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What Do Indigenous Education Policy Frameworks Reveal About Commitments  
to Reconciliation in Canadian School Systems? 

The question of how to achieve meaningful reconciliation between Indigenous Peoples and non-
Indigenous peoples in Canada has emerged as a major national priority since the 2015 release of the 
Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) of Canada final report. Through the TRC’s (2015a) 
comprehensive Calls to Action, the report outlines a vision for a positive way forward that acknowledges 
and addresses the damaging legacy in which policies and practices associated with residential schooling 
have suppressed Indigenous cultures and destroyed family and community connections for several 
generations. The report places schools and educational activities at the heart of processes to advance 
reconciliation (TRC, 2015c). This article aims to critically examine reconciliation-related educational 
policies and practices that are oriented to ensure all students have an adequate understanding of 
residential schools, treaties, the historical and contemporary contributions of Indigenous Peoples to 
Canada, and the relationships supported through this knowledge.  

In this article, we present our findings from the first stage of a larger research project on schooling and 
reconciliation, focusing here on a critical discourse analysis of policy frameworks and documents related 
to elementary and secondary schooling in provincial and territorial jurisdictions across Canada. We 
highlight the core policies and official statements related to Indigenous learning and reconciliation in 
each jurisdiction before exploring their alignment with the Education for Reconciliation Calls to Action 
put forward in the TRC final report. Our discussion is framed by two broad questions: What do current 
education policy frameworks and actions reveal about government approaches to education related to 
Indigenous Peoples and relationships between Indigenous Peoples and settlers in the Canadian context? 
To what extent is effective reconciliation possible and how can it be accomplished in the context of 
institutional structures and discourses framed within the context of a White settler colonial society? By 
exploring these questions, we seek to understand the extent to which these initiatives may or may not 
represent a matter of performativity and good faith rather than a movement towards foundational 
change. 

Many relevant initiatives began to emerge in the late 20th and early 21st centuries, including advocacy and 
position papers advanced by Indigenous organizations, government agencies, and other organizations. 
However, the TRC Calls to Action have fostered a sense of urgency to undertake more comprehensive 
reform frameworks. In response, new policies and initiatives to support Indigenous students and 
advance reconciliation objectives have proliferated rapidly across educational levels and jurisdictions. 
Our analysis does not claim to cover all such policies, due to ongoing developments. Nonetheless, at this 
stage, no other documentation or analysis of Indigenous education initiatives exists in the literature.  

Literature Review 

Education lies at the heart of the TRC mandate, which calls  for action to advance reconciliation, 
especially by supporting Indigenous students’ success and fostering among all students an 
understanding of and respect for Indigenous Peoples and their experiences and perspectives (TRC, 
2015b). These principles reinforce international recognition of Indigenous rights and knowledge as 
expressed in the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (United Nations, 
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2008) and other global frameworks that affirm Indigenous rights, self-determination, and Indigenous 
knowledge (Battiste & Henderson, 2008). 

Educational jurisdictions across Canada have acted promptly to express formal commitment to these 
mandates, supported by numerous measures dedicated to improving educational outcomes for 
Indigenous learners and incorporating culturally relevant curriculum and programming into educational 
practices, in many cases building upon existing policy frameworks and reform initiatives (e.g., British 
Columbia Ministry of Education, n.d.b; KAIROS Canada, 2015, 2018; Ontario Ministry of Education, 
2007). Recent actions suggest a significant shift in momentum and focus to achieve stated objectives. 
However, the TRC underscores concerns that several decades of previous calls by Indigenous 
organizations for effective educational change have yielded limited progress (Assembly of First Nations 
[AFN], 1988, 2013; National Indian Brotherhood [NIB] & AFN, 1972; Royal Commission on 
Aboriginal Peoples [RCAP], 1996). The TRC (2015c) call to “eliminate” educational achievement gaps 
between Indigenous Peoples and non-Indigenous peoples echoes an extensive body of previous 
scholarship and policy statements in Canada and other White settler colonial nations (see also Gordon 
& White, 2014; Hogarth, 2018; Mahuika, Berryman, & Bishop, 2011). The TRC observed several 
damaging legacies of residential schooling that continue to destabilize many Indigenous people and their 
communities. The intergenerational impact of the residential schools is represented in such phenomena 
as high rates of family violence, addictions, physical and mental health issues, child custody in foster care,  
adult incarceration, learning problems, and low educational attainment (TRC, 2015b), all of which 
warrant immediate as well as longer term action. However, the Commission also emphasized the dual 
significance of contemporary education as a means to ensure that all Canadians understand the history 
and legacy of residential schooling and to ensure that Indigenous and non-Indigenous students alike are 
provided the tools for meaningful social and economic participation (TRC, 2015c). As time elapses, it is 
important to monitor progress towards achievement of these aims; in this case, by understanding the 
extent to which frameworks for reconciliation implemented in response to these Calls to Action are 
reflected in educational practices. 

An extensive range of research and policy literature documents educational disparities between 
Indigenous Peoples and non-Indigenous peoples in Canada (Gordon & White, 2014; Statistics Canada, 
2013, Wilson & Macdonald, 2010) to the extent that the need for educational improvement signifies a 
“national priority” (Council of Ministers of Education Canada, 2015, p. 3) and “great social policy 
challenge facing Canada” (Richards, 2008, p. i) that must be met through effective responses to a 
broader national “crisis” (Anaya, 2014). The literature cites several factors that contribute to these 
observed differences in educational outcomes and performance, including school-related dimensions 
(such as curriculum, instructional approaches, student support, and student–teacher relationships), 
community contexts, and school–community relations (Council of Ministers of Education Canada, 
2010), as well as socioeconomic conditions underlying structural and institutional conditions (Gerber, 
2014; Mendelson, 2006). These factors, along with racism and disconnection between official school 
processes and Indigenous perspectives (Bougie, Kelly-Scott, & Arriagada, 2013; Riley & Ungerleider, 
2012; Sfeir, 2016; St. Denis, 2010), typically intersect with and reinforce one another (Bruce, Marline, & 
Raham, 2012). 

The Calls to Action highlight the importance of integrating Indigenous content and perspectives within 
curricula, in part to address widely held concerns among Indigenous students that they do not see 
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themselves or their heritage adequately reflected in schools, teacher-training programs, and other 
educational sites (AFN, 2011; Cajete, 2000; Kim, 2015). The Calls to Action also signify the importance 
of further strengthening educational success and school–community relations by ensuring that programs 
address these concerns in a manner that is accurate, respectful, and culturally affirming (Battiste, 2013; 
Goulet & McLeod, 2002; Tupper, 2014). Orientations that acknowledge the contributions and 
capabilities of Indigenous Peoples and their perspectives are essential in advancing beyond the limits of a 
deficit approach, narrowly focused on bridging gaps, which can perpetuate problems that educational 
reforms are seeking to address (Battiste, 2013; Fayden, 2005; Gebhard, 2017; Munroe, Borden, Orr, 
Toney, & Meader, 2013). The Calls reinforce an affirmative approach that acknowledges and builds on 
the capabilities of Indigenous students and communities, substantiated with holistic orientations to 
Indigenous knowledge and cultural perspectives that are not simply add-ons to existing curricula 
(Battiste & Henderson, 2009). 

As progress is made to address these concerns, several obstacles remain. Educators committed to 
changing pedagogical practices and incorporating curricular content that acknowledges Indigenous 
cultural heritage and learning contexts often lack the knowledge, confidence, or support to do so 
effectively (Canadian Teachers’ Federation [CTF], 2015; Milne, 2017; People for Education, 2017; 
Wotherspoon, 2006, 2008). An Ontario study revealed that educators sometimes have limited 
knowledge about official Indigenous curricular policy documents and directives, while others have 
difficulty finding, interpreting, and using resources to the extent that non-Indigenous students 
sometimes “go through their entire educational career without learning about Indigenous Peoples and 
the history and legacy of residential schooling in Canada” (Milne, 2017, p. 10). These issues reinforce 
the common observation in social and educational policy literature that the rhetoric and realities 
associated with education policy and reform are frequently misaligned (Labaree, 2010; Pak Tee, 2008). 
While the discussion in this article focuses on policy frameworks rather than implementation, the 
analysis is oriented in part to the degree of specificity, guidance, and support contained within policy 
directives and guidelines, which may influence the extent to which effective actions may or may not be 
constructed.  

Our analysis also recognizes that reconciliation itself is a contested concept. For some teachers and 
community members, relatively modest reforms such as the addition of cultural awareness and 
Indigenous voices to the curriculum may be sufficient or even too much. Literature on colonization and 
Indigenous–settler relations, by contrast, highlights the deep challenges associated with the 
transformative significance of reconciliation. There is an inherently contradictory nature to settler 
colonial societies insofar as they bear foundations of colonization that cannot disappear entirely without 
the disappearance of either the colonizer or the colonized and the land-based rights to which they are 
entitled (Bell, 2014; Veracini, 2015; Wolfe, 2006). Colonization is embedded within relationships that 
are unsettling, reinforced by deep forms of violence that must be clearly acknowledged, understood, and 
reconciled. Without this recognition and accountability for what it draws attention to, some scholars 
warn that reconciliation advances the way towards extinguishment of Indigenous rights and status 
(Alfred, 2009; Chrisjohn & Wasacase, 2009; Tuck & Yang, 2012; Turner, 2013). Others, while 
acknowledging some potential within a settler colonial framework for coexistence among Indigenous 
and Western structures and epistemologies, nonetheless emphasize that reconciliation is not possible 
without parallel measures to ensure that Canada’s institutional structures, social relationships, and 
discursive practices undergo some fundamental transformations (Henderson, 2013). In the context of a 
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nation established by White settlers through colonial relations with Indigenous Peoples, who have 
constitutionally protected legal rights and status, reconciliation involves contradictions that will 
continue to play themselves out over an extended period of time (Bell, 2014; Veracini, 2015; Wolfe, 
2006). Informed by these debates, the current analysis includes a critical assessment of how 
reconciliation is defined and acted upon in policy directives and guidelines issued by major educational 
jurisdictions.  

Theoretical Framework 

This research is informed by an integrative framework, particularly influenced by Bourdieu (1998; 
Bourdieu & Passeron, 1979), that situates practices and strategies undertaken by social actors within a 
political economic orientation in relation to social structures and institutional relationships. In this 
framework, educational reform oriented to reconciliation occurs within the field (or social space) of 
schooling, which in turn intersects with other important fields including those of policy and the 
economy. Participants in those fields have particular resources, or forms of capital, that have specific 
importance within each field and are part of the relationships or positioning of actors in relation to one 
another. In the case of education, significant forms of capital include cultural capital (forms of 
knowledge and understandings associated with education that can be converted into credentials and 
opportunities beyond schooling), economic capital (financial assets), and social capital (networks of 
relationships). Reconciliation processes involve, in part, efforts to reshape the kinds of cultural capital 
that matter by recognizing and according significance to Indigenous cultures, histories, and perspectives. 
Labaree’s (2010) model of school organization—highlighting intersections across levels of organization 
from the broader social context, rhetoric (influenced by policy makers and educational leaders), formal 
structures (policies, initiatives), community and neighbourhood, parent perceptions, teaching practices 
(perceptions, uptake), and student classroom learning—is instructive in framing key elements to be 
taken into consideration with respect to the analysis of educational policies. Also important is the 
cultivation of understandings about the impact of residential schooling and other aspects of colonization 
on Indigenous experiences, as well as the ways in which broader Canadian history and perspectives have 
been configured by these relationships. 

To highlight the significance of relationships between settler colonialism and Indigenous Peoples and 
perspectives that are the focus of reconciliation processes, the current analysis is further informed by 
what Go (2016) describes as a “postcolonial-perspectival realist” approach. This orientation, influenced 
by postcolonial analysis and feminist standpoint theory, begins by acknowledging that our social 
positions or location in social space influence (but do not determine) how we understand the world 
(Go, 2016). An adequate scientific understanding builds from these multiple partial perspectives to 
construct a more comprehensive view of significant social phenomena. This analysis, complementary to 
that of Bourdieu, is relational in nature, augmented by recognition that social science perspectives 
grounded in Western epistemological traditions are themselves products of colonial relationships 
(Connell, 2014). To appreciate what is meant by reconciliation and explore possibilities associated with 
its achievement, it is necessary to identify various perspectives associated with these objectives while 
remaining sensitive to how colonization has shaped experiences and knowledge for dominant groups as 
well as for the colonized and other subaltern groups (Bhambra, 2014). Adherence to democratic 
principles that assert we are all equal or that the law treats all individuals the same, for instance, can 
obscure the realities that have made some people more vulnerable through dispossession from land, 
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family, or community supports. In what Henry and Tator (2010) refer to as “democratic racism,” formal 
recognition of democratic rights such as legal protections against discrimination coexist with practices 
and discourses that maintain systemic barriers against racialized minorities. These relationships can be 
reconceptualized as “democratic colonialism” in the case of relationships between Indigenous Peoples, 
the Canadian State, and non-Indigenous people insofar as formal recognition accorded Indigenous 
rights and status may be undermined by attitudes, actions, or policies that ignore or misrepresent those 
rights (Wotherspoon, 2014). Perceptions that Indigenous Peoples should not have any entitlements, 
protections, or forms of curricular recognition that other Canadians do not have, for instance, may be 
based on interpretations of Indigenous rights as “special” rights.   

Our analysis seeks to highlight the ways in which educational jurisdictions across Canada have 
interpreted and articulated education for reconciliation within policy and practice. Under Canada’s 
federal system of government, education is an area of provincial and territorial jurisdiction (except for 
education in First Nations communities, which is regulated by the federal government). Despite some 
convergence across the 10 provinces and three territories, significant variations are evident in some 
educational policies and practices (Wallner, 2014). The literature demonstrates that, despite broad 
support for such policies, this diversity is evident with respect to perspectives and positions regarding the 
meaning and practices associated with reconciliation. We are especially interested in exploring the 
impact that these configurations of meanings and positions may have on education policies.  

Methods 

Data for this article are drawn from a review of educational policies and initiatives across Canada, 
conducted as part of a broader program of research that explores the ways in which diverse educational 
participants are reforming education to support reconciliation. Findings are based on an 
interjurisdictional scan of statements, principles, and guidelines outlined in provincial and territorial 
ministries of education websites and public documents. The documents covered in the analysis are cited 
in the Appendix. 

An initial search of provincial and territorial ministry websites and education databases (e.g., ERIC), 
augmented by broader Google and web searches, was conducted using key terms to locate policy 
statements and relevant documents. The authors and a research assistant followed up with emails and 
calls to ministry offices and education departments in Canada in order to clarify and confirm 
information. The analysis is conducted at three levels. First, policies and statements are summarized on a 
general thematic basis to identify commonalties and to compare and contrast the statements. We read 
through the policy statements (e.g., policy vision, principals, and goals) and used an inductive approach 
to identify themes and patterns. Second, content analysis is employed to determine the extent to which 
specific elements of organizational and curricular mandates appear in each context and identify specific 
features in the policy statements that align with the TRC (2015a) Calls to Action that may or may not be 
present within each thematic area.  

Finally, we employ discourse analysis in order to develop a deeper understanding of the themes and 
messages conveyed in the policy frameworks and statements. Several previous studies have 
demonstrated that discourse analysis and critical discourse analysis can be effective tools for the analysis 
of educational practices and policies (Lester, Lochmiller, & Gabriel, 2016, 2017; Liasidou, 2008; Rogers 
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et al., 2016; Taylor, 2004). Discourse analysis, according to van Dijk (1993), seeks to understand “the 
role of discourse in the (re)production and challenge of dominance [italics in original]” in order to draw 
out the deeper meanings and relationships represented in the policy statements (p. 283). Our analysis 
highlights key words and phrases employed in the policy statements in relation to the context in which 
they are presented, with reference to particular actors or groups, mandated activities, and objectives. 
Within the documents or statements under review, statements that signify particular activities, power 
relations, and other core relationships are identified and categorized in accordance with specified 
organizational principles (such as statements that convey directives, such as “the teacher should . . .” or 
“parents are responsible for . . .,” that signify hierarchical relationships directed from educational centres; 
those that are focused on addressing “gaps” or deficits; or others framed in such terms as “shared 
responsibility” or “mutual collaboration”). The authors independently read all policy statements to 
identify keywords, phrases, and context, and compared notes and findings to ensure agreement. We 
summarize below the main foci and themes covered in the policy statements and related guidelines in 
relation to four categories prior to consideration of what these signify in relation to reconciliation 
objectives and orientations. 

Findings 

Formal Commitments to Reconciliation 

All jurisdictions across Canada have expressed commitments or initiated actions related to 
reconciliation since the release of the TRC report. Six provinces (British Columbia, Alberta, 
Saskatchewan, Manitoba, Ontario, and New Brunswick) and all three territories produced official 
statements identifying commitments to reconciliation, expressing the expectation of a renewed 
relationship with Indigenous Peoples and a desire to move forward with the TRC (2015a) Calls to 
Action. Education ministries in seven jurisdictions have specific branches or units dedicated to 
Indigenous education1—Alberta (First Nations, Métis, and Inuit Education Directorate), British 
Columbia (Aboriginal Education Branch), Manitoba (Indigenous Inclusion Directorate), Ontario 
(Indigenous Education Office), Nova Scotia (Mi’kmaq Services), New Brunswick (Office of First 
Nations Education Branch), and Northwest Territories (Indigenous Languages and Education 
Secretariat). Six jurisdictions (British Columbia, Alberta, Saskatchewan, Manitoba, Ontario, and Nova 
Scotia) maintain web pages dedicated to Indigenous education information and resources,2 and each of 
these jurisdictions, along with New Brunswick and Northwest Territories, have a senior-level position in 
government dedicated to Indigenous content in education in accordance with the TRC (2015a) Calls to 
Action (Call 62.iv).3 This broad policy landscape—provincial and territorial government commitments 
to reconciliation accompanied by a more mixed set of institutional and organizational responses—is also 

	
1 Government of British Columbia, n.d.; personal communication, Ted Cadwallader, July 13, 2018; Government of 
Manitoba, n.d.b; Government of New Brunswick, n.d.; Government of Northwest Territories, n.d.; personal communication, 
Wyatt White, July 30, 2018; and personal communication, Taunya Paquette, August 3, 2018. 
2Alberta (Alberta Education, n.d.), British Columbia (Government of British Columbia, n.d.), Manitoba (Manitoba 
Education and Training, n.d.), Nova Scotia (Nova Scotia Aboriginal Affairs, n.d.), Ontario (Ontario Ministry of Education, 
n.d.), and Saskatchewan (Government of Saskatchewan, n.d.). 
3 Government of Alberta (2018a); personal communication, Ted Cadwallader, July 13, 2018; personal communication, 
Helen Robinson-Settee, July 31, 2018; personal communication, Kim Skilliter, July 12, 2018; personal communication, Mira 
Dunn, July 17, 2018; personal communication, Wyatt White, July 30, 2018; personal communication, Taunya Paquette, 
August 3, 2018; and personal communication, Rob Currie, July 27, 2018. 
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characteristic of the more specific dimensions within the policy frameworks, though in an even more 
fragmented manner. 

Policies and Official Statements 

All provinces and territories have identified commitments and goals to improve education and cultural 
recognition for Indigenous Peoples, but these vary considerably in vision, scope, and detail.4 Most 
predate the TRC (2015a) Calls for Action, though in some cases, notably Saskatchewan and Manitoba, 
earlier policy frameworks have been replaced in response to the TRC. For several years, Nunavut has 
had the most comprehensive approach, guided by Inuit Qaujimajatuqangit knowledge and worldviews 
embedded within a broader orientation to self-determination (Nunavut Department of Education, 
2007). Three provinces—Alberta (Alberta Learning, 2002), Ontario (Ontario Ministry of Education, 
2007), and Saskatchewan (Saskatchewan Ministry of Education, 2018)—have adopted integrated 
guiding formal policy frameworks dedicated to Indigenous education, and strategic actions in Manitoba 
follow a comprehensive draft policy (Manitoba Education and Advanced Learning, 2016). All three 
territorial jurisdictions have introduced action plans to guide progress towards the achievement of 
Indigenous education priorities: Northwest Territories (Northwest Territories Education, Culture and 
Employment, 2011); Nunavut Department of Education (2007); and Yukon (Government of Yukon, 
2014). In the Northwest Territories, a more recent document titled Education Renewal and Innovation 
Framework: Directions for Change (Northwest Territories Education, Culture and Employment, 2013) 
is oriented to improve the education system for all students. Although Indigenous Peoples and their 
voices, languages, and cultures are integrated throughout the document, its focus is not Indigenous 
education by name or purpose, so we do not include it in the analysis below. British Columbia has 
introduced Aboriginal Education Enhancement Agreements (AEEA) to facilitate cooperation between 
individual school districts, local Indigenous communities and organizations, and the Ministry of 
Education (British Columbia Ministry of Education, n.d.a; White, Budai, Mathew, Deighan, & Hartej, 
2012). While these frameworks have contributed to some observed improvements in academic success, 
trust, cultural alliances, and collective responsibility (Kitchenham, Fraser, Pidgeon, & Ragoonaden, 
2016), many school districts have not yet negotiated AEEAs.5 Five jurisdictions—New Brunswick, 
Newfoundland and Labrador, Nova Scotia, Prince Edward Island, and Quebec—have in place specific 
curricular initiatives, programs, or organizational structures dedicated to Indigenous students and 
cultures, but these exist separately from general education policies and frameworks to support all 
students.  

The following section considers policy and official statements on Indigenous education across Canada 
with reference to the seven jurisdictions with comprehensive Indigenous education frameworks—
Ontario, Manitoba, Saskatchewan, Alberta, Northwest Territories, Nunavut, and Yukon. We begin by 
exploring the messages and relationships conveyed through four themes represented in the policies in 
relation to purpose, voice, knowledge and worldview, and teaching, learning and assessment. 

	
4 This article focuses specifically on official Indigenous education policy statements and does not include analysis of the many 
education resources and support documents published by Canadian and international jurisdictions.  
5 There is no current count of how many British Columbia school districts have AEEAs in place (personal communication, 
Ted Cadwallader, July 12, 2018). 
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Purpose 

In this section, we explore the stated purpose or rationale for each document, taking into consideration 
the drivers or modes of legitimation employed in order to justify the need for the policy as well as the 
motivations outlined for stakeholders to implement the policy or statement. The analysis also focuses on 
the ways in which the statements are framed with respect to representative voices or sources of authority 
and intended audiences. 

While the specific focal points and details contained in these frameworks vary considerably across 
jurisdictions, several notable elements stand out. The policies highlight  an orientation to long-term 
development, whether in the form of lifelong learning (Alberta, Ontario, Yukon), early childhood 
foundations (Northwest Territories, Yukon), or capacity for socioeconomic contributions (Manitoba, 
Northwest Territories, Ontario, Yukon). In several instances, the vision statements and related 
objectives refer to the achievement of equitable educational opportunities and outcomes for Indigenous 
youth relative to other learners (Nunavut, Saskatchewan), sometimes posed as deficit reduction or 
elimination of gaps (Ontario, Northwest Territories). In most cases, voices that privilege the dominant 
state and education system perspectives are prevalent in the language and priorities conveyed in the 
statements.  

However, two frameworks stand out from the others with respect to the integration of Indigenous 
worldviews and perspectives into the education system. In Saskatchewan (the only jurisdiction by the 
end of 2018 to have introduced a new plan in response to the Calls for Action), there is explicit reference 
to the “foundational” placement of Indigenous knowledge systems, cultures, and languages throughout 
the entire kindergarten to Grade 12 education system. Nunavut’s policy is framed through a 2007 
document, Inuit Qaujimajatuqangit Education Framework, named to recognize Inuit perspectives and 
worldviews, which inform the foundations of teaching, learning, and curriculum in the Nunavut 
education system. The focus of the latter is the achievement of self-reliance and individual success 
“guided by Inuit cultures and values” (Nunavut Department of Education, 2007, p. 7). These two 
examples demonstrate that, at least with regard to the general framing of educational policy, it is possible 
to embrace educational orientations to reconciliation in which Indigenous perspectives are deeply 
embedded within educational organizations and practices rather than simply added on. Draft 
frameworks in other jurisdictions, notably Manitoba, promise further movement in this direction.  

Nonetheless, there are reasons to question how much progress has been made in these regards. The 
strong focus on long-term development, while important for all education systems, does not speak 
directly to key dimensions of reconciliation except for occasional references to Indigenous culture and 
residential schools, and it does not acknowledge and address factors that represent and may continue to 
serve as barriers to such development for Indigenous children and youth. For instance, the current 
Alberta Policy Framework (Alberta Learning, 2002), which is a revised version of the 1987 framework, 
suggests that the “urgency” of priorities to increase the educational success of Indigenous Peoples 
remains a longstanding but unfulfilled objective. Many of the plans identify general outcomes or 
individualized performance targets such as standardized test score results (Alberta Learning, 2002) or 
gaps in academic achievement (Government of Yukon, 2014), literacy and numeracy, and graduation 
rates (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2007), which stand in marked contrast to more holistic 
Indigenous conceptions of learning and success (Bouvier, 2010). In one case (the Northwest 
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Territories), the framework document employs the word “gap” 21 times, reinforcing the supremacy of 
Western models of education success oriented to measurable performance standards. These 
relationships are explored further in the next section by focusing on how the policy statements represent 
and position key educational participants in relation both to one another and to other potential 
audiences. 

Voice and Audience 

All of the Indigenous education policy statements speak directly and indirectly to particular intended 
audiences through voices given varying degrees of expression or privilege. This includes whether 
multiple perspectives including those of Indigenous Peoples and organizations are captured; the general 
approach to education, in terms of one-sided or shared responsibility; and who is and is not part of 
decision-making processes. We focus on whether there is a “problem” or “solution” identified, if a deficit 
approach is taken, and how and by which standards education success is framed. 

The policy frameworks are oriented toward various education system participants and broader 
audiences. Several, including Alberta and Yukon, highlight processes of public consultation and 
engagement with Indigenous communities, Elders, and other representative groups that inform policy 
statements. In the case of Nunavut, consultations and meetings with an Elders’ advisory committee and 
many other groups and committees spanned several years. The Nunavut document sought to capture 
diverse voices and contributions: 

In order to establish a philosophical and foundational grounding in Inuit Qaujimajatuqangit, 
Curriculum School Services development work on this document began with consultation with 
Elders, Inuit educators and community experts. Focused discussion addressed the following 
questions: What’s worth knowing? How should it be taught? What are the values behind what 
we are teaching? (Nunavut Department of Education, 2007, p. 20) 

The Saskatchewan provincial framework also stresses that “First Nations and Métis education goals and 
outcomes are not an ‘add-on’ but are integral to the planning and focus of the education sector as a 
whole” (Government of Saskatchewan, 2018, p. 5), noting further that the “infusion of Indigenous 
content, perspectives and ways of knowing” in the curricula “benefit[s] all learners” (p. 2). 
Acknowledging that the provincial education system “is not the sole expert,” the policy framework 
commits the ministry to consultation with key stakeholders, including Indigenous organizations, Elders, 
and Knowledge Keepers, for their “expert opinion when it comes to educating First Nation students” 
(Government of Saskatchewan, 2018, p. 3). 

The Ontario First Nation, Métis and Inuit Education Policy Framework (Ontario Ministry of 
Education, 2007), by contrast, speaks mostly to educators, school boards, and ministry officials. The 
framework document does not provide details about how the policy came to be or what, if any, 
consultation was done with Elders, Indigenous educators and organizations, or local Indigenous 
communities. The document does express a desire to increase involvement of and collaboration with 
Indigenous parents, communities, and educational authorities at the Ministry, school board, and school 
level but does not elaborate on how this would be accomplished. Although, at one point in the policy, it 
is stated that the framework is intended to aid education stakeholders “to help” Indigenous students 
“achieve their [emphasis added] education goals,” success seems to be framed in the document around 
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“achieving the ministry’s goals [emphasis added] for improving education outcomes of First Nation, 
Métis, and Inuit students” (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2007, p. 9). By privileging official aims over 
goals set by Indigenous Peoples and students themselves (which may be framed through alternative 
conceptions of success), the policy has potential to undermine rather than enhance orientations to 
education consistent with processes of reconciliation. The contrasting approaches conveyed in the 
diverse framework documents point to the varied ways in which different types of knowledge, 
perspectives, and ways of knowing are positioned in educational policies. 

Knowledges and Worldviews 

Across jurisdictions, Indigenous education policy frameworks recognize the importance of including 
Indigenous knowledges and perspectives in schooling practices and curriculum. However, with a few 
exceptions, educational practices that build on Indigenous cultural knowledge and orientations continue 
to be overwhelmed by content, individualized orientations to learning and outcomes, and measurable 
attributes grounded in Western knowledge and perspectives. Indigenous perspectives are more often 
presented as means to achieve official state ends than as crucial features of a fully rounded educational 
experience. The Alberta policy framework, for example, advances goals that are intended to “support” 
Indigenous students and “not intended to diminish or detract from the importance of their strong value 
systems, cultures, languages and communities,” with a specified objective to “strengthen the use, sharing, 
recognition and value of Indigenous knowledge and language” (Alberta Learning, 2002, p. 11). 
Ontario’s Indigenous education policy framework speaks to the importance of supporting Indigenous 
students while also enhancing knowledge and understanding of Indigenous cultures and histories among 
all students and education stakeholders. While the Ontario document acknowledges Indigenous 
worldviews and ways of knowing through passing references to Indigenous perspectives, it provides little 
sense of whether or how these might be integrated into the total school experience. 

Some jurisdictions do appear poised to integrate Indigenous perspectives more fully into educational 
practice. Saskatchewan’s framework stresses the importance of validating and drawing on Indigenous 
knowledge, acknowledging from the start “First Nations and Métis worldviews as valid ways of knowing 
and understanding the world” (Government of Saskatchewan, 2018, p. i). This commitment is 
supported by objectives to ensure that all students will be able to gain knowledge and understanding of 
Indigenous worldviews through the “infusion” of Indigenous perspectives and ways of knowing in 
provincial curricula (Government of Saskatchewan, 2018). The Yukon action plan (Government of 
Yukon, 2014) seeks to balance its focus on mainstream success with learning models based on 
“traditional knowledge, cultural practices, histories and languages,” which are oriented to “knowing the 
traditional cultural way of life” (pp. 5-6). Similarly, Manitoba’s draft First Nations, Métis, and Inuit 
Education Policy Framework (Manitoba Education and Advanced Learning, 2016) identifies “criteria 
for ensuring that the curriculum reflects the perspectives of First Nation, Métis, and Inuit peoples” along 
with other knowledge and skills to ensure that Indigenous students are equipped “to walk in both 
western and Indigenous ways of life” (p. 6). The Northwest Territories framework also focuses on 
curricular aims that enable Indigenous Peoples to develop the capacity to live in “two worlds,” 
combining a strong sense of identity and ability to navigate the Western world with skills and knowledge 
to continue Indigenous languages and traditions (Northwest Territories Education, Culture and 
Employment, 2011). The document cites in several places the importance of including Indigenous 
languages and cultures in education programs, citing the need to revise the kindergarten to Grade 12 
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curriculum to include “literacy competencies and life skills reflective of northern worldviews and 
citizenship” (Northwest Territories Education, Culture and Employment, 2011, p. 30). However, the 
policy statement does not address the place of Indigenous knowledge and, as in most other jurisdictions, 
Indigenous education policy is oriented more to Indigenous learners than to students in general. 

The Nunavut education framework is more comprehensive, embedding Indigenous voices and 
philosophies not as a specific Indigenous educational initiative, but at the core of its overall education 
policy framework. Inuit perspectives and ways of knowing and doing inform every page of the 62-page 
policy document, speaking to the core of the curriculum, as well as learning and assessment approaches, 
grounded in continual acknowledgement that “Inuit beliefs, laws, principles and values are the 
foundation of education in Nunavut”(Nunavut Department of Education, 2007, p. 56). Inuit Peoples 
appear to have been consulted and involved in all aspects of creating this document, which recognizes 
Elders, families, youth, schools, and community learning centres collectively as sources of knowledge 
(Nunavut Department of Education, 2007, p. 17).  

The education frameworks, collectively, demonstrate some movement toward incorporation of 
Indigenous knowledge, perspectives, and orientations into learning. The extent to which these 
commitments can be sustained or realized remains uncertain. Knowledge about Indigenous cultures, 
languages, and experiences is a specific form of cultural capital that many teachers have not yet 
developed the capacity and confidence to draw upon. Moreover, some educators regard the 
incorporation of Indigenous content into classroom teaching and learning as optional, on the periphery 
of mandated curriculum, or segregated and sometimes exotic content (Milne, 2017; Schaefli, 
Godlewska, & Rose, 2018; St. Denis, 2010). Prospects to integrate Indigenous content and learning 
orientations into the curriculum are also jeopardized by offsetting demands to prioritize learning 
outcomes oriented to individualization, globalization, multiculturalism, and market competitiveness 
(Bouvier, 2010; St. Denis, 2011). These patterns are also evident in the policy objectives related to 
teaching, learning, and student assessment. 

Teaching, Learning, and Assessment 

All of the policy frameworks draw attention to the need to incorporate Indigenous content and culturally 
appropriate curricula, pedagogical approaches, and services to support student success. Several common 
themes appear across frameworks, though there are significant variations in the depth to which these 
commitments are acknowledged and outlined. Broad support for teaching Indigenous languages is 
represented as central to policy frameworks in the northern territories and Saskatchewan, whereas it is 
framed more narrowly in other cases, including the Mi’kmaq-specific policy in Nova Scotia. 
Saskatchewan’s policy statement repeatedly asserts the importance of implementing “culturally 
responsive and affirming curricula, relevant instruction and assessment” (Government of Saskatchewan, 
2018, p. 6). This theme is echoed in other frameworks to highlight the need to build capacity around 
understanding and employing teaching methods and assessment tools that reflect Indigenous learning 
styles and cultural perspectives (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2007); the principle of culturally 
respectful, sensitive, “learner-centred and equity focused” educational activities (Alberta Learning, 2002, 
p. 14); and orientations to teaching and curricular content that reflect “culture-based education” 
teaching approaches and curricular content (Northwest Territories Education, Culture and 
Employment, 2011, pp. 18, 29-30).  
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Another common feature within the Indigenous education frameworks is the identification of 
benchmarks or indices of success. Some of these, informed at least in part through consultation with 
Indigenous educators and community members, incorporate holistic and relational conceptions of 
success. The Nunavut framework refers to a process of “dynamic assessment” informed by Inuit 
philosophies but also “linked closely” to achievement outcomes: 

This [assessment] process must involve students and parents in both setting goals and in 
assessing progress towards meeting those goals throughout the student’s learning path. At the 
completion of each learning stage, there is a set of task-based benchmarks that will help track 
student progress in relation to others and to set common standards for all students in Nunavut 
schools. (Nunavut Department of Education, 2007, p. 53) 

Other plans also refer to success in terms of relationships (between students and teachers, schools and 
communities, and Indigenous and non-Indigenous participants) and Indigenous principles (such as the 
holistic “cycle of lifelong learning” conceptual framework underlying Saskatchewan’s plan). However, 
parallel to the broader aims conveyed through many of the policy frameworks, learning-specific 
outcomes are also commonly presented with reference to measurable individual outcomes defined in 
accordance with education system norms and expectations, rather than with reference to holistic 
development and Indigenous conceptions of learning success. Saskatchewan’s framework, which 
otherwise reflects adherence to the Calls to Action, targets specific benchmarks defined by Western 
standards including aims to reduce the gap in graduation rates by 50 percent and have “eighty percent of 
students . . . at grade level or above in reading, writing and math” by 2020 (Government of 
Saskatchewan, 2018, p. 18). In some cases, even objectives associated with knowledge about Indigenous 
Peoples and cultures are quantified, as illustrated with Alberta performance measures determined in 
accordance with the “percentage of learners with knowledge and understanding of First Nations, Métis, 
and Inuit cultures as identified through provincial Grades 3, 6, and 9 Achievement Tests and Diploma 
Examinations” (Alberta Learning, 2002, p. 24).  

Commitments to integrate Indigenous content and adopt pedagogical strategies to engage Indigenous 
students more fully stand as the most consistent and visible features of policy reform frameworks across 
jurisdictions. As observed in the next section, they are in most cases supported by initiatives consistent 
with the advancement of educational objectives outlined in the TRC Calls to Action. What remains 
uncertain is the extent to which such measures may gain traction or effectiveness in education systems 
confronted with guidelines and expectations that are not always consistent with, and sometimes stand in 
tension with, priorities associated with reconciliation.  

Alignment with Education for Reconciliation Calls to Action  

This section considers the alignment between provincial and territorial efforts and Education for 
Reconciliation Calls to Action put forward in the TRC (2015a) report. A summary is first provided of 
the alignment between the policy statements examined above and the Education for Reconciliation Calls 
to Action (Table 1), supplemented by discussion of additional materials beyond the official policy 
statements to provide a snapshot of where Canadian jurisdictions are at in terms of movement towards 
the Education for Reconciliation Calls to Action. 
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Table 1. Alignment with Education for Reconciliation Calls to Action 
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AB x x x x x x x  x   
NT x x x x x x x     
YT  x x x x x x      
NU  x x x x x      
Note. ON = Ontario, MB = Manitoba, SK = Saskatchewan, AB = Alberta, NT = Northwest Territories, YT = Yukon, NU = 
Nunavut. 
	
Most of the policy statements were produced before the release of the TRC Report in 2015, with the 
exception of the Saskatchewan and draft Manitoba policy documents, which speak directly to TRC Calls 
to Action. As a result, the existing policy statements may not reflect fully other provincial and territorial 
efforts introduced to align with the TRC’s Education for Reconciliation Calls to Action. Therefore, our 
analysis of the extent to which progress is being made to align education systems with Calls to Action 
associated with education draws from personal communication, media releases, news stories, and 
information provided on provincial and territorial websites as well as from the policy framework 
statements.  

Curriculum 

The TRC (2015a) has called upon education systems to take several actions to implement curriculum 
and educational practices that acknowledge and address the legacies of residential schools, honour and 
advance understanding of treaties and treaty relationships, preserve and revitalize Indigenous languages 
and cultures, and educate students about the historical and contemporary contributions of Indigenous 
Peoples (Calls 13-14 and 62-63). Jurisdictions to varying extents have taken steps to include Indigenous 
content in the curriculum. Two territories—Nunavut and Yukon— have integrated Indigenous content 
throughout all subject areas and grade levels. In the Northwest Territories, Indigenous content is 
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mandatory in the social studies curriculum from kindergarten to Grade12 and a northern studies course 
is required for graduation, supported by two curriculum documents, the Dene Kede (Northwest 
Territories Education, Culture and Employment, 1993) and Inuuqatigiit (Northwest Territories 
Education, Culture and Employment, 1996), to provide cultural and linguistic guidance for educators as 
they integrate Indigenous content into classroom instruction. Alberta, British Columbia, Manitoba, 
Newfoundland and Labrador, Saskatchewan, and Ontario have mandatory Indigenous content 
integrated into social studies curricula throughout grade levels. Nova Scotia has mandatory Indigenous 
content integrated into social studies in several grades as well as in a course on citizenship and Canadian 
history. In Prince Edward Island, Indigenous content is integrated into Grade 9 social studies. No 
evidence was found of mandatory content in New Brunswick and Quebec curricula. Several jurisdictions 
also have optional course offerings, including Blackfoot language, Cree language, and Mi’kmaw studies 
courses (Alberta, Nova Scotia) and Native studies or Aboriginal studies courses (Alberta, Manitoba, 
Ontario). Anti-racism is cited as an important dimension of many of the curricular initiatives, but 
Manitoba addresses the phenomenon most directly by outlining measures to support anti-racist 
education. 

Several documents (those for Ontario, Manitoba, Saskatchewan, Alberta, Yukon, Northwest Territories, 
Nunuavut) acknowledge the importance of Indigenous rights as recognized in constitutional and 
inherent rights, land claims, treaties, and Indigenous Peoples’ authority, control, and responsibility over 
education. The policy frameworks stress that knowledge, learning, and preservation of Indigenous 
cultures and languages are important; in many cases, framing education as a mechanism or vehicle for 
preserving culture and language. However, they are less likely to speak directly to concepts of 
worldviews, perspectives, ways of knowing, or Indigenous knowledge. The term “worldview” is used 
throughout the Saskatchewan and draft Manitoba documents; twice in the Nunavut document; once in 
the Northwest Territories, Ontario, Alberta; and it is not mentioned in the Yukon document. Similarly, 
reference to “ways of knowing” appears throughout the Saskatchewan document and once in the 
Manitoba and Nunavut documents, and is absent from the Ontario, Northwest Territories, Alberta, and 
Yukon frameworks. The Saskatchewan, Manitoba, Ontario, and Nunavut documents highlight in several 
places the distinctiveness of Indigenous “perspectives,” which are also acknowledged in a single entry in 
each of the Alberta and Yukon documents, but not in the Northwest Territories. The notion of 
“excelling in both worlds” is discussed in the Manitoba, Yukon, and Northwest Territories policy 
documents, and referenced in a side quote in the Alberta document. 

These uneven responses are reflected in a report card produced by KAIROS Canada (2018) to assess 
progress in relation to the level of public commitment to and implementation of actions to advance 
reconciliation in each province and territory. With respect to public commitment, four jurisdictions 
received a grade of “excellent,” including Alberta, Manitoba, Northwest Territories, and Ontario. Eight 
jurisdictions (British Columbia, New Brunswick, Newfoundland, Nova Scotia, Nunavut, Prince Edward, 
Saskatchewan, and Yukon) received a grade of “good,” and one jurisdiction, Quebec, received an 
assessment of “needs improvement.” With respect to implementation, only one jurisdiction (Manitoba) 
received a grade of “excellent” while 10 (Newfoundland, Prince Edward Island, Nova Scotia, Ontario, 
Saskatchewan, Alberta, British Columbia, Northwest Territories, Yukon, and Nunavut) were assessed as 
“good,” one (New Brunswick) was rated “needs improvement”, and one (Quebec) was assessed as 
having “significant work required.”  
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Teacher Training and Standards 

The Calls to Action speak explicitly to teacher training and professional development (TRC, 2015a, Call 
63 iv) to advance reconciliation. Three jurisdictions have teacher quality standards or teaching standards 
in place for current teachers related to learning about Indigenous Peoples through teaching certification 
or professional development required for teaching. Alberta announced plans in 2018 to implement 
appropriate quality standards for new teachers and superintendent leadership that would apply to all 
educators and administrators in the province’s education system beginning in September 2019 
(Government of Alberta, 2018b, 2018c, 2018d). These standards include requirements related to 
understanding Indigenous worldviews, beliefs, and values and applying foundational knowledge about 
Indigenous Peoples in classroom learning. In the Northwest Territories, new teachers’ teaching 
certificates are good for two years in which time they complete 50 hours of professional development. 
After this period, they are eligible for another certificate, valid for five years during which they undertake 
another 50 hours of professional development. The professional development changes according to 
needs but there is always an Indigenous learning component embedded within the training (personal 
communication, Simon LePage, July 9, 2018).The Northwest Territories has also required educators 
since the 2010-2011 school year to dedicate a minimum of two full days of on-the-land culturally 
appropriate orientation for their teaching and school administrative staff (Northwest Territories 
Education, Culture, and Employment, 2011). In the Yukon, Cultural Inclusion Standards require all 
school staff and school councils to participate in mandatory cultural awareness training through Yukon 
College and a mandatory annual orientation by the local First Nation (Yukon Government, 2016; 
personal communication, Joy Dornian, July 9, 2018). 

With regard to pre-service training, we identified through email communication and searches of 
program calendars requirements for students to complete an Indigenous focused course or learning 
requirement before graduation in 34 out of the 51 Canadian faculties or colleges of education. Many of 
these, such as requirements for a single course in Indigenous studies over a four-year degree program, 
are relatively loose. Only two jurisdictions so far—Manitoba and Ontario—require teachers applying 
for certification to have mandatory training in Indigenous learning or relevant knowledge, though these 
are paralleled tacitly in many other jurisdictions through the teacher training program requirements. In 
Manitoba, requirements for the Permanent Professional Teaching Certificate include the need for “3 
credit hours of Aboriginal Issues coursework” (Government of Manitoba, n.d.a, Certificates table, 
Academic Requirements and Permanent Professional Teaching Certificate cell; see also The Education 
Administration Act, 2016). Meanwhile, Ontario does not have mandatory Indigenous issues courses, 
but Regulation 347/02 of the Accreditation of Teacher Education Programs specifies that teacher 
education programs must include content about Indigenous histories, cultures, perspectives, and 
contributions (Ontario College of Teachers, 2017). 

As in many other areas, some progress is being made towards ensuring that teachers are well equipped to 
understand Indigenous Peoples and act in ways that advance reconciliation. However, much ground 
remains to be made up, especially given the prominence within the literature of concerns that teachers 
often lack the knowledge and confidence to address important issues related to Indigenous cultures and 
rights and Indigenous–settler relations (Canadian Teachers’ Federation, 2015; Milne, 2017; People for 
Education, 2017; Wotherspoon, 2006, 2008).  
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Concluding Observations 

Our analysis of policy frameworks and related guidelines reveals considerable movement towards 
greater incorporation of Indigenous content in both school curricula and teacher education across the 
country. However, there is also tremendous variation in the depth and intensity of these developments, 
raising questions about whether commitments to reconciliation can be realized in many contexts. While 
our focus in this article has been limited to provincial and territorial policy documents, it is likely that an 
examination of implementation and pedagogical practice would reveal even further nuances (see for 
example Gebhard, 2017). To a large extent, the policy documents and statements represent a kind of 
public performance—idealized broad statements and wish lists with little specification of roles and 
responsibilities and few concrete statements on tasks and timeframes. The implementation of initiatives 
in response to the TRC Calls to Action across provincial and territorial jurisdictions in Canada is a large 
task involving coordination among several large, diverse, and complex organizations. Efforts to date 
appear to be somewhat piecemeal with little concerted centralized efforts or communication at the 
national (see for example Government of Canada, 2018), provincial and territorial, or local levels.  

Further research is needed to examine current understandings and perceptions of education for 
reconciliation among teachers and school staff who are interpreting and implementing policy directives 
on the ground. What impact do the emerging reconciliation-related policies and initiatives have on 
teacher practice and classroom learning? To what extent are these initiatives a matter of performativity 
and good faith as opposed to a movement towards foundational change? 

The evidence to date suggests that formal commitments to reconciliation and related curricular and 
pedagogical actions are notable steps forward in addressing damaging colonial legacies of schooling. 
However, they are not in themselves guarantees that schools across Canada will become spaces in which 
Indigenous Peoples and their voices and experiences are affirmed and advanced. The current policy 
frameworks, with a few exceptions, continue to position Indigenous Peoples as the “other,” who are now 
being repositioned to fill historical curricular voids. The plans are mostly silent on fundamental 
questions about what reconciliation really represents and what models of schooling and educational 
practice would be necessary in order to advance these meaningful forms of reconciliation. While some of 
the reform commitments present opportunities to include more Indigenous content in the existing 
curriculum and within the existing curriculum boundaries, they do not call into question the dominant 
structures and practices, including those represented by schooling itself, that in many respects continue 
to suppress many opportunities to fulfill the social and educational aspirations of Indigenous students. 

If progress is going to be made towards reconciliation, stakeholders at all levels of the education system 
need to put words into action. One Indigenous educator explained to us that she does not support 
education for reconciliation-related policies and provincial or territorial statements of commitment, 
such as those identified above, because they seem politically motivated and are not sincere. Beyond 
words, she is waiting for action to demonstrate a real commitment. Another educator who works at a 
high school that serves a predominantly Indigenous student population shared the saying with us that 
“weighing a pig doesn’t make it fatter.” This means, in part, that the propensity to focus on evaluating 
Indigenous students by Western education measures will not address issues of educational disparities 
(Richards & Mahboubi, 2018). It also means that educational policies must be guided by, and 
contribute to, continuing critical reflection among educational participants and scholars on the meaning 
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of reconciliation and how reconciliation, in turn, may be limited by a failure to place a focus on 
decolonization at the core of educational practice. Effective educational reform requires attention to the 
broader context, including the political and economic characteristics of the regional and jurisdictional 
sites in which school systems operate as well as the deeper working of settler colonial relations. 
McGregor’s (2013) observation with respect to schooling in Nunavut also has much wider significance: 

The process of decolonizing schools is not achieved solely through the integration of Indigenous 
content, but through examining the power relationships that determine questions (and answers) 
regarding school structures, policy and decision-making, curriculum and pedagogy, teacher-
student-community relationships, access to and assessment of student success. (p. 107) 

Aside from some acknowledgement of Indigenous epistemological and pedagogical orientations, actions 
to advance reconciliation through education continue to be dominated by Western approaches to 
knowledge and practice, reinforced especially through methods of teaching and assessment reflecting a 
colonial education system. While Canadian educators are encouraged to incorporate Indigenous 
content and perspectives into classroom learning this objective is likely to be contradicted by 
pedagogical methods and learning objectives grounded in Western assumptions and practices without 
parallel consideration of more fundamental transformations that might be required to mobilize effective 
reform. 
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