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At the beginning of 2008, the Ontario College of Teachers joined with the
Ministry of Education’s Aboriginal Education Office to examine Aboriginal
teaching and Aboriginal teacher education in Ontario. This partnership was
envisioned in the goals outlined in the Ontario First Nation, Métis and Inuit
Education Policy Framework released in January 2007. 

The College believes that support for Aboriginal student success must come
from their teachers who require appropriate knowledge and resources to
encourage this success. When teachers are better prepared to work with
Aboriginal students in the classroom and beyond, the benefits to the
students themselves flow forth. 

Knowledge of First Nations, Métis and Inuit histories, and the diversity of
these distinct cultures, is necessary to understand the lens through which
students and parents view the education system. Knowledge of Aboriginal
perspectives and approaches to learning are equally important to help
ensure Ontario’s teachers are prepared to teach Aboriginal students and
in Aboriginal communities. Further, understanding contemporary and
traditional First Nations, Métis and Inuit cultures, histories and perspectives
help teachers increase knowledge among non-Aboriginal students. 

These conversations would not have been possible without a great many
people. Funding from the Ministry of Education allowed us to engage in
these dialogues across the province. Open and constructive planning with
our First Nations, Métis and Inuit partners allowed us to host conversations
that were respectful, reflective and meaningful. Thank you to all of those
individuals who took the time to share their views with us. We offer this
report as a record of our conversation and as a basis for going forward to
build on what we heard.

Joe Jamieson
Deputy Registrar



ABORIGINAL TEACHING AND TEACHER EDUCATION   1

Introduction
In the late fall of 2008, the Ontario College of Teachers embarked on a series of
conversations with First Nations, Métis and Inuit communities. Over a period of two
months, 12 conversations were held across Ontario. The goal of this consultative
process was to discuss Aboriginal teaching and teacher education with each of the
distinct communities to uncover ways to increase the number of First Nations, Métis
and Inuit teachers in Ontario. 

The conversations themselves were guided by a holistic framework with four key areas:
1. Aboriginal teacher education standards resources
2. Aboriginal teacher education programs
3. Becoming a certified teacher
4. Being a member of the Ontario College of Teachers.

This report is a compilation of what we heard in these sessions. The recommendations
in this report distilled from the options discussed will guide our actions going forward.

Context
The 2006 Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples uses the term “Aboriginal people”
to refer to the indigenous inhabitants of Canada when referring in a general manner
to Inuit, First Nations and Métis people without regard for their separate origins and
identities.1 Section 35(2) of the Constitution Act, 1982 recognizes three groups of
Aboriginal peoples – Indians, Métis and Inuit – although accepted practice now replaces
the term Indian with First Nations. As described by the Department of Indian and
Northern Affairs Canada, these are three distinct peoples with unique heritages,
languages, cultural practices and spiritual beliefs.2

This report uses a similar terminology, Aboriginal when referring to the First Nations,
Métis and Inuit collectively, but individually noted when the distinct nature and
perspectives of their responses warrant.

According to Statistics Canada, the 2006 census reveals that the Aboriginal population
in Ontario grew by 68 per cent between 1996 and 2006 with some 242,500 individuals
reporting Aboriginal identity. This increase is attributed to high birth rates as well as
the enumeration of more reserves since 1996 and more people identifying themselves
as Aboriginal. Ontario is home to roughly 158,400 First Nations people, 73,600 Métis
and 2,000 Inuit.3 The Aboriginal population accounts for two per cent of the total
Ontario population.

1 Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples, “Report of the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples,” Indian and Northern
Affairs Canada October 2006.

2 “An Evolving Terminology Relating to Aboriginal Peoples in Canada,” Indian and Northern Affairs Canada October 2002.

3 The total Aboriginal identity population includes the Aboriginal groups, multiple Aboriginal responses and Aboriginal
responses not included elsewhere.
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College Mandate
In his final column of Professionally Speaking, former Registrar Brian McGowan
describes how the College’s mandate is not static, but is instead evolutionary and
contextual.6 He describes six factors that have shaped the context of College and
Council decision-making including:
• regulatory responsibilities
• legislated administration
• curriculum and education policy
• professional self-regulation
• social and demographic developments
• labour mobility.

These six shaping factors all influence the Aboriginal teaching environment.

• The College’s regulatory responsibilities include the accreditation of Aboriginal teacher
education programs as laid out in regulation, for example, programs at Lakehead
University and Queen’s University, and the certification of these graduates. 

• Under the College’s Act and regulations, the College has a legislated obligation to
develop and implement policies in areas such as language proficiency, distance
education and definitions of native ancestry. 

• Curriculum and education policy initiatives such as the regulatory revisions to the
qualifications and qualification programs for teachers reflect the outcomes of the
consultation undertaken through the Teachers’ Qualifications Review initiative,
which included a formal consultation with Ontario’s First Nations communities. 

• Professional self-regulation upholds the protection of the public interest for all Ontario
residents including more transparent reporting and improved outreach to College
stakeholders, including Aboriginal communities. 

• Social and demographic developments, such as the increasing Aboriginal population
and Aboriginal youth in Ontario’s schools, are a driver in the College’s strategic
direction. 

• Lastly, the removal of barriers to labour mobility will impact credential recognition
and licensing requirements for all future teachers in Ontario.

The options and recommendations resulting from the conversations with First Nations,
Métis and Inuit groups in the late fall of 2008 are in keeping with the evolution of the
College’s mandate. The links between the recommendations and the College’s legislated
objects are highlighted in this report. 

6 Brian McGowan, “Registrar’s Report,” Professionally Speaking March 2009:10-12.
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Background
The College’s first significant consultation with Aboriginal communities took place in
2001. Since that time, consultation with First Nations, Métis and Inuit communities has
been a part of major College initiatives. 

2001 – Standards Review

In 2001, and again in 2005, First Nations communities were involved in the development
and revision of the Ethical Standards and Standards of Practice for the Teaching Profession.
In 2005, First Nations educators facilitated focus groups regarding the revised standards
in various First Nations communities.

2005 – Teachers’ Qualifications Review

In the fall of 2005, a consultation process was undertaken as part of the Teachers’
Qualifications Review initiative focused on initial and continuing programs of teacher
education specific to Aboriginal teacher education. Roundtable sessions with the First
Nations education stakeholders were held in seven communities from September 2005
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The College worked closely with its partners – the Chiefs of Ontario First Nations
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Guiding Principles
In reflecting the feedback and input of participants in these Aboriginal conversations,
the following principles have guided the conversation process and development of
this report:
• respect the individual identities of First Nations, Métis and Inuit groups
• balance the differing views within each group
• benefit First Nations, Métis and Inuit teachers and students
• focus on tangible, actionable recommendations.

What We Heard & What We Can Do
The conversations with First Nations, Métis and Inuit groups were based on a framework
with four main focus areas. The feedback collected from these conversations is grouped
according to these four focus areas. As mentioned, the framework itself was visually
presented as a talking circle or medicine wheel to depict the flow of ideas from one
area to another and their overall connectivity. 

It was noted during a conversation that the College’s recognition of the holistic way of
knowing and learning inherent to First Nations, Métis and Inuit traditions served to set
the stage for a strong and genuine partnership with Aboriginal groups. Participants
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Some First Nations participants suggested that the College’s professional and ethical
standards could be translated into syllabics





10 ONTARIO COLLEGE OF TEACHERS

in the First Nations conversations felt ignoring issues of racism and colonialism during
such discussions was dangerous. Familiarity with the negative parts of Aboriginal
history is required to understand today’s Aboriginal context.

Métis participants proposed that education programs require a stronger focus on
ensuring an accurate history of the Métis as a people and as a nation. Participants
suggested all teacher education programs should contain a week of Métis history and
culture and should capitalize on the role of elders as a learning resource for students
and student-teachers alike. First Nations participants noted, however, that even a week
of instruction would be insufficient to adequately teach the diversity of Aboriginal
history and culture.

Participants indicated that teachers need a thorough orientation and high level of
professional knowledge with respect to Aboriginal students and communities, much of
which is gained through experiential learning. Participants confirmed that Aboriginal
cultures are very complex and teachers need to be skilled and knowledgeable in order
to guide students through the curriculum. This is particularly applicable to the history
of residential schools and the loss of identify that resulted for all Aboriginals. Lessons
in this area need to be taught in a highly informed and sensitive manner. 

The importance of the practicum placement occurring in Aboriginal settings was
stressed in most conversations. Participants in the Métis groups noted that Métis
teacher preparation is distinct from First Nations teacher preparation and emphasized
important considerations for teaching Métis children, for example, relationship building
and employing flexible teaching styles. First Nations participants agreed that cultural
understanding could be enhanced if non-Aboriginal teachers completed their practicum
in First Nations communities with a focus on experiencing holistic learning.

Métis and First Nations participants suggested that an apprenticeship model for
teaching would be valuable. This focus on developing skills and working closely
with another teacher was felt to be particularly helpful to new teachers in northern
communities.

Additional Qualifications

Several Métis participants noted that the use of the term “Native” in describing
additional qualification courses such as “Native Studies” and “Native Languages”
appeared to only reflect the First Nations perspective. As distinct cultures, the Métis
and Inuit perspectives need to be included for an all-encompassing native education. 

First Nations participants echoed this view of reflecting distinct cultures by further
suggesting course names be changed from, for example, “Teaching Aboriginal Children”
to “Teaching First Nations, Métis and Inuit Children”. One individual offered the
example of Canada’s place within North America as an analogy for this request for
distinct recognition – Canada as a nation unto itself based on a unique history and
identity, but also part of a larger North American grouping.
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First Nations participants noted that an additional qualification course to educate
teachers on how to incorporate Aboriginal perspectives into their lessons would be
beneficial. Some participants offered that Aboriginal language courses should be
treated the same as French as a Second Language courses.

First Nations participants observed that native language programs and courses were



12 ONTARIO COLLEGE OF TEACHERS

b) ensure the Education in Ontario diversity component10 for future initial teacher
education programs is developed with input from First Nations, Métis and Inuit
communities and reflects the histories and cultures of each group

c) revise additional qualification course guideline names including the term Native or
Aboriginal to include distinct and appropriate recognition of First Nations, Métis and
Inuit histories and cultures

d) develop additional qualification course guidelines that reflect in-depth learning of
First Nations, Métis and Inuit histories and culture
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First Nations participants offered that there was little perceived value in being certified
by the Ontario College of Teachers. They questioned the quality of teachers coming out
of the Teacher of a Native language education program. They felt the College’s issuance
of a certificate of qualification (restricted) did not provide a guarantee of the quality of
the teachers’ instructional ability, nor their ability to speak the language. While the
teacher may be College-certified, his or her inability to speak the language of the local
community diminishes their value in the eyes of the community.

Métis participants shared that one of the largest hurdles to becoming a teacher is
financial – the challenge of continuing education as well as the ability to make a living.
The current over-supply of teachers coupled with a decreasing demand due to declining
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Participants noted that while First Nations teachers working in on-reserve schools may
initially maintain their membership with the College, there are no salary benefits to
certification and no salary adjustments upon completing additional qualification courses
because they are on a different salary grid than their provincial colleagues. They begin
to perceive little value in retaining their membership and typically allow their
membership to lapse.

First Nations participants also noted that the value of being a member of the College
diminishes considerably for teachers who do not get teaching positions after they
complete what is seen as a lengthy and costly certification process. The cost of membership
for these individuals often outweighs the value. 

Other First Nations participants felt that membership in the College indicates an
individual is not committed to the community. Frequently, teachers use teaching in a First
Nations community as a stepping stone to teaching elsewhere; a move facilitated by
maintaining College membership. Communities make an investment in integrating and
supporting their teachers and the gap left in a community when a teacher leaves is
significant. It is also detrimental to the development of a sustainable teaching population
in a community.

Lastly, some First Nations participants questioned the investigations and hearings process
used for teachers in the federal system. While on-reserve teachers feel they are held to
the same professional and ethical standards of practice, the process for hearing complaints
is different when they are not members of the College.

Self-Identification

The College used these conversations to initiate a discussion with the Aboriginal
community about a voluntary self-identification process for First Nations, Métis and Inuit
members of the College. As part of the fourth focus area, participants provided advice
and input on potential benefits and areas of caution if such a process was introduced as
well as considerations for implementation. 

First Nations and Métis participants stressed the importance of being very clear on the
rationale and purpose behind the development of a policy on self-identification including
how such a policy would help the education system and impact the individual. Teachers
need to understand not only what the self-identification information would be used for,
but what potential abuses exist and how they will be mitigated. Participants felt teachers
would need assurances that no stigma would be attached to those who self-identify. 

First Nations participants cautioned that self-identification is a process of reconnecting
to ancestry, traditions and heritage. Some felt that respondents would choose not to
identify based on pride and being secure in their own identity. Others may choose not
to identify based on mistrust and fear that results would potentially be used to control
respondents or impact current funding agreements. Some argued a self-identification
policy needs to be premised on social justice and reflect equity and balance.
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It was noted during the conversations that many Métis declined to self-identify on the
latest Statistics Canada Census so the College would not likely have a greater rate of
success. Irrespective of the significant increase in the Métis population reported in the
2006 Census, participants explained that discrimination has a prominent place in Métis
history and it has long been taboo to claim Métis identity. Some participants felt that
self-identification comes from within an individual and occurs when that individual is
ready. Imposing a requirement to identify one way or another was viewed as an abuse
of power by school boards or the College.   

Other participants did note however, that having a box to check off indicating Métis
identity also served as an institutional or systemic recognition of the Métis people as
distinct from other Aboriginal groups. Participants spoke about the increased desire
among youth to proclaim their Métis identity and the self-identification of teachers as
role models could encourage the continued pursuit of cultural knowledge.

Other Métis participants noted that in this increasingly data-driven world, a reliable
database of Métis teachers could be beneficial to the Métis community. It was also
pointed out that self-identification is already required to access funding, resources and
other individual and community supports.

First Nations participants agreed that the collection of such data could help project the
progress of First Nations people by developing a baseline gauge of the First Nations
teaching population. A self-identification policy might enable the larger Aboriginal
community to create something similar to a professional learning community or
communities of interest to focus on education issues such as curriculum, resources,
access to professional development and resources, etc.

Participants recognized Professionally Speaking as a useful resource for the implementation
of a self-identification policy. Aboriginal teachers may be more likely to self-identify if
they saw themselves and their concerns and issues discussed in the magazine. 

A self-identification policy could bring out the grief and fear that many Aboriginal
people have attached to the education system. The impact of residential schools remains
with many; those who attended and those who hid their identities to avoid attending.
Parents often transfer these views to their children. It was noted that having statistics
available on Aboriginal students and teachers more often than not also leads to
unfavourable comparisons about success rates and achievements. Participants stressed
that communication and relationship building has to happen first.

Other cautions related to the implementation of a self-identification policy included:
• a lingering belief that names of activist Aboriginal people are placed on a list to be

monitored by police and government
• using the information to explicitly define what is Métis because various regions have

differing definitions
• recognition that an individual may not be able to prove their Métis identity due to

lack of genealogy records
• any release of data collected should be preceded by an extensive consultation with

Aboriginal groups.
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First Nations participants reiterated that should the College go ahead with a self-
identification policy, it must be optional. They suggested that a demographic profile of
the entire teaching population should be developed through self-identification so as not
to single out Aboriginal teachers. Participants confirmed that such a profile could take
many years to be completed and the College should not expect respondents to embrace
a self-identification policy quickly. There should be both a short and long-term
implementation plan.

First Nations participants noted that much work in the area of self-identification has
already been completed in many district school boards. They invited the College to
research the methods used and to draw on the expertise, knowledge and experience of
individuals within these communities. 

Métis participants asked to be involved in the development and communication of the
self-identification policy. First Nations participants suggested that an advisory group
should be created to oversee every step of the process. Inuit participants agreed that
policies and programs focused on Aboriginal issues should draw upon input from Inuit
elders sharing Inuit culture and knowledge. It was noted that the longer the College
works with Aboriginal groups to build a strong and cooperative relationship, the easier
the implementation of initiatives such as this would be.

This input on the possible implementation of a voluntary self-identification policy was
sought through the conversation process to assess whether the College could better
allocate appropriate resources to Aboriginal teacher education using a confirmed
database of members. The College continues to reflect on the constructive comments
heard at the conversations around this sensitive area.
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Recommendations
Participants in the First Nations, Métis and Inuit conversations offered many ideas,
suggestions and feedback on the College’s and other education stakeholders’ initiatives.
While this raw data has been preserved, this report is focused on the many possible
options for consideration in each of the College’s focus areas. 

Initial discussions around these options has occurred with the College work group
and with the External Advisory Group composed of First Nations, Métis and Inuit
stakeholders. Such discussions have focused on what the College can do within the
parameters of its mandate yet still honour the feedback received through the conversation
process. Pursuit of this balance has resulted in the following recommendations.

It is important to note that some of the recommendations relate to College policy while
others relate to administrative practices. The key difference to this delineation is the
approval process required to implement the recommendation. All recommendations
link to the mandated objects outlined in the Ontario College of Teachers Act. 

(A) College policy:

The following recommendations may impact overall College policy and in some cases,
College legislation. In keeping with the policy development process, the Registrar will
bring forward to Council options for regulatory development or changes to existing
policy stemming from their implementation. 

Object 2: To develop, establish and maintain qualifications for membership in
the College.
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(B) Administrative Practices:

The following recommendations may impact the administrative practices of the College
through adjustments to process or the introduction of new practices. The development
of action items related to their implementation will be communicated regularly through
the Registrar’s Report as presented at each Council. Where the exploration of an item
leads to desired changes to policy and/or regulation, options will be brought forward to
Council at an appropriate date.

Object 1: To regulate the profession of teaching and to govern its members.

4. Create a representative advisory group to continue to discuss and validate the
College’s Aboriginal-related strategies and initiatives with First Nations, Métis and
Inuit communities. 

Object 7: To establish and enforce professional standards and ethical
standards applicable to members of the College.

5. Investigate the development of new First Nations, Métis and Inuit educative resources,
for example, digital stories, or the adaptation of current educative resources for
Aboriginal audiences, for example, incorporating specific visuals, symbols or
language references. Any new resources will be based on the ethical standards and
standards of practice that support and enhance initial and continuing teacher
education programs and courses.

Object 3: To accredit professional teacher education programs offered by
post-secondary educational institutions and other bodies.

Object 4: To accredit ongoing education programs for teachers offered by
post-secondary educational institutions and other bodies.

6. Review the accreditation practices and processes to include Aboriginal perspectives
and approaches, and consider with College stakeholders mechanisms for supporting
Aboriginal teacher education.

Object 10: To communicate with the public on behalf of members of the College.

7. Work with First Nations, Métis and Inuit groups to develop career path material
specific to these communities, write articles for and communicate information in
Professionally Speaking and other publications on the teaching profession and the
College, and partner with First Nations, Métis and Inuit community centres or
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