criteria to receive Adult Basic Education Student Assistance 

(ABESAP) funding, which assists in paying for theu re&ration fas, tuition, books and 

supplies. Based on the records of the ABE program, the median age ofthe ABE student is 

28 years and the predominant gender of the ABE student has been female. 

Over the years, the ABE program has gained student and community support. 

This, in part, has to do with the leadership and support for the stafX As mentioned 

earlier, students and community have corne to trust and care for the One ABE staff 

member is non-native and the d e r  is Metis. Both d m e m b e r s  bave gained the trust of 

the cornmunity because of their dernonstratted dedication and cornmitment to the 

community. They also play active roles in the teamwork and dynamics at the adult 

education centre. They participate in community celebrations, they attend fiineralq and 

they include elder and language sessions in their classrooms. Moreoveq they have 

established strong fiiendships with their students. in short, the adult centre staff and 

community consider the ABE staE members to be S c W  Board ernployees, rather than 

employees fiom a local ooliege in our ares- This is signinczulf at our centre because 

maiastream institutions and their employees are often seen as outsiders. In addition, it is 

significant because the ABE staff have been supportive of the changes and 



imptementation of the new STEP Program nom the beguuung, even though there was 

initial apprehension on their pari because the STEP Program wuld deaease the student 

e ~ o i m e n t  in the ABE pro- 

Outcomu of the Study 

In the second phase ofthis study, meanhg the phase after the staEretreat and the 

initial questionnaire that 1 distributed, my more foased task was to aeate a questionnaire 

that would address issues of retention, attendance, and course completion, 1 chose the 

questionnaire to oollect data fiom fiicuity and -dents and 1 thought the timing was nght 

as it came right &er our rrtreat. 1 saw the question as a way to build issues and themes 

for the personal interviews and staff and -dent fonis groups to follow. The 

questionnaire would inforrn the intmriews. 1 attempted to develop a questionnaire that 

allowed for measurable results but also included open-ended questions for additional 

respondent feedback in the questionnaires and the interviews to foilow, it was made 

clear that no names would be reporteci in this report in this thesis and al1 involved knew 

that participation in the study was ~oiuntary~ Two questionnaires were developed-one 

for staff  and one for adult leamers, though they basically containeci the same questions. 

Overall, the questionnaires attempted to address the following: When did the staff or 

student attend the d u i t  education centre? More  or &er STEP, or during both perids? 

Had the respondent ~een inmeases in attendance, retention, and course completion sina 

the STEP Program had been implemented and, if so, why? What was the respondent's 

description of the d u i t  education centre before and d e r  STEP? How would staff and 

students rate student satisfaction at the adult centre before and after the STEP Program 



was implemented? There was also an area for additional respondent comrnents in the 

questionnaire- 

1 also used document anaiysis to research the centre's records. Doing this, 1 was 

able to compare the test data with the centre's documentation on the attendance rates, 

retention rates, and course completion rates over the past four years. Thus, 1 had statistics 

and impressions of trends. By rsking students and faculty for their impresions on trends7 

1: was able to gain insight into how the centre's f8CUIt.y and students perceivd changes 

that they considend to be si@&. 

Twelve students were intervieweci in one-on-one interviews. In selecting those 

in te~ewed ,  1 looked for six who had successfùlly completed a step the previous y-, 

and six students who had not- The students who were intervieweci had attended the adult 

education centre during the first year and second year of the STEP Program's delivery. 

The questions were developed to ad&ess why the student had or had not completed the 

STEP Progcam. I was attempting here to determine the factors leading to success and the 

bamers to their continuhg in the program. An honomium of S 15 was provided each 

participant foliowing the interview. 

Seven staff members were then invited to participate in a StaEFoais Group; 4 

staff attended. The Staff Focus Group discussion looked at what they felt was still 

missing in our attempts to improve student attendance, retention and course completion. 

The 3-step process took 8 momhs to conduct. The questionnaires were sdmuiistered 

between December and April1998-99 and September and December 1999. The o r m n -  

one student i n t e ~ e w q  and fâculty foais gmup intewiews twk two months during the 



2000 school year. The r d t s  ofthe questiomaire, interyiews, and focus group are 

summarized next, 

A Summatv of  Staff Ouestionnaire Results 

Both shidents and faculty were hnded questionnaires (75 to students and 10 to 

staff; 32 students and 8 statfretumed the questiomaires). The staffrnembers were aslred: 

'?n your view, do you think there has been an increase in student enrohent for adult 

basic education programmhg since STEP came into place? If you ansver 3es," please 

give your interpretation ofwhy there has been an incnase-" The majority of W w h o  

completed the questionnaire (6 out of 8) identified themselves as king employed at the 

adult education both %fore'' and %ter" the STEP Program had been implemented. All 

of those reprted they believed that there had been an increase in student enrobent in 

adult basic education since the STEP Program was implemented. In fsct, the centre's 

records for the past 2 years indicate that tbis is tme. There had been a marked increase in 

student enrollment with numbers incnasing by 50./0 ikom 35 students in ABE and BAJD 

to 70 students in ABE and STEP. And over thme years the -dent enrollment in ABE 

and STEP increased to 82 students. The stafFsuggested that one of the reasons for 

increased enrobent was that there had been a carryover of BAJD participauts to the 

STEP Program- They also identified the stipend as a strong aictor providing student 

incentive. For example, literacy students stuted in STEP 1:11, then moved to STEP 3, 

and on to STEP 4, which completed aii oftheir courses. As they successfÛLly moved 

through each step, theu daily stipend inaeased hm 5 to 20 dollars per day, 5 dollars 

being at the lowest step, and 20 doilars beiig at the higher step. As mentioncd earlier, by 



STEP 5 students were etigible for p s t  secondary financial sponsorship, which 

significantly increased their financial support based on thei. fiimily unit. Therefore, the 

STEP Program gave a logid progression in financial support, not san in the earlier 

BAJD program or ABE- It was m e r  stated by one fàculty member that, "STEP 

addressed the Iack of continuity between BAlD and ABE." In relation to the programs 

that existed before STEP: "STEP provided a longer term, more consistent path" in adult 

basic education One staffmeruber put it this way: 

There was an increase course completion] because the students 
that came into ABE h m  the STEP pmgram were better prepared 
for school and because of the cana and personai planning 
program they had a good idea ofwhat they wmted in a college 
ProSm-  

The role of leadership was also emphasized in the responses- A statfmember said the 

'leadership within the centre and out to the communities r a i d  the profile ofour 

programs." ûthers pointed to a "new sense of team-work and cornmitment towards 

student success," and said that the adult education centre was offering "more interesting 

courses and programs." 

The staff members were dso adceci: 7 u  your view, has there b a n  an increase in 

the number of courses students who complete &a STEP? If you answer 'yes,' please 

give your interpretatïon of why you think students are oompleting more courses." Then 

was general consensus (5 out of6 replies; 2 did not respond) that students were 

completing more courses than More the STEP Program was offered-both in the STEP 

Program and in the ABE program, In fact, the centre's records ova  the f o ~ f - y w  @od 

indicate thaï, indeed, more courses had been completed. Wtb 35 students in ABE and 

BAID two years prior to the implementation of the STEP Pmgram (199698). records 



show that 18 academic (Math and English) courses were completed. Two years later 

(1998-99), with the implementation of the STEP Program the number of acadernic 

courses (Math, English and Education & Career Planning) completed in ABE and STEP 

increased to 38, a percentage increase of 100%. 

The following wmments provide a generai synopsis of staffresponses. One said: 

'With Step there has been more of a sense of group identification and an expectation that 

academic achievemeat is part of king in the group-" M e r s  expressed a féeling that 

"intrinsic and extrinsic motivation has been stronger," and "deadlines and timeiines have 

worked for most studeats." A number of staff also said there was "ncreased confidence" 

and a 'tlear direction" in increasing the numbas of course completions. Wiih respect to 

more courses k i n g  completed one staffmember said 'îinlcing the stipend to attendance 

and assignments being handed in has clearly increased course completion-" Amther said: 

"classroom instruction for the group in STEP works better." 

Better preparation also tended to h c e  as an overall theme in the response to 

this question, not ody better preparation in student academic course work but in students 

becoming betîer âuniliar with the adult education centre. One response said: 

When students entered the ABE program fiom STEP they were 
better prepared. They had been students for a while at that point, 
therefore, they had overcome some of the barriers that students 
encounter retuming ta school. The students were sailing by the 
tirne they came to ABE and they were more familia. with the AEC 
so they knew their way around the wmputer room, lunch room, and 
other supports at the adult centre. In other words they knew where 
to go for help when issues came up. 

Another question was: 'Tn your view, has there ban an increase in student daily 

attendance after STEP? Why or why not?" To thiq there were mixed opinions whether 

or not there have been increases in indent attendana. In generai, however, the staff 



agreed (6 out of 8) that attendance has improved since STEP has been introduced- 

Typically, staffattributed this to the program stipends. It should be reiterated that 

students also received stipends when they attended the BAJD program but the stipends 

were not linked to assigrment and course cornpletion as well as attendance; nonetheless, 

stipends were named as a motivating factor in STEP. 

The adult centre daycare was also thought to play a role- The l i c e d  daycare, 

which opened in the 1998, was seen as a way to meet student needs in a better way. 

However, one staBmember said, "students realilred by the time they entered ABE that 

there is definitely a connection between attending evayday and completion of courses." 

ûther responsnr pointed to "group dynamics encouraging attendance, as well as 

sequenced lessons" that led to improvements. One staff member said tht, "the course 

related deadlines helped grwp identification.. . students saw daily that their pcesence was 

meaningful, as a way to acbieve their goals." This staff member also noted thaf 

"something in the STEP structure made those career-goals seem more concrete." 

The staff members were then asked: "How would you describe the adult 

education centre before and fier STEP?" It was pointed out that, before and a f k  STEP, 

there was aiways a group of very caring and dedicated d t h a t  work(ed) very hard to 

support students. However, it was noted that, before STEP, staffwere getting hstrated 

and were starting to burn out because they 'krou1d try to irnplement a few changes but 

always [it was] h~strating piecemeal," as one put it. 

Attendance was also highlighted as a major issue. One stafFmember described 

the adult education centre ofthe past as generating very "sporadic" attendance. Another 

went so far as to say the ad& centre used to be udead." Now, they said, g e n d y  



attendance had improved Ik hct, the centre records showed a 35% increase in student 

attendance two years after the implementation ofthe STEP Program_ StaEattributed the 

improved attendance to having more M l y  groups and elders in the centre. However, 

improving student attendance was said by ail s W t o  be an area requinng continued 

development, 

Still, another major issue had to do with the Iack of communication before STEP. 

For example, communication at the adult education centre was described this way: "the 

left hand did not know what the right hand was doing and the classes very seldom 

interacted, which was a r d  shame." The centre was also describeci as "a loose 

agglomerate [sic] of programs, some perennial." Most revealing was the sentiment of a 

staff  member, who said: 

The instrudors fiom the various programs did not even know 
each other's name. In fact, ,-out in the 'keal world" 1 am sure 
they would have been surprised that they both worked in the 
same building, on the same h r  or on the same site. There was 
no effective coordination of the centre and this had gone on for 
Y==- 

Faculty also pointed to the lack of goal setting and limitecl course selection as 

being issues before the implementation of the STEP Program_ One person said, 

"Students did not have a focus, nor did they have short or long t e m  goals." With respect 

to Basic Academic and lob Development, it was said, -hem were only a fm who carrÏed 

on to work or attend up-grading-" In addition, the adult eduC(ISion centre was also said to 

have had "isolated classroomg" a "serious la& of continuity Born pro- to program, 

year to year," and "the building itself was not very adult-focused, aot very warm or 

welwming-sort of fiozen, low protile [with] no risk-td~ing~'' There were ais0 respomes 



that acknowledged the lack ofcommunity and elda participation in the past as weU as the 

inadequacy of the cornputer Iab's resources, cornputer-related courses and career-related 

activities. 

The ddescribed the adult education antre a&r the STEP Program was 

implemented and there was a signifiant level ofconsistency in their responses- Thae 

were two re-occuning themes. One of the themes characterized the renewed adult 

education centre as k i n g  a "goal-orientated" environment. One pason said the staffand 

students now have "more ofa sense ofpurpose and team w o W  Another hbuted this 

to an improved "inter4assroom flow of people and information.. . [and that] studeat 

rewards and responsibilities are [now] s@ed out cleariy." The second theme had to do 

with developing a sense of family and communïty within the centre. Mer STEP, one 

staff member described the adult education centre as "a uoified purposefbl community 

because there is now much more involvememt on the part of elders partïcipating and gwst 

speakers to share the local history and culture." Increased communication within and 

without the centre was also mted As one faculty memba said: 

After STEP, the AEC seemed to take a more active role in 
informing the outside community as to wbat was going on at 
the centre. Once the STEP program came on-board, we as a staff 
tried to brïng the classes together as many times as possible.. .(and) 
we invited the surrounding communities to job us. This was a 
wondefil way for the students to be connecteci. They started to sa 
the AEC as a community and they liLed to be there- 

Another piece of the picture d e r  STEP had to do with the new influx of students 

who where enroliing at the adult centre at that tirne. A number of staff described how the 

same group of students typically tended to retum year afta year before the STEP 

Program was offered, but were now seeing new f- and new fàmily groups comhg to 



the centre. There was much more participation fiom the wmmunity tban ever "playing an 

active role in the centre's educatioa" 

The change in the physical decor at the adult centre was also said to have played a 

significant role. One person noted how the adult centre is now 'buch more colorfd, 

cornfortable and adult orientatexi as a result of student photos and native art king 

Another survey question asked was: "If you fa1 there have been increases end 

irnprovements in enroliment, course completion, attendance or retention since the S ' i l 9  

Program was implemented, please describe what it is that has hrppend?" To thiq one 

staff member said: 

Every year I was told students need more structure and 1 got 
tired of hearing it. Now, after loolcing at what STEP has done, 
1 understaad both my resistance and the tmth in the statement. 1 
see it as a case of Russian dolls-one inside another- My resistance 
came from not fhding that more structure in the classroom had 
much impact at aü. I believe the tmth is that structure within 
the classroom needs effective structure in the centre-and 
beyond-for there to be a signincant impact. I tbinlc the vision 
that transformed the centre affécted everyone to try harder and 
expect more- 

There were also suggestions that some ofthe increases and improvements were a r d t  of 

the "support staff [that are] now in place." This was a reference to the additions to the 

staff as a resuit of the new STEP Program, the new native language instrudor, cornputer 

instmctor, local elder guest speakers and part t h e  education wunselor that the local 

Generally, however, there was agreement thaî the improvements were a direct 

result of the "overall improved whesion at the AEC [and the] cleara goals for studentq" 

as one succinctly put it. In addition to the increase! in student participation, some of the 



suggestions made for change were acted on at t h  tirne, such as hosting career tiiirs, hot 

lunches, and including elders in the centre's activities. 

StafFmembers were also asked to refîect on and rate student satisfadion before 

and after STEP was irnplemented. When Staff rated m d a  satisfaction at the adult 

centre "before" the STEP Progrun was implemented-with 1 signifying the lowest 

satisfaction ra t e5  the highest, no one rated satisfaction as 1 out of the eight staffthat 

responded to the questionnaire. Three staffrated shident satisfaction as a 2, one rated 

student satisfaction as a 3, no one rated studoat satisfaction as a 4, and one rated -dent 

satisfaction as a 5 (bigbest). Three respondems did not anmer the question, as seen 

below. 

TABLE 1. Student Satisfaction Befwe STEP as Rated by Staff (N=8) 

This told me that staffbelieved student satisfàction was quite low before the 

implementation of the STEP Program, although one faculty believed student satisfaction 

to be very high at that tirne- 

By cornparisan, rating student satisfaction at the adult education centre t@er the 

STEP Program was irnplemented, the staffmted student satisfaction in the foiiowing 



way: No one rated student satisfkction as 1 (lowest), no one rated student satisfaction as 

a 2, no one rated student satisfaction as a 3 , 3  stanrated student satisfaction as a 4, and 

three rated student satisfaction as 5 @ghest). Two staomembers did not answer the 

question. 

TAESLE 2. Student Satisfaction Afler STEP as Rated by StatiFW4) 

Staff was also asked to 'provide any additiod commems that you feel wodd be 

helpful in this research? I was pleased with the breadth of the responses. This particular 

section elicited helpful direction for fuwe program consideration. One ofthe staE 

members said, 3TEP has just begun to tap into its potential to build a fmdation for 

creative goals, which will be key in making the essation ofthese goals a concrete and 

tangible journey." Another said, "having goals makes the whole difEerence because 1 

don't thinic that we as a staffwae very strong in the pst in making this a reality." In 

addition, one fàculty member said, " M e  is something new with the STEP Program that 

seems to help the students to see beyond the present." G e n d y ,  there was a feeling that 

STEP helps adult leamers form personal goals and, with these goals the students were 

able to look ahead into the near and distant fûture. 



Leadership was also r a i d  in the comments section. The staffacctedited the new 

leadership, rneaning my efforts as Director at the adult education centre, with a change in 

the centre's purpose. For example, one &member s h e d  thïs thought: 'kesearch has 

shown that the principal o f a  school has more of an impact on the effectiveness ofthe 

school than any other factor-" She went on to Say, don't know al1 the details or even 

the veracity on this but it makes sensehefore STEP we had worked hard to build 

supportive refationships, however, the relationship that was missing was a meanin@ 

relationship with administration? The Wmember then reflected on the time before 

STEP and said there really was "a huge lost opportuaity" back then 

On reflection, my opinion is tbat the improvements are a result of my working 

with a dedicated staffthat was willing to be challengecl and open to change. Change is 

often threatening, but the sta£F rose to the occasion and, within a relatively short period of 

time, they worked as a team to move ahead with a shared vision for the students and adult 

centre. This was not evidenced more than when the long-time coordinator of the Basic 

Academic and Job Development prognun decided to play an active role by accepthg the 

new direction of sdult education centre programming. This meant the coordinator for 

Basic Academic and Job Development program d c e d  h a  old job to allow for change 

and development; she gave up her job as a program coordinator to allow for the new 

STEP Program. This had to be done because once the STEP Program was in place it was 

a requirement of the Open Leaming Agency that instructors had to have a minimum of a 

college degree She did not even though she did have ten yean of experïence wofing 

with her people. Her willingness to move aside h a .  to have been v a y  difficult, and this 

is why 1 achowledge h a  in the openhg cornments of this thesis. 1 rtcall when 1 met her 



for lunch in late 1997 to discuss the possible changes in programming at the adult 

education centre- I wanted to discuss the potentid ramifications for her and the BAJD 

program-both negative and positivebefore 1 brought the proposed program mode1 to the 

School Board. In her typically gracefiil and professional mamer, she said, T m  willing 

to do whatever it takes ifit's the best thing for our people." 1 d l  never forget h a  words 

and she will always be an example for me. 

In regards to staff in-put, they dso r a i d  the issue of the STEP Program's 

currïcuium. Specincally, they questioned the need for inclusion of life skills in the 

program's content because the students in STEP 1 were clearly opposed to taking part in 

the life skills workshops. Two staE members, in particular, questioned the benefit of the 

life skills component of the STEP Program because, fkom their expecience, they found 

that the students in STEP 1 were clearly opposeà to taking part in the We skiils 

workshops because the majorïty of the students had ban in the BAJD program, They I d  

already participated in workshops that dealt with personal growth, goal setting, wnflict 

resolution, hancial management, and so on. At this point in their Iife they wanted a 

program that focused only on academicp. The students at that the  said they were at the 

adult centre to go to school and not to take warkshops- They were the adult leamers 

obviously skeptical about life skills and demonstrateci their resistance not only by 

expressing their concems but also by not attendhg the life skills classes. A class of 12 

would normally be reduced to 2 or 3 when the content was life skills. Clearly, the 

students sent the staffa strong message. 



In addition, many stafFmembers pointed to the benefits of having eiders and local 

resource people involved in the centre because their involvement provided a histarid, 

spiritual and cultural dimension to our progtams- 

1 appreciated theu feedback because it was very helpfiil at that tirne. Hence, in 

the year 2000, we increased the number of local guest speakers aad life slrills was only 

included in the lower steps of the program, meaning the entq Level steps ofthe program 

such as the STEP 1-2, and in a limiteû way in STEP 3. By step 3, siaffdecided to change 

the focus tiom life skiiis to study skiUs. In this, tbe focvs was preparing for exams and 

improved study habits- 

One s t a f f  member also highlighted the importance of integrathg the students' 

voices into the overall molding and development of the adult centre as follows: 

As we move forward in the development of the AEC, 1 think it is 
important to continue to involve the students in the every-day 
activities of the centre and encourage them to becorne responsible 
members ofthe centre. They have lots to offer and they will feel 
more in control of their education ifthey f-1 they are contributing 
and they have some controi over whaî is happening at the AEC. 

The students' involvernent in the study and thek responses to the questionnaire is 

discussed next. 

A Summarv of Adult Leamer Ouestionnaire Results 

Unlike the initial phase of my researcb, in the second phase no questionnaires 

were mailed out. Questionnaires were handed out to students attending the adult 

education centre during the saidy, meaning, students wbo were attendhg classes a that 

hme (1998) were personaliy given a copy ofthe puestionnaire- In addition, past students 



who happened into the centre for a variety ofreasons, such as wanting to enroll in the 

new STEP Program, were asked if they would voluntarily participate in the study. 

Essentially the same questions were posed to the -dents in the questionaire as had 

been posed to faculty. 

The tirst question asked was: "In your view, do you think there has been an 

ïncrease in student enrollment in adult basic education programming since STEP came 

into place? Eyou answer 'yes7 please give your interpretation of why there has ban an 

increase." In answer to this question, the majority of student questionnaire respondents 

(28 out of 32) answered that they attendeci the adult eciucsdion anme both %foren and 

"after" the implementation of the STEP h g r a m .  Like the StafS the aduh learners 

believed that there had been an inaease in student enroilment in ABE programs (30 out 

of 32)- However, there was a variance in their description on increased enrollment, 

ranging fiom "a slight improvementtY7 to "a big improvement." As was noted earlier, in 

the centre records there had actually been a signiflcant increase over thne fiom 1996 to 

2000. The majority of adult learners suggested that several factors contributeci to the 

increase in student enrollment. One factor was the benefit of the M y  stipend ôecause, 

now, students "do not bave to wony about where theu lunch is coming fiom-" Another 

factor was that students had more choies on courses and cana focused programp than 

they did before. One adult leaner said, "There was an increase because there were more 

options for the community," while another said, '%TEP helps you fa know what field to 

go in to in the fùture." One -dent pointed to 1 greater sense of professional behavior 

comected with the d u i t  centre." It was also interesting to note that a student feit "a sense 

of pride and acknowIedgment" because of the new decor in the centre, such as staff and 



student art, and photographs ofthe students in the centre's C O ~ ~ O ~ S  and ciassrwms- 

And another said: "haWig elden in here on a regular basis helps to make the centre 

whole." In summary, the majority of the respondents suggested that enrollment and 

course completion have improved overoll. 

The students were also asked, "In your view, has there been an increase in the 

number of courses students complete after STEP? If you answer 'yes' please give your 

interpretation of why you think students are completing more courses." To this, 21 of the 

32 respondents answered '5res" but many dso indicated that they did not know ifthere 

were actual inaeases in course completion There was some mwrkinty. They also 

suggest that '%tudents still slack off;" whether it was before or after the implementation of 

the STEP Program- One ofthe students attributed any improvements to the newly 

implemented daycare and the additional course selections in the adult centre- 

Students were M e r  asked: % your view, has there been an increase in 

studentsy daily attendance after STEP? Why o r  why not?' Twenty-three out of 32 

respondents believed that there has been an increase- They said attendance has increased 

because the adult leamers '%vant to move on to the next level of theu goals" and 'STEP 

students take pride in their attendance." As rnentioned previously, the centre's records 

showed that attendance had increased by 35%- One respondent cited d e  modeling as 

playing an important part in the process of increasing daily attendance saying: 'T have 

seen my fi-iends and family who have wmpleted the STEP Progtam and bave moved on 

to a higher level of education" That student attnôuted role modeling to her personal 

desire to continue and her increased seff-esteem and beliefin herself, Another student 



said, '7 don't know exactly lif there is an increase in daily attendance]- However, 1 have 

been at the centre for two years and there are more here now that when 1 £irst sta~ed." 

The students were also asked: "How would you descnbe the adult education 

centre before and after STEP?" It was agreed that before STEP there was less activity 

and fewer students attending the adult centre. One respondent said, in the past, there 

'kere not many programs to suit the needs of students" and %ere was really no one 

here." Several respondents mentioned the Basic Academic and lob Development 

program in their description of the centre before STEP. The foliowing g e d  view was 

presented: "I think that BAJD was a good course but ail it did was to take students in and 

get nd of them whether they got a job or not That was about it, a d  it didn't give the 

people a full chance to pursue their educatïon" Adding to this, another m e :  

1 attended the BAJD program and 1 was reaily uncertain about 
coming back to school. 1 didn't think 1 bad what it takes to begin 
workhg towards my educational goals. Now being in STEP 3, 
1 am surprised at myselffor making it this far and even planning 
my career goals. It bas also uplif€ed my seEesteem and fias 
given me the courage and strength to continue on. 

In contrast, most of the respondents commenting on the centre a h  the STEP 

Program had been implemented stated that there were now more aduIt leamers and elders 

at the centre because t k r e  were more program choices. There was also an i n c r d  

focus on career and education opportunities. One said' 7 have noticed more students 

than before and they are firom al1 age groups-" This was accurate. In nci, the students 

enrolled in ABE programs ranged in age fiom 19 to 68 a f k  STEP. M o r e  STEP, 

generally the oldest students were in their late forties. One -dent also identified that, 

fiom its pilot year, there bave been needed modifications made to the STEP Program. He 



said, "Being in the STEP Program gives the people a chance to get their education.. -1 

was in the program the first year in STEP 1 but 1 wish 1 was in the second year because it 

is getting more organized now moving from STEP 1 to STEP 3." 

Students were also asked, 'lf you f e l  there have ban increases and 

improvements in enrollment, course completion, attendance or retention since the STEP 

Program was implemented, please describe what it is that has happeneci-" The 

respondents said the stipends and mon courses and program options, were the primary 

contributhg factors to increased studeat enrollment and attendance- One pason said, 

There has been an increase in enrobent becruse of fuadùlg. When 1 sta~ed in STEP 3, 

I received a supplement to my welfare and the money helped me with lunch expenses-" 

Another person suggested that stipends "encourage younger people to corne back to get 

their education." Another said improved course options lead to increased enrollment- 

That respondent added: Y did not know what field to go into but now 1 h o w  that 1 have a 

dîfFerent field to go in to." Another said, "This year three elders attended the STEP 

Program and that made me very proud to be here with them" Mecthg  on this 

comment, I believe there is now greater elder participation because we invite them to 

attend and Secause we advertise a ïteracy level program- Moreover, we invite elders to 

participate as educators in dl levels of programming and support- 1 have been told that in 
r 

the past elders did not attend the adult centre to upgrade their education. 

In addition, students were asked to rate student satisfaction before and after STEP. 

When the adult leamers rated audent satisfaction at the aduh education centre 'before" 

the STEP Program was implemented, they rated t the followiag way: Four students rated 

satisfaction as 1 (lowest), thirteen students rated -dent satisfadion as 2, nine rated 



student satisfaction as 3, four rated it as 4, and no students rated -dent satisfaction as 5 

(highest). Two -dents did not answer the question 

TABLE 3.  Satisfaction Rating Before STEP as Rated by Students (N=13) 

When the adult Ieamers rated student satisfaction at the adult education centre 

after the STEP Program was implemented, they rated it the following way: NO students 

rated student satisfaction as 1 (lowest), no students rated student satisfhon as 2, four 

students rated student satisfaction as 3, twelve students rated student satisfaction as 4, and 

fifteen students rated it as 5 (highest). One person did not mswer the question. Overail, 

therefore, the students indicated that there was greater satisfaction with the centre's adult 

basic education program than in the pspt as seen below: 



TABLE 4. Satisfaction Rathg Afer STEP as Rated by Students (N=l5) 

With respect to the cornments section, the -dents were asked to 'provide any 

additional comments that you feel would be helpful in this research." There were a 

variety of responses but general themes emaged in the studmt responses- For example, 

the majority of students highlighted the need for more native laaguage classes, students in 

each STEP should be closer in academic grade ranges, career planning should remain a 

core cornponent of the STEP Program and, most cited, the stipend available to them was 

a strong motivating factor to attend aod complete the program There was also a stated 

need to have more tutors, especially I d  native tutors and extra help on a consistent 

basis and a need to continue to provide stipends and completion bonuses. 

in particular, one respondent suggested that if the students were closer in 

academic levels-meaning having similar academk strengths in both English and 



Math-then there wouid be fewer problems. The student was absolutely ri&. In the first 

year of the STEP Program we were quite lenient and not prepared for the consequemes. 

For example, in the first year of the STEP program's impiementation, a student who 

academicaily assessed at grade eight Math and grade ten English was placed at the higher 

step: grade ten  This was because we believed a student's English ski11 level was the best 

identieing factor for the grade level they should be placed at Now, howwer, a studmt is 

placed in the step that reflects his or h a  lowest academic assessment, which has resulted 

in greater success because the student tends to then cornpiete the year and pass al1 of the 

required courses. Interestingly, the student who &ew Our attention to this issue said, "If 

students were closer in theù grades t would Save some h m  getting too far behind and 

being embarrassai by having trouble with the worlr" 

There were also a number of comments that related to stdf One person said, Y 

feel really cornfortable with the instnictors. ..the instnictors give us ewugh boundaries 

and equal fieedom. Which is just enough to keep us here." There were al- references 

that related to the recruitment of students. For example, one respondent suggested that 

we ccshouldn't chwse students that keep ooming back and then dropping out wway 

through the program? This helped to solidify our current practice where we ask a 

student who has not completed aU of the required courses in thaî given year to take a year 

off before reapplying to the STEP Program, or we suggest thet helshe apply to the Adult 

Basic Education program because the ABE prognm is s&=pBced. Overail, it was clear 

h m  these questionnaires that more course sdection, stipends, daycare7 and multi- 

generational students improved the prograrnming and enrollrnent at the centre. 



A Summarv of Student Focus Gmue Interviews 

The student focus groups i n t e ~ e w s  were held between June and August 2000 in 

my office at the adult education centre at times that were cornenient for me as well as the 

students. 1 chose students entirely at random through the class lists and asked them as 1 

saw them in the centre if they would be willing to participate in the study. Once 1 had 12 

students, six who had been successful in complethg the particular step they had been in, 

and six who had not been successful, 1 stopped making student contacts. Ofthe 12 

students who were selected to take part in the intmriew, 6 had successfully advancecl 

f?om one step to the next, and 6 had not successfûlly advanced. Ofthe 12 who were 

invited, al1 participated. As noted in chapter 1, the study had some limitations in this area 

First, there was a chance that holding these in my office could have intimidated some- 

However, as noted in the limitations section, 1 do not betieve this occurred because of the 

rapport that 1 believed that 1 had built with the students. The student sarnple was small- 

oniy 12 out of the possible 70 were interviewed- However, they were randomly selected 

for the purpose of h d g  six who were successfd in progressing and six who were not 

The objective was to dow for an expanded discussion to taLe place beyand the 

questiomaire. 1 had the results of the questionnaire in muid and sought to gain more 

depth. What 1 was most interested in learning were their views on the main factors and 

bamiers affecting their succeu. The individual intaviews allowed for 11 open-ended 

questions; however, 1 am only highlighting the most relevant areas for the pirpose of 

focusing on the comments that aâd to this study. 

In regards to the adult leamers who progressexi fiom one step the next, there was 

general consensus that stipends played a significant part in their enrolling in the STEP 



Program and in seeing them through to the next siep. Oae, a single mother with 2 

children said, T h e  incentive really helped ... 1 might have dropped out by January to get a 

job if we weren't gerting it [the stipend] but that little amount was steady and really 

helped out, especially eround Chrismias time.. . - 1  sure noticed the difference once the 

program was over." 

In the focus group, the participants were asked to List three factors that helped to 

contribute to their success- The main factors that were most o h  cited included: Havhg 

the support of their classrnates, having the daycare in the building, and having the 

encouragement ofthe administration and staE One said: %ûat helped me most was 

lmowing that you and the siaffwere bebehi me.. . if 1 didn't d e  it to school you would 

check to see what was happening and because you cared enough to ask made me feel like 

1 had to see the program through to the ead" Another said, 'Wie daycare saved me, 

without having the daycare in the building, and without a car 1 wuldn't have done it." 

When they were asked what role the adult education centre's administration and 

staff played in their education, the foliowhg areas were most o b  r a i d :  Staff helped 

us to look ahead to the friture' especially college; staff helped us to look forward to going 

to school by making leamhg interesthg and fun; and, it was helpful to h o w  the 

administration and staffwere always encouraging us because that made us want to try 

harder. One student said: ' w u  guys always noticed when 1 was gone. .. that is a dïerent 

experience fiom when 1 was in high school because no one even noticed if 1 was there." 

And another said: 'Tou had my Grandpa in to talk about our bighouse culture and that 

made me feel proud-" 



With respect to how the adult education centre couid improve aîtendance, 

retention, and course completion, the students suggested that we should continue to 

provide incentive and completion bonuses and foais more on "other" activities beyond 

academics because social events made it fùn to be at the adult centre. It was noted that 

social extras wuid b ~ g  Statrand students together7 as weIL Specific suggestions were: 

"keep the hot lunches going" and Wie career fürs and fashion shows are what brought 

my family here." And finally, "haMng elders take part as students and teachers was the 

best part for me-" 

A Summarv of Stafî Focus Gmu~ 

The faculty focus group was held in the sumrner of2000 in a private section of a 

local restaurant. It lasteci for approximately two hours. The reason 1 chose to hold the 

focus group there was that 1 believed it was a neutral and infiormal setting- The 4 staff 

members who participated were asked to consider and discuss the following 3 questions: 

When thinking about the changes that we have implemented to address attendance, 

wurse completion, and retention at the adult education centre7 what is still missing? 

What m e r  challenges do we f-? And where do we go fkom hem? 

A theme that became apparent dealt with the fâct that we still needed to improve 

student attendance. One staffmember spoke about a program mode1 that is used at 

another aboriginal ad& education centre- In that mode& a wuncil of students monitor 

attendance and ultimately have the authority to set the centre's rules and guidelines for 

matters such as non-attendance, even to the degree that they have the authonty to ask a 

student to withâraw if the student is not attendhg regularly. 



Other measures for dealing with attendance were also mentioned by ste such as 

having student contracts outiining aitendance and consequences for not attending classes. 

However, some staff felt that, under those ckumstaaces, someone was ultimately leA 

with the responsibility of monitoring the students and then following through with the 

students when there was non-attendance, Having to play this role made some stafFfeel 

like they were ccpolice rather than supporters." This led another stafFmember to comment 

on the importance of having an "intrinsic'17 daüe and purpose in king at the aduk centre 

in the nrst place. When students intrinsically want to -end, she said, -dents attend on 

a regular basis because they genuineiy want to be there- 

Discussion on attendance led to the nad to continue to strengthen our "vision77 

and to connect students to goals. It was acbiowledged that shidents who bad goals 

tended to produce more and participate more. How to foster those goals became central 

to the s t a f f s  discussion. They all agreed that we had to stmigthen our career and the 

education-planning component of the STEP Progratn and continue to involve local elders 

and resource people. Of significant Unportance was that it was the ABE staE (3 out of 

the 4 present) that said that they were las inclineci to monitor attendance. In contrast, the 

STEP instructor advocated more string- attendance policies. At that point, the 

conversation concentrateci on the need for the AEC to focus more on student career 

preparation. On this topic it was suggested that we shodd bring in local role models to 

share their experiences with the students and continue to rdilize eldas in program 

delivery. 

The need to address the issues and barriers for ''non-academic" students was also 

raised. In this, they were addressing those students functioning at literacy levels and 



who, perhaps, rnight be better semed with employment and vocational training- It was 

also noted that the School Board's existing post secondary financial assistance poücy 

served to fùrther exacerbate the situation because their policy was rigid with respect to 

vocational and non-academic spoosorship. Students who were in the non-academic or 

literacy Stream could not access post-secondary sponsorship. There have been recent 

adaptations, however, to the policy to address this need. The policy now ailows for 

limited spoosorship for vocational and special nads requests but the point was valid at 

that the .  

The fonis group then turned to the pot& benefits of resognizing students 

throughout the year, not ody at the end of the tenn or school year. For example, it was 

felt that "honoring the students throughout the year" could play a role in retention, and 

even beyond, to provide support and affirmation for the students who also do not 

complete their courses and programs. Suggestions included celebrating participation and 

honoring those that took the step to r a t e r  the education system, whether they 

completed or not. 

The staff focus group ended with a discussion on fitture challenges; specifically, 

that staffmust work diligentiy as a team to ensure that the local native language a d  

culture are integrated into all aspects of our courses and programs in even a greater way. 

Outcornes and r FoUow-Up Note to tbe Study 

To surnmarize, over the 10 montbs of stage two ofthis project, attendance 

increased by 3 5%, inquiries rose by 700/a in the fkst year, enrollment rose fiom 3 5 to 70 

students in the first year, and course completion increased by 1Wh between the 1996-98 



99 

school years and the 1998-99 school year. Morwver, as for wliege and fiutha education, 

during the first three years of the STEP Program, 16 of the 36 (44.4%) STEP 4 students 

moved on to coilege-preparation program- Of these, 7 of the 16 (43.8%) students who 

entered college preparation programs moved on to college or M e r  education- 



DRAWING TEE PIECES TOGETHER 
AND LOOKING AaEAD 

Although it is far fiom extensive, the literature indicates that improving First 

Nations adult leamer success in adult basic education has been the abject of discussion 

for quite some tirne. The discussion r e c o g n h s  the disparïty between Fust Nations and 

the majority culture, not o d y  educaîionaiiy, but aiso at a social and economical level. It 

a i s 0  makes it clear that thae are d l  deep, adverse &écts of coloniuition, which m e r  

advances the need to consider new and creative approaches to duit basic education in 

order to maximize adult leamer retention, completion, and e v e d  leamer success in 

higher educat ion. 

Even a cursory glance at First Nations adult education program literature 

demonstrates the need to include the aboriginal experience in mainstream Canadian 

history texts. More specif?caUy, 1 draw ikom the literature that it is necessary to look at 

aboriginal perspectives, traditions, and theu world-view in the program development 

process for adult basic education By validating Firsî Nations people& history, especially 

in relation to coloniaiism and oppression, &original adult leaniao can be helped to move 

forward fkom the past to the fùture. Within this context of program planning one sees the 

fbdamental value of offering programs that are under the auspices of Indian control. 

Here is one of the ways for First Nations people to regain control, reciairn  the^ traditional 

aboriginal knowledge, and build on their past in order to progress towards educational, 

social, spiritu& and cultural fieedom and recapture their traditional identity. 



The primary purpose of this thesis, as stated in the opening chapter, was to 

determine whether a program mode1 like STEP cm be utilized and can lead to increased 

attendance, retention, and course completioa; and, &us, if such a program can prepare 

aduIt leamers for coliege preparation and, ultimately, for post secondary education- My 

study suggests that, at our d u i t  education centre, two key factors that increased student 

retention and course completion were r a i d  student, and raiseci rtaffexpectations. For 

example, the stafTresponses in the questiomaire suggest that the new STEP Program and 

the expectations of students lead the d t o  want to be more open to increased levels of 

structure. Both students and d s a w  that structure plays a positive role in student 

retention and achievement- Moreover, the student respollses point to the d for cCstaR 

caring about whether I s u d  or  not." StafFdisplayed clear conam and worked with 

students for better student retention and program completion- The STEP Program 

provided a systematic, linear, visible progression through stages of upgrading. 

The STEP program was deliberately designed to have higher goals, higher 

expectations, and to place higher dernands on students as they progressed t h u g h  each 

step. The aim at the lower step, STEP 1-2 @reviously caiied STEP 1 :A), for example, is 

now to help students feel cornfortable with th& new educationai experience and 

celebrate their retum to duit basic education- From there, we al1 set out to show them 

that they can complete one course, then two, then three, and then four courses, as each 

step becomes more demanding; al1 the whiie orientating them towards making 

educational and career choices through education and career planning exercises. 

Further, we had community involvement- Barman and Herbert (1987) support this 

approach when they suggest educationai changes happen in stages and key changes occur 



occur when they arise at the community level. I believe this study7s findings add to the 

iiterature in that the STEP Program has fostered community participation by setting clear 

stages leading to concrete progress, most clearly evidenced in increased enrollment, 

course completion and elder participation However, STEP out of context would not be 

sufficient- Despite having structure, stipends, and an emphasis on career and goal setting; 

without community and elder support to foster a cultural and spiritual dimension in our 

centre, 1 would have serious doubts ESTEP would have succeeded the way it did.. 

The heightened expectations and the new stringent attmdance and assignment 

completion policy in our program helped students in severai waya For example, 

knowing what was expected, students began to encourage one another to attend more a d  

they began to see the connections between reguiar attendance and program completion 

As one s ta f f  member put it, the students came to see that %eir presence mattered? They 

saw this link not only because their assignrnents were completed, but also because more 

attendance meant they received a higher stipend- As discussed earlïer, more attendance 

meant a higher stipend. Further to this, the students in the study consistently referred to 

the benents of having clear goals in the STEP Program because goals helped them to see 

beyond the immediate, to the fbture, and, oAen, towards college enrolment. 

An example of this is that 9 of the 12 students who participateci in the Student 

Focus Group Intewiews indicated that when they started the STEP Program, coUege was 

not their main goal and they did not have a dear goal in rnind- Nevertheless, these 9 said 

their initial goal when entering the STEP Program was to upgrade and they had not given 

serious consideration to a college education. However, at the time of the interviews al1 

said their goal was now to enter college. 



Basically, as a result of career planning and goai setting at our centre, we saw 

increased numbers of students bridging fiom STEP 4 into college preparation programs 

fiom the number that had bridged h o  coiiege programs when they were in ABE or 

BAJD prograrns within the tirne-fiame of the study. The number of students who entered 

college d e r  STEP within the two-year tirneframe was 7 out of 16 and at the time of 

writing, of the current 14 students in STEP 4 (2000), a signincant nimber (8 students) 

will bridge into college preparation studies next yerr. This is the highest number to 

progress into coiiege preparation since the implementation of ABE programs at MP 

centre. 

The third, and overreacbing factor in the study, however, was the role that the 

financial incentive played in the STEP Program's success. It simply dowed students to 

be more focused on their studies becaise their economic problems were somewhat eased. 

The financial stipend made participation in scbool more manageable and, in a subtle way. 

students knew that each progressive step also meant an inaeased daiiy stipend. It gave 

them something to strive for, which in my opinion parallels the reai work worid. 

At the adult education centre, our daily experience wnfirmed much of the 

literature7s findings because we tao found that insmictor--dent relationships are vital 

within the educationai context. In fact, most often cited in the student i n t e ~ e w s  was the 

role that the staEplayed in their education. Students said it helped them to know that the 

administration and d w e r e  always on theù side, making them want to try even harder. 

Instructor-student relationships proved to piay a significant role in increasing the 

likelihood that adult leamers would be retained at the adult centre, and in the end, more 

completed their programs. 



A third factor was our new environment. The overall positive spects  of our 

school environment were seen by students to play a part in their success. One student in 

her second year of the STEP Program, entering STEP 4 said: '? feel good coming to 

schooi- - 3 s  awesome to be leamhg with everybody, especially having my auntie and 

granny in the STEP Program- - -  . 1 don't feel stupid if 1 ask questions like when 1 was in 

high school." Another said: 'Tt's a new experience for me to do schooi work where I'm 

not always feeling like I'm the dumb Indian." Most o h  cited about our school 

environment was that students felt cornfortable and felt positive being with theiï relatives 

and fnends and seeing more wmmwity involvement at the centre. 

Generally, the literature iliustrates that traditional mainstream education has not 

been effective for First Nations adults and chiidren Didactic and stede education 

environments have not led to success for them. In spite of this hisîory, however, this 

study suggests that First Nations people can talce great strides to regain control of an 

education system that works for them. In doiag so, the iiterature shows that First Nations 

people are on their way to regaining control of their own destiny. in this light, the 

literature provides a sense of optimism for dult educaton workhg with, and pl-g 

for, adult education programs for First Nations adult leamers. 

Moreover, my study's findings reveal that a systematic, strudured program with 

financial stipends, like STEP, still requùes cultural and spiriaial dimensions to rnake a 

First Nations adult education program whole and meaningfbl for its First Nations 

learners. 



Conclusion and Wbat I Have Learncd 

In my role as administrator at our First Nations aduit education centre, and with 

my new sense of afnrmation based on my initial assumptions and the input fiom students, 

fanilty, and the findings of the literature, the pieces of the puzzle came togethex 1 now 

see that issues such as potitics, restrictive pst-secondary policies, and program fbnding 

realities can obscure the r d  issues requiring attention, namely, what works for students. 

Although poiitics and findiag rdities perrneate day-to-day administrative tasks, 1 feel 

that a program platiner must tnrly start where the saident is. The program planner should 

be willing and open to making changes based on the input from those most closely related 

to the situation. Although ftnding and policies drive an organhtion, these are flexible 

and generally workable wmponents that are open to change and creativity- With this in 

min& 1 have corne to the conclusion that it takes p p l e  Wre those who comprise Our 

School Board, the community and its e l d m  together with the &and administration at 

the adult centre, to have cornmon goals based on a cornrnunity's needs and theù longer- 

range community development plans. 

Foley and Flowers (1992) cal1 for the development of adult education programs 

that are tnily within aboriginal controt. They say such programs recognize that 

ccAboriginal people are the kst people to plan and deliver education to their own people" 

(p. 62). I believe that this is the case at our adult centre and was a key component to the 

success of the STEP Program- The School Board and staffwere open to a new approach 

and they supported the changes seen in this study. 
c 

There were many considerations to take into account in hplementing and 

developing the STEP Program, most irnportantly, however, we biew that our plan had to 



be long-term and encompass d l  of our adult leamers. As mentioned in the problem 

statement, the traditional ABE and BAJD programs did not meet the needs of students for 

many reasotis- The BkTD program was shoa term-oly 7 months long-thus, it did not 

effectively create a bridge for literacy Ievel leamers to move into the adtilt basic 

education program, There was a gap for leamers because the ABE program starteci at a 

grade eight level and many of our leamers h m  the BAJD program were still at a lower 

academic level than grade eight. The equxmîon that Iearners could s u d  and move 

on was not redy  part of the former program, Thaefore, ifwe wae to sdously &&es 

this, we needed to have a longer-range plan and we nadEd to start where the leamer was. 

The R e m  of the Provimial A&kwy Committee on PmtSecOndLqy for N i  Leamers 

(1990) speaks to thk: 

The literacy needs of Fust Nations must be addressed. It was not 
until the late sixties that Native students were given the right to 
attend high schwl. Co~l~equently, many Native adults have never 
had the opportuaity to leam to read or write. @. 24) 

As this study shows, the STEP Program helped to addnss this issue. It begins at 

the Literacy level (STEP 1-2) and offers short-tcrm goals for long-tam possibilities. 

CoUege-preparation (STEP S), pst-secondary education, and a possible a e e r  are al1 

within sight. Withui this contact, the STEP Program was also able to address the issues 

of retention and course ampletion because more students tended to enter the system, and 

continue with theu education-regarless of their entry level-when compared ta the 

number that had wmiaued when emolled in the earlier BAJD program. 

In this light, 1 nrmly believe that program planners need to amsider the needs of 

entry-lexrcl teamers when they plan aboriginal adult basic education programs. There are 

a number of First Nations people who are at this most basic level- Adult basic education 



has to provide the whole, and not oniy "piecemeai" segments- As a student who 

responded to the questionnaire said, the "STEP Program offered me something more than 

a few months of education and training- --  it has helped me to see that 1 am good enough 

and smart enough to go to oollege." In this regard, 1 h d  the words expressad by an adult 

educator in the works of Tremblay and Taylor (1998) very fitting: adult educators need to 

ccacknowledge the courage of entry level leamers in taking the initial steps to start a 

program" (p. 4). 

The prirnary goal ofthe STEP Program was to increase dui t  leamer attendance, 

retention, and course completion and, in having this goal, we coastructed a longer-range 

approach to bproving overail student success. It was seen that by having students start 

the steps with shorter-terni gods we could increase the chance that they stayed in schwl 

longer, especially if they were at a low-grade level. The significance of this is that those 

students will no longer rely on social assistance or unemployment assistance but will be 

eligible for pst-secondary fiinding. In the long-tenn, the consequences? 1 believe, will 

have a far reaching impact, not only economically but dso because their wmmunities 

will have the possibility of more educated people ready to take on roles at the commUIilty 

level. 

However, although the study's findings, in rny opinion, are very positive, the 

study is not without limitations. As seen in chapter one, this study does not include 

Iiterature that speaks directly to programs that are similar in design to the Sï'EP 

Program-meaning programs that share similar characteristics in relation to structure, 

program demands, and program expectations. Either the rnaterial was rot available, or 1 

failed to find it despite al1 of my research efforts. 



The prîmary criticism made about the STEP program, however, was that students 

were placed in steps that they were not ready to be in S M  and students suggested that 

we have to be more vigilant to ensure that students are approprïately placed in the nght 

step. This is now being done, as previously mentioned, whereby, students are placed in a 

lower step based on their academic assessment- 

In sum, the STEP Program is a relatively new and unique program d e l .  It is 

only in its third year of delivery- Although the study points to increased attendance, 

retention and course completion, these are only prelimiaary results. The next few years 

will reveal if our program mode1 will see a consistent flow of students move fkom the 

lîteracy level steps to college preparation I believe, however, that a program model like 

STEP deserves attention and requires f.urther study and inquiry. The prelidary 

evaluation findings here should encourage adult educators to consider the benefits of 

delivering a highly structureci ABE program that has, at its core, high expectations for 

attendance, retention, and course completion, while embracing community and elder 

involvement, 

Most importantly, the study demonstrates that there has to be a vision. There has 

to be a vivid picture of what lies ahead, What lies ahead c m  form the goal that the adult 

Iearner sets for herself or himself, and it can also form the r a t i o d e  for the adult leamer 

to be in, and stay in, school. When a person has a purpose and a meaning for k i n g  in 

school, his or her educational experience is enhanced and these motivators help them to  

be goal onentated. The light at the end of the tunnel becornes visible. This, in fact, was 

also m y  experience. By making school relevant, and by creating a warm school 

environment we can help to increase the leamers' intrinsic desire to succeed. 



Recommcndrtions 

Tt is imponant to start this l a s  section by saying, in spite of formidable obstacles 

First Nations people have demonstrateci that, by taking control of their own education, 

they are able to create educational prograrns that can lead to optimal learning 

environrnents for their people. This appears to be most successful with strong leadership 

and when leadership has traditionai perspectives as its foundation The optimal 1-g 

environment, accordhg to the literature and this study's results, advocate a holistic adult 

basic education mode1 thaî speaks to the spirit in this sense, more knowledge of history 

provides a seme ofbelonging, validation, and acce~tance, regardlas of where the 

learners begin thcir educationai joumey. To aîcomplish this, 1 recommend that ABE 

program development take into account a structured, Iinear and systematic approach to 

ABE that includes financial incentives, an emphasis on career and education planning, 

literacy level learners, elder involvement, and a cultural and spiritual dimension. 

As the literature also suggests, although great strides have been taken to date in 

Fîrst Nations education, program planners and adult ducritors need to consider the words 

of Malcolm Knowles (1980) where he cautions that it is not enough to design and 

implement programsy but it is more crucial to manage the program once it is established. 

Specific to maaaging the STEP Program, then, the first issue that cornes to mind 

is the necessity to access wre fiuiding. Regardless of the recent success ofthe STEP 

Program, at the time of writhg we are uncatain if we will have fbnding to continue nom 

one year to the next. In this regard, I rroommend that the School Board lobby govenunent 

to provide our centre with the crucial ongoing funding that is needed to sustain the 



program 1 aiso recommend to programs thet may be similar to ours to continue with 

steady lobby for h d i n g  for programs that show real promise. 

In attempts to move beyond what 1 r e f d  to earlier as the politics and financiai 

issues that can obscure the r d  issues requiruig attention, 1 present the following 

recommendations, 1 believe that the other factors not named here which are findamental 

to Fira Nations adu1t program success are already incorporateci into this study and spesk 

for themselves. Therefore, 1 offir these reco~ll~~lendations for practice and furthex study. 

1. 1 have concluded thn a financiil stipe114 however minimal, is centrai to F& 

Nations' adult basic education program success. It p h d e s  both incentive and 

student stability when finances tend to be a primary ooncem for many First 

Nations adult leamers returning to the e d u d o n  system Therefore, 1 recommend 

that adult educators and program planners give serious consideration to the 

economic realities of First Nations adult learners who renitn to school. Economic 

poverty is a real issue and can be a b b e r  to attendance, retention, and student 

success. The very basicq such as how a student will get to school is a crucial 

consideration- Ail of the students re-emtering the education system at our adult 

centre were on social assistance- Without financial assistance, an issue Iike 

transportation could have been a barrier to attendance- Stipends, however, shouid 

be Linked to both aitendance and assignment completion- 

2. Creating a Ieaming environment that is and inviting has been 

touched on throughorit thïs study, especially in the case of learners who are at low 

literacy levels where confidence and self-esteem issues often are a major issue. At 

our centre7 we found this group of leamers to be the most wInerabIe. Thiy 1 



recommend that an adult basic education program for First Nations adults needs 

to provide a safe environment for al1 but especially for literacy-level leamers as 

they begin to strive for higher education However, program planners need to 

provide flexibility for literacy-level learners even within a stnictured context like 

STEP. Most important, local native tutors are needed to work with the dudents- 

From our expenence, not only are students more cornfortable workhg with thek 

own people, trained local tutors, such as our native lmguage instructor and 

classroom support worker in the STEP 1 :A class, are often significant community 

role models. 

3. Based on this study, it is apparent that short and long-term goals are 

fùndamental in facilitating not only student retention but student program 

completion. 1 recommend that pmgram planners set clear goals and expectations 

for themselves, but even more so, for the adult learners. Make the expectations 

high so as to give the students and the entire cornmunity something to &rive for 

and be proud of My recommendation is to be f h n  on these expectations. 

4. In a First Nations adult education program,*daycare needs can be a pressing 

issue. Whenever possible, daycare needs should be wnsidered at the beginning of 

program planning. 

5. Faculty team building is also crucial in the program development process. 

StafFmust be on board and are a vital pait of the building process. It is important 

that s t a share  a similar vision in order to have cohesion, Moreover, it is 

imperative for staffto be prepared and willing to change as a program evolves and 

develops. 
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6. A Grther rewtnmendation is the need for the inclusion of career exploration 

because, as this study suggestq career planning needs to be intawoven into the 

whole of a First Nations adult education pro- I also tentatively recomrnend 

that career and education planning should be included in the latter stages or seps 

of a Fust Nations adult ediicfttion program. I caution that car- planning should 

not occur in the entry level stages, such as low titeracy because, in the e d y  stages 

(or steps), carex exploration might be too ovecwhelming and beyond the leamer's 

vision and perceiveci grasp. 1 base this only on my experïence and hop that this 

point may be pickedup for fllrther saidy- 

7. Instnictor-student rdaîionships c a ~ o t  be overiooked d e n  considering 

recommendations for program planaers. A8 Stein (1986) reported, it is instructor 

support and buman contact that ultimately leaâs to student success. It is essential, 

then, that administrators ofa  First Nations education program build a team of 

workers who genuinely care about student success, meanin& building a faculty of 

educators who are willing to establish rapport with their students above and 

beyond the typical expctations. 

8. The final recummendation is that program planners must involve the 

students in the evolution of an adult basic program. R was not ody empowering 

for me but for the staff as well to hear the student '%oices" in the evolution of our 

program By providing a place for the dialogue to take place, leamer 

consciousness was r a i d  for us dl, as was advocated by Freire (1973). 



Areas for Further Research 

Although this study provides insight on the development o f a  Fust Nations adult 

education program, program adminisiers and adult educators need to expand their view of 

First Nations adult education. On numerous occasions, the literature and the findings in 

m y  study highlighted the importance of leadership. Secondly, there is an issue in the 

significant number of aboriginal females retumïng to school compared to d e s -  Both are 

important areas for consideration in program development and m e r  research. 

In regards to the nimber of aboriginal women rehimiag to upgrade their 

education, for example, one can first look at the cornparison et our amilt education centre 

where females outnumber males 2 to 8. In the 1999 BC College < a d l , t u t e  AborigimJ 

Former Stutient Outcornes Sùrveys (2000) from the B.C. Ministry of Advanced 

Education, Training and Technology, the characteristics of former students show that "63 

percent of Aboriginal former students were female, compared with 55 percent ofnon- 

Abonginal former students" @. 7). Similar statistics found in the works of Aitken 

(1983), Danzinger, (1996), Haig-Brown (1995) and Hill, et al (1992). Medicine (1988) 

underscore îhat although statistics show that many aboriginal women are retuming to 

education, "there is vimially no research in this ara  and no research agenda for the 

futureyy (p. 86). We need to ask such fùndarnental questions as why thîs is d n g  and 

how we are going to meet the leaming needs of aboriginal women in the fùture. 

With respect to leadership, 1 puposefùlly did not foais on this area because 1 did 

not want to suggest that my role as director played a significant part in the overail 

development and delivery of the STEP Program; however, the role of leadership was 
a 

emphasized in the staff and student responses to the questionnaire. Comments included: 



"leadership within the centre and out to the commuaities r a i d  the profile of our 

programs," and, additionaIIy, or?e a student said, 'bvithout having Fran to provide 

direction and make us feel important the addt centre mi@ dl be at a standstill-" Alfred 

(1999) speaks to leadership at great length- He said: 

Insofàr as possible [the Indian teadex] should be a figure of 
reconciliation and fiituristic vision- .. *making sure that everyone 
cornes together.. - . A leader probably ou@ alsa ta be someone 
who enables proass to happen, who realizes that sometimes 
people are not &y to do îhings, and will tske the time to 
gently educate them, to prepare them Many of the tnbal chaimen 
of the 1960s did that, and they were pawafiil leaders. @. 68) 

Leadership tended to show itselfas being key in starting and seeuig the program 

development process through. Leadership, then, is mother important avenue of M e r  

study, especially as it relates to First Nations adult basic education and wmmunity 

development, 

Finally, the research that 1 was abie to access relating to Fust Nations ABE 

programs and the devebpment of such programs was primarily conducted by non- 

Aboriginal educators. In my view, it is imperative that, as Fust Nations educators we 

consider new courses of action in program direction because we mwt be inîimately 

involved in the research and lead the process of researching ow own issues. 

A Persona1 Refïection 

The past 5 years of study that it has taken me to complete this thesis reveals to me 

that we, as First Nations administrators and educators, are charged with the responsibility 

to consider new courses of action to ensure that aboriginal leamers share the sanie 

educational success as in the dominant culture. I believe that we need to take a critical 



look at what has worked in the past for us to incorporate those aspects of program design 

into present day adult basic education programming- The result, 1 believe, is that we will 

start to f o m  an educational paradigm that allows for a more meaninfil exploration of 

indigenous thought and philosophy. At least this has been my expaience in conducting 

this research. Nevertheless, 1 h d  myself in a place of asking more questions and, within 

this context, wanting to delve even deeper. A hndamLntal question that emerges for me 

is, what is it in structure and goal orientation that leads Fust Nations adult Leamers to 

want to achieve more? While it is too broad for an a d  recommendation, this question 

is important for me and constitutes another important avenue ofinquiry for me. 1s the 

answer somehow linked with our collective past? 

1 cannot also help but th id  about my own educational joumey. How it stand out 

in a one-room school in my Quatsino village in o u  culturai Bighouse and moved to my 

short-lived high school experience. 1 think of how the period of my teenage years that 

should have been the most exciting and challenging educational years of my life were 

abruptly ended. This is too o h  the experience ofmy people. And now, as 1 r d 1  my 

airplane ride across the country fiom British Columbia to Nova Scotia where my Master 

of Adult Education program would begin, 1 had then, and have now, many questions. One 

of those being, "Am 1 smart enough being an hdian?" If1 ask this, at this point in my 

thesis and my life, how temieng a place it must be for the lemers who re-enter the 

education system with little reading or numeracy skilis. Surely ours is a cornmon 

struggle, and adult educators should never separate themselves fiom those deemed to be 

"ou? adult learners. We are one- 



As the literature points out, many of us as Fust Nations have corne to intemalize 

the views that the dominant culture has placed on us. W e  start to believe that we are 

stupid. Yes, these were m y  thoughts on the flight to Nova Scotia- And, although 1 now 

know that this is not the case, it still remains that pro- that have sensitive and 

informai aboriginal educators are the parts of the whde that support us t h u g h  to the 

next educational level. It does not matter whae  a person starts in their educational 

journey, what matters is who and what is t h a e  to help you dong the way- 

1 feel like 1 have travekd a great distance on this Iearning journey. Thinking back 

and in remembering my Grandfather and my early teachings, 1 mi now comfortab1e with 

who I am and why 1 thhk and f a 1  the way 1 do. 1 have corne to be thankful for my past 

because 1 now understand it-the relcation ofour village to the new Quatsino site and al1 

that followed. 1 hope that other First Nations and non-First Nations who read this thesis 

catch a glimpse of aboriginal reality because education for us has not always been 

accessible and, more ofkm than not, education represented a situation in which we did not 

feel that we belonged. With Indian contn,l of Indian education, however, 1 am certain that 

our goal to control our own fùture will be reaiized and we wili regain our sense of 

belonging. The challenge now is to continue to find new courses of action to address the 

contrary points of view between white and native ways of facilitating leamhg. 

In the course of my learning 1 cannot overstate the value of having conducteci an 

annotated bibliography and literaîwe review- At that the% 1 did not reaiize the 

significance of the two to m y  teaming. Hhvever, now, as I immerse myseif in the 

development of Fust Nations aduh education in m y  daily worlc, 1 feel much more 

confident in my knowledge and, in tum, in my daily practice. 1 was aposed to rnauy 



views, experiences, and data-anpirical and "not-so-empincai"both helpfiil and not so 

helpfùl. I have corne to see that it was the weeding through the articles and the critiquing 

of the articles that was the important part ofthe process- 

In addition, it has been interesting to find that the research vaiidatd my own 

experiences. Lie many First Nations adult lemers who reruni to school, 1 too le& the 

schooi system before turning fifteen. 1 re~urned as a young parent with little selfesteem- 

At that tirne, 1 too d d  not sa a light at the end of the tunnel. This is why 1 now M y  

believe that the provisions of goals-goals that lead to a larger vision-are so very 

important for First Nations adults returning to what they offai believe rnight be a mirmr 

of their past educatiod experience. 

At this point in time, however, 1 am done with my words and reflections as 1 

attempt to recapture what 1 have learned- 1 am alone as 1 synthesize it all and write fiom 

the abstract to the concme. 1 can oniy say that I find myself in a place that generates 

more questions. But 1 see tbis as a positive impact on my overall 1-g- The coaaete, 

then, is that 1 find that 1 can approach learning in a different way. 1 have reached beyond 

the paradox of rny own situation and bave leamed that there is no one mode1 that works. 

Instead, appropriate adult basic education program models have to be Mewed as living 

bodies that evolve over tirne. The ski11 comes in leaming to adapt the models, allowing 

them to be flexible and leamer-centreed, 

Overall, this has been an incredible joumey. Of greatest importance, however, is 

that 1 am encowaged to learn more. I wiil take the words of Rowland (1995) with me into 

the fiiture. He said knowledge is measurd by how weii the tribe benefits from a person's 

learning: T n  the view of the Cheyenne, biowledge and spintuality are inseparable. 



Knowledge is measured by how well it benefits the tnbe7 and g d  knowiedge is sought 

after and passed down through the generations" (p. 275)- 

In conclusion, 1 cannot help but end my educationai reflection on the shores of 

Quatsino Sound- And, as 1 hear the echo that only time ailows for on the shores of my 

childhood, 1 can still hear the waves, smell the cedar7 feel the pebbles at m y  feet and see 

my Grandfather's working hands- 1 am still learning as he would have wished.. In many 

ways, 1 see that my leaming joumey has just begun- 
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