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ABSTRACT 

The Anishnabe comrnunity of Wabaseemoong in Northern Ontario has suffered, and been terribly 

splintered, because of the incursions of Euro-Canadian society ruid culture. The community school 

once was an agent of culturai invasion, and is still k i n g  seen and treated that way by sorne. But it 

is proposed here that an affirmation by the school of the Ojibway language and elements of tradi- 

tional culture couId result in greater ownership of the school by the people of the cornmunity. This 

in turn could produce improvements in the school's ability to assist in meeting al1 the developmen- 

ta1 needs of the children, including the need for an positive sense of self, or identity. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Evolution of the research: A personal journey 

When 1 began my post secondary studies at Mernorial University of Newfoundland in September, 1974,I was 

interested in studying psychology and, althoogh I had onIy a vague idea what counsellors do and how you 

becorne one, my desire was to be a counsellor. Unfortunately, the program 1 entered was very much a behaviour- 

ist-oriented one, and it exalted laboratory research, preferably with non-human subjects. Partially because of the 

strongly expressed beliefs of my professors, that educational psychology was a woolly sort of thing scarcely 

deserving the name science, and partially because of my youthfuI ignorance, 1 did not investigate what steps 1 

would have to follow to continue my interest in counselling. hstead, by the time 1 completed my B.A. (1978), 1 

found that 1 had become disillusioned with the whole field of psychology, seeing in it no concern with assisting 

individual people. 

The next few years were a period of greac uncertainty in my life. Because 1 did not know what else to do, 1 tried 

an Honours Psychology program at Carleton University but this only increased niy feeling of disillusionment 

and 1 did not finish the program. 1 worked for the Newfoundland provincial government in a couple of capacities 

and becarne even more unhappy. 

Then, in 1982, it was announced that the secondary program in Newfoundland high schools was to be radically 

revised. New courses, including guidance and sex education courses were going to be added. 1 felt certain that 1 

could enjoy teaching courses like that and so entered the B.Ed. program at Memorial University in the fa11 of 

1983. 

It turned out to be one of the best decisions 1 ever made. In rny first semester 1 enrolled in an introductory Guid- 

ance Counselling course and discovered that this was the career 1 had wanted. At the same time, because one 

could not get a B.Ed. in Guidance, 1 was studying to become an EngIish teacher and discovering that 1 really 



enjoyed that as well. This seerned to me just fine, since my Counselling professor had told me that students were 

seldom admitted to the M.Ed. program without a couple of years' teaching experience. So, 1 decided, I would be 

an English teacher for a few years, make some money and then return for my Mater's degree. 

But it was not that simple. Finding work as an English teacher in Newfoundland proved impossible and there- 

fore, after a year of trying for a job, 1 took a friend's advice and entered a prograrn in Teaching EngIish as a 

Second Language at Carleton University. This prograrn helped me to land my first full time teaching position, in 

Whitedog, an Ojibway reserve in Northwestern Ontario. 

it is no exaggeration to say that that job changed my life. When 1 arrived in Whitedog 1 knew almost nothing 

about Native people. As a Newfoundlander, 1 had had few opportunities even to see a Native person, much less 

talk to one. And on that first day in my grade 7 cIassroom I Iearned that al1 my courses and my student teaching 

and substitute teaching and short-term teaching experiences had not prepared me in the least to teach a class of 

Native adolescents. 

It is fortunate that I am the kind of person that loves a challenge. Otherwise 1 would have quit. But quitting was 

never redIy an option 1 considered; although 1 was frequently disheartened by how little progress I was making 

in the classroom, 1 was dso fascinated by what my students and the friends 1 was rnaking in the community were 

teaching me. 1 asked many questions and slowly 1 began to acquire an understanding of why things were as they 

were in Whitedog. 

It was not something too many of my colleagues were able to achieve. From the beginning, almost the onIy 

question 1 ever heard them express was, "What's wrong with these kids? 1 can't figure them out". 1 felt that I 

could "figure them out", that a question like what's wrong with them began with an invalid assumption, and that 

if you took the time to try to see it from their point of view, it wasn't too hard to understand why so many stu- 

dents failed, and dropped out. But in my time teaching at the school, I watched at Ieast 10 teachers come and go, 

most of them having gained little understanding. 

1 also found out, after two years teaching there, that although 1 could understand the situation, with the skills 1 

possessed 1 could do little to change it. Therefore, 1 decided to leave Whitedog and enter graduate school. (My 



personal life had also gone through changes that made this decision necessary. 1 had met and become engaged to 

my future wife, Heather, a woman from the community. She, too, felt the need to continue her education, so the 

move was doubly necessary.) 

I wanted to pursue sornewhat of a generalist program for my Master's degree. Because 1 had corne to believe 

there was a strong connection between affect for schooIwork, motivation (and perseverance) and self-concept of 

ability, 1 wanted to acquire counselling skills. I felt that good school counselling involved assistance to students 

in these areas, arnong others. But 1 also wanted to understand more about how to address the school skilis of 

Native children on reserves Iike Whitedog. This, 1 was certain when 1 entered, involved understanding more 

about language and Ianguage learning as well as more about motivation and self-concept. 1 envisioned returning 

to Whitedog, or to a place like it (and there are many), and working as a school counsellor. However, 1 felt that 

no school counseIIor in a small Native community could be effective without skills in addressing cognitive/ 

acadernic issues in addition to skills in counselling. 

My original plan for my Master's thesis was to conduct a phenomenologica1-type study with my former students, 

in an attempt to ascertain more about the bases of their self-concepts, or to use the Eriksonian term, their sense 

of identity. It was, and is, rny contention that while psychologists have Iearned something about the roie of the 

self-concept/sense of identity in numerous behaviours (cf. Harter, I989a&b; Harter and Marold, 1988; Bandura, 

t 986, 1989). especially in adolescents, they have done so primarily with youth from mainstream cultures, and 

that when work is conducted with minority youth in these areas it has been done with untested assumptions 

about the nature of their sense of identity. In other words, 1 believed that the validity of certain constmcts that 

are considered to be operating in the formation and maintenance of the sense of identity has been problematic in 

work with ethnic minority youth. 

Let me describe, through a bnef examination of related literature, some of the assumptions and questions 1 was 

considering when 1 proposed this research. 



Literahire Review: On the Nature of the Sense of Identity/Seif-Concept 

The self is a concept that has enjoyed a considerable popularity in recent years (Bock, 1988). Although its use as 

a psychological construct is probabiy almost coterminous with the existence of psychology (Harter, 1988) its 

recent popularity, at Ieast in the North Arnerican setting, probably serings from the decfine of radical behaviour- 

isrn and a growing acknowledgement that cognitive constructs like 'mind' and 'self' may be necessary to our 

understanding of human psychological processes (Bandun, 1986). 

Erikson (1963, 1968) viewed a term closely reIated to self, ego identity, as an essential component of any nor- 

rnally functioning adult. He clairned that a concern with one's identity, that is, with the fact and auality of one's 

own existence, develops in adolescence, and moreover, that this concem is the central preoccupation of the 

adolescent. 

Harrer (1989a&b) also argues that adoIescence is a tirne of change with relation to the self-concept. She has 

found that, at adolescence the sense of one's self, or self-concept, becornes bener defined and more broadly 

based. A qualitative change occurs too: adolescents characterize themseIves in terms of traits as well as through 

the physical and behavioural descriptions younger children use (Harter, 1989a). 

Harter theorized that the self-concept is based on two things: the quality of functioning in the areas that are 

personally important, and the perception of how one is viewed by the significant others in one's life (1988). The 

first basis is quite similar to a constmct used by Bandura (1986). He postdated that one's efficacy in important 

areas of personal functioning is important to the self-concept. Erikson, too, noted that mastery is linked to self- 

esteem, which in turn is a component of identity (1963). Following Bandura, this dimension of the self-concept 

c m  be IabelIed the self-efficacy dimension. 

The second basis, what Harter (1988) called the social support dimension, is also paralleled in the work of 

Bandura (1986) and Erikson (1963). Harter clairned that for adolescents, the significant others who pIay a role in 

the self-concept, or identity, are their parents, close friends, classrnates and teachers. Bandura mentioned farnily 

and school as environmentai settings where the self-concept c m  be influenced (1986). 



Erikson (I963), in discussing significant others and their role in the identity, made a very important point: 

culture detemines who the significant others in a person's life will be. Erikson, in fact, gave culture a prominent 

pIace in the development of the individual. For successful psychologicd adaptation to occur, he argued, the 

individual must perceive that his or her ego identity is a successful variant of the group or cultural identity, that 

is, that it is one of the identity types allowed for in the cu l tud  repertoire (1963). 

Psychological anthropologists have long been interested in studying the interaction of culture and personality 

(Bock, 1988). Geertz (1983), for example, asserted that culture aiways def'nes what the self is conceived to be 

(see also Doty, 1988). However, psychologists, particularly in North America, seem to have only become 

interested in this relationship relatively recently (cf Hoilander, 197 1; Kagitcibasi and Berry, 1989). 

One area where considerable work has been done lately is ethnic identity: the sense of the self as a member of an 

ethnocultural group (Marchand, 1990; Spindler and Spindler, 1989; Spencer and Markstrom-Adams, 1990; 

Gibbs and Huang, 1989). While of course a11 people are members of an ethnocultural group, North American 

psychologists' interest in ethnic identity has principaliy focused on the members of ethnic minorities. This is 

understandable since the North Amencans of Anglo-saxon, or West European, background who make up the 

majority ethnocultural group on this continent tend to define themselves according to their present nationality or 

citizenship (Le. as Canadians or Amencans) rather than their ethnic ancestry, whereas Canadian Native people, 

for example, tend to describe thernselves as Natives rather than as citizens of Canada (Wierzba, 1989; Kienetz, 

1986). In other words, for ethnocultural minorities ethnicity may be more salient than it is for members of the 

majority ethnic group. And this rnay be most particularly the case for visible minorities. 

It is interesting that, whereas considerable work on ethnic identity in minority groups has been undertaken, and 

considerable work on the self-concept of the AngIo-Saxon majority group d s o  exists and continues to be pro- 

duced, little work has been done that tries to examine the total identity of members of ethnocultural minorities. 

That is, few researchers have been concerned with discovering the validity, for members of ethnic minority 

groups, of constructs associated with the sense of identity in members of the mainstream. 

It has been suggested that the ethnic identity informs al1 other aspects of the self-concept in ethnic (particuIarly 

visible) minority individuals, in other words, that it could be a conceptual framework within which the other 



aspects are understood (Marchand, 1990; Gibbs and Huang, 1989; Spencer and Markstrom-Adams, 1990; 

Rotheram and Phinney, 1987). But it seems worthwhile to attempt to learn if the constructs named above, self- 

efficacy and social support, are useful in working with ethnic minority youth. 

It is worthwhile for a nurnber of reasons. Self-efficacy beliefs, one theorized component of the self-concept, 

have been found to impact on such things as academic performance (Bandura., 1986) and memory skills 

(Bandura, 1989). However, this work has ail been undertaken with reference only to members of the Angfo- 

Saxon majority. Spindler and Spindler (1989) have postulated that self-effkacy is a valid construct for Native 

people, but it ais0 appears to them that ethnocultural identity style cm affect what areas of functioning are 

personally important. 

Another reason to wish to know more about the self-concept, or sense of identity of members of ethnoculturai 

minotities has to do with clinical or counselling psychology. In the rnajority culture, self-concept has been linked 

to psychological functioning (Harter and Marold, 1990). Assisting the client to a positive, or at least accepting, 

view of the self is an implicit aim of many, if not most, counsellors (Corey, 1990). Again, however, most coun- 

selling and clinical theory and practice uses a perspective based in Western (Le West European in origin) cultural 

values and perceptions (Lee, 1984). The applicability of such theory and practice for members of other cultures 

is largely problernatic. One indication that present counselIing theorylpractice may be inappropriate in cross- 

culturai settings is the higher temination rate after one counselling session for rnembers of ethnocuItura1 minori- 

ties than for majority culture individuals (Sue and Zane, 1987). Clinical psychology's neglect of the role of 

culture in individual behaviour and thought may be responsible for problems in diagnosis and treatment of 

members of minority cultures (McShane, 1987). Berlin (1986) for example, noted that some Native tribes 

consider hallucinations in adolescents as evidence of potential to be holy men or healers, rather than evidence of 

schizophrenia. 

There is also evidence that emphasizing traditional Native values and beliefs, and attempting to inculcate a 

positive Native identity based in these traditions is effective in psychologicd work in a number of arenas: 

clinical settings (Westermeyer, 1979) school-based sex education (Ponzetti and Abrahamson, 1990) and sub- 

stance abuse education and counselling (Parker, 1990) to name a few. 



The increasing attention that psychologists have started to pay to questions of culture has resulted in the identifi- 

cation of a new, and growing, field: cross-cultural psychology. Within this new field two fundamental perspec- 

tives have been identified. One, the 'indigenous psychology' perspective, holds that the relevance of Western 

psychoIogy, with its emphasis in a pure-science mode1 and its belittlement of cultural differences and applied 

research, is at best questionable when working with members of ethnic minorities (Kagitcibasi and Berry, 1989). 

Instead, 'indigenous' psychologists argue, a non-Western psychology needs to be inforrned by the values of the 

culture in which it is being practiced, and oriented toward problems. not theones (1989). 

Evolution of the research: The question of ecological vddity 

Although the original airn of my thesis research was to better understand the sense of identity of Native adoles- 

cents and post-adolescents, 1 also acknowledged the need to discover the cultural values operative in these 

individuals and to use this knowledge, if possible, in addressing some of the problems being widely experienced 

in Native societies: high dropout rates, substance abuse, alcoholism, suicide and antisocial behaviour (Dolan, 

1992). In keeping with the problem focus of indigenous cross-cultural psychology, the intention was to do 

research 'with' Native people, rather than 'for' or 'about' them, to understand the nature of the world as Native 

people view it, in order to jointly construct appropriate psychological (and sociocultural) action. 

My initial plan, then, for my thesis research was to conduct open-ended interviews with some of my former 

students in an attempt to learn if constructs such as social support and self-efficacy and even ethnic identity were 

identifiable in their descriptions of their Iife worlds. If so, the research could consider how knowledge of this 

sort could be applied toward beneficial responses to their situation. It was clear that 1 would need to consider 

carefully the setting in which this investigation was taking place (and by setting, 1 rnean such things as history, 

culture, the community, farnily makeup, values etc.), but the idea was principally to use these things to help 

understand the self-concept/sense of iden ti ty. 

However, by the tirne 1 was actually ernbarked on the research, the focus had changed. After two years in gradu- 

ate school 1 lacked the financial means necessary to retum to Whitedog and interview my former students. But 1 
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felt that this was where the research had to be conducted. 1 was certain that in no other setting was there any 

chance of my establishing with young Native people the kind of rapport that 1 had built up through two years' 

teaching and an ongoing connection with the community, the kind of rapport that would be necessary to elicit 

open disclosure. 

My search for financial assistance to perform my thesis research led me to the Royal Commission on AboriginaI 

People. While in graduate school, 1 had been volunteer teaching at the Micmac Learning Centre in Halifax. One 

day, two representatives of the Commission visited to explain their mandate and their needs to the youth in the 

centre. Thus 1 was able to discuss my own research ideas with the Coordinator for Youth Issues research. We 

found that there were sufficient similarities in aims for us to continue the dialogue and eventually I was con- 

tracted to carry out research for the Royal Commission in Whitedog. 

But in negotiating this contract, the mandate of the Royal Commission and the needs of the community caused 

me to modify my original research questions. This situation provides an excellent illustration of the need to 

consider questions of ecological vaiidity. It also demonstrates that, although I had described the indigenous 

psychology point of view in my review of the literature above, I had not fully taken its ernphasis, on action not 

theory, into account. Because my relationship with the youth of the community had been a good one, and be- 

cause 1 was related by marriage to members of the comrnunity, my proposa1 to conduct research with the youth 

of the comrnunity was received favounbly by the band council and the education authority. However, there was 

little interest (because little value was seen in it, 1 believe) in the question of the nature or validity of the con- 

structs in the self-system. Instead, it was seen as important to examine a more concrete question, one for which 

answers could lead to concrete, specific, action proposals. 

As a result of the dialogue and my desire to be responsive to the community in an authentic fashion, my thesis 

research evoived into a consideration of the question: what constitutes an appropriate education for aboriginal 

youth in a reserve setting like Whitedog? The answer that was formulated reflects, and takes full account of, 

important historical and sociocultural issues as well as educational and psychological ones. 

There is considerable disagreement in Whitedog over what the role of the school in providing an education 

should be. This disagreement, 1 believe, largely reflects different ideas about what an appropriate education is 



and who should provide it. 1 found that the differences could be understood partially through an examination of 

local history and Ojibway culture and partially through a considention of the question of identity. 

For in the end, 1 found the construct of sense of identity, especially ethnic identity as conceived by Marchand 

(1990) and Spindler and Spindler (1989). to be extremely useful as an explanatory mechanism, one that recon- 

ciles some of the surface contradictions. The constnicts of social support and self-efficacy were also found to be 

important, though the social support construct needs to be reformulated more broadIy to tmly describe the 

situation with respect to individuals in Whitedog, and self-efficacy aiso needs to be seen through the perspective 

of the adolescent's emerging sense of ethnic identity. 

1 am therefore very grateful that the needs and views of the community and the Royal Commission caused me to 

modify my original research plans. Although 1 had intended to consider the total ecology (history, culture, 

community, values systems etc.) of the participants in my original research plans, the needs of the comrnunity 

ensured that 1 give what I now see was the proper degree of emphasis to the question of ecology. 

The original task of understanding the participants' self-system through a consideration of their ecology became 

instead one of understanding the participants thernselves through a thorough examination of their ecology, and 

using psychological constmcts only when and where they could assist in this understanding. 1 believe that al1 

psychologists (especially, but not only, those working cross-culturalIy) need to consider what have heretofore 

usudly been regarded as sociological or anthropological questions if they are to achieve an understanding of the 

true complexity of the individual. Unless one understands the history, the community, the family, and the culture, 

of an individual, and the ways in which these different things interact, an understanding of that individual cannot 

be achieved. 



Evolution of the Research: The Research Questions 

The Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples sponsored this research as one of their Youth research division's 

cornmunity case studies. My mandate from the Commission was to examine and analyze the community itself in 

the most authentic way possible white at the sarne time, because a detailed consideration of every aspect would 

have been too lengthy, choosing a particutar area o r  areas to concentrate on. 

My own concem had been with individuals, particularly my former students, who were moving into post- 

adolescence and therefore could be postulated to be at a stage where identity concerns were highly salient. In the 

discussion of ecological validity above 1 showed that the research became far more community focused, in 

keeping with the Commission's mandate and the cornmunity's interests. But 1 rnust stress here that this move- 

ment in focus was in no way dissonant with my own scholarly interests. 

In one sense, ever since my first days as a teacher in the (as it was then called) Islington Day School, 1 had been 

concemed with finding an answer to the question of the most appropriate education for the children of the 

community. It was rny belief that the high rates of grade failure and of school dropout, and the abysmally Iow 

rate of high school completion were strong evidence that the school was not meeting the educational needs of 

the majority of the children. 

It was partially because, although successful in comparison to some teachers at the school, 1 felt rnyself to be 

ignorant of the best answer or answers to that question that 1 entered graduate studies in Educational Psychology. 

From the tirne I entered graduate school it was always my hope that 1 would be able to conduct my thesis re- 

search amongst my former students in Whitedog. But although, for my thesis, 1 had originally conceived the 

question of meeting the needs of the students in rather narrow psychological terrns (Le. in terms of what a 

counsellor could do to address individual needs), I had long seen that for maximum effectiveness the school 

system itself needed to be modified in a way that would answer the educative needs of al1 future students. 

Until very recently the real, as opposed to the imagined, needs of Native communities have been ignored in the 

formulation of educational action plans. Clearly some form of education must take place in Whitedog. In al1 

cultural settings, by some means or other, a large part of the process of growing up is preparing for the assump- 
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tion of the responsibilities, privileges and activities of adulthood - in other words, getting an education. How the 

learning process is to be conducted though, and what is to be learned, differs between cultures. 

This research had to address several issues, and answer a nurnber of questions in order to examine the basic 

question of appropriate education. It was essential to provide as complete a picture as possible of the setting in 

which the research was being conducted. This picture involved a description, first, of the history, geography and 

economy of the cornmunity. Following that, it was necessary to describe the situation with respect to language 

and culture, since mastering the language(s) spoken in your environment and leaming about the culture of which 

you are a part are important aspects of functioning as an adult in any society. This description had to take ac- 

count of the historical and present day situation with regard to two different languages and cultures. Then it was 

important to look at those aspects of living in the community that the residents themselves, especiaily the Young, 

viewed as most saiient. In other words, what did participants see when they looked at Whitedog? Only after al1 

this was carefully described could the participants views on education be properly understood. 

In exarnining education, the questions included the following: what do the members of this community, living as 

they do in the midst of the interaction of two different cultures, conceive an education to be? What is an educa- 

tion, in this comrnunity? How are chiidren to be prepared for adult life? What do the youth see as the important 

developmental social and psychologicd needs in their environment? What are children to learn? What is the 

importance of cultural knowledge? How are the youth to leam the things they need to learn? Who provides this 

education and in what setting(s)? 



Overview of the research 

So the principal focus of this research was education. The major question, simply stated, was, what constitutes 

an appropriate education for the children of this cornmunity? However, it is clear from the foregoing discussion 

that an answer is far from simple. What an appropriate education is for any children in North America is by no 

rneans agreed upon, either by parents or by educators. For Canadian aboriginal children, the question is even 

more difficult. In Whitedog', the education systern has to consider - in addition to the questions being asked 

elsewhere about cumcula and teaching methods and course selection - questions of culture and language. 

Whose culture and whose language are to be taught in the school? Traditionally, the extended family group was 

the only school. The Ojibway language and virtually dl aspects of the Ojibway culture were learned in that 

context. Formai schooling, first introduced by missionaries in a residential system, was a Euro-Canadian institu- 

tion and, in the Lake of the Woods area as elsewhere, it endeavoured to teach the English language and the 

English-Canadian culture. The Islington Day School, when it opened in Whitedog, was controlled by the Depart- 

ment of Indian Affairs, and had similar aims with regards to language and culture. Now the school in Whitedog 

is in the control of a local education authority. But the school still employs primarily a White teaching staff, and 

still uses English as the medium of instruction. 

The administration's aim is that at the end of grade 12 the students will be able to leave the reserve and succeed 

in any post-secondary institution they wish to enter. To do this, the student must be fluent in EngIish and have 

successfully completed a set of Ontario Ministry of Educatian-approved courses. However, though it has im- 

' A note about names and spelling: Three years ago, the band council of the Islington Reserve #29 changed the reserve's 
name from Whitedog to the Wabaseemoong Independent First Nations of Swan Lake, One Man Lake and Whitedog. Only 
one of the three communities named in this new title still existed at the tirne of the change (for reasons that will be de- 
scribed shortly), and Whitedog today is also known as Wabaseemoong (m see moong), the Ojibway original for the 
English translation. Many of the residents of the reserve use the two narnes pretty much interchangeably, though some seem 
to prefer one and some the other. This thesis will use both. 

The word Ojibwav has a number of different spellings. This one is the most commonIy used in the region. In fact, though. 
Ojibway people refer to themselves, in their own language, as Anishnabe [ah & nah (again, this is one of a number 
of possible spellings). This document will use both narnes. The word Indian, used as the name for certain of the aboriginal 
peoples of North America, is now widely considered to be inappropriate, to say the least. Nevertheless, some of the partici- 
pants in this research used it to refer to themselves and people of their ancestral heritage. Given its present controversial 
stature however. it will only be used in this document within direct quotations or in titles (as in Status Indian). First Nations 
or Native will be the tems used here to describe non-Inuit, non-Metis aboriginal people of Canada. 



proved considenbly in recent years, the dropout rate is stil1 so high that by far the rnajority of youth in Whitedog 

do not complete grade 12. And, of those that do, few will begin post-secondary courses with strong written 

language skills or more than a rudimentary acquaintance with science courses. 

Yet within the Iifetimes of Whitedog's elders, the Ojibway language and culture have Iost their primacy. In sorne 

families in Wabaseemoong they have been replaced altogether. It is not uncornmon for middle-aged parents to 

have children that speak Ojibway poorly and grandchildren who don't speak it at dl. While some families are 

holding on very strongly to traditional cultural, religious and sharnanistic practices, and/or attempting to relearn 

those that have been Iost, many families know nothing of them so, obviousty, they cannot teach them to their 

children. Should the school or the farnily be primarily responsible for Ojibway cultural and language education 

today? Or should anyone even try to provide one? 

It will, perhaps, not be surprising to the reader that on many of the questions surrounding the issues named 

above, the people of Whitedog do not speak with one voice. Surely there are few communities in this country 

where one could find uniformity in the views expressed on the complex and vital issue of appropriate education. 

However, anyone who expected that the common Ojibway cultural hentage of a11 the participants in this re- 

search would make for at least a degree of homogeneity will, 1 believe, be forced to revise that expectation in the 

course of reading this research. "Diversity" characterizes the views expressed here far more than does "unanim- 

ity". 

This is not to say that there is no agreement on some of the basic points. In several cases the views of the partici- 

pants divide fairly neatly into two categories. For example, some people expressed to me that the Ojibway 

language must receive a great deal of attention in the school, that not enough was king done at the institutional 

level to ensure its preservation. Others believed that the sole language function of the school was to equip 

gnduates with a high Ievel of English skills. Essentially, then, there were two camps regarding tanguage instruc- 

tion in the school: one holding that the school's dut .  was to produce fluently bilingual graduates and the other 

holding that the school could, and should, only concern itself with the student's level of English fluency. 

But the reader should not be tempted into thinking that this split simply reflects the degree of rnajority (i.e. 

White or Euro-Canadian) cultural assimilation of the different participants, with the most assimilated voicing the 



most support for English instruction. Sorne of the people with the greatest knowledge of and participation in 

traditional Ojibway culture (and a very high levet indeed cm be found) were the most emphatic in seeing the 

school's role as the provision of English skills only. Others with great knowledge of, and participation in, the 

traditional culture were adamant about the necessity for bilingual education. Nor does knowing a person's level 

of Ojibway fluency allow one to predict anything with regard either to affinity for culture or for views on lan- 

p a g e  education. For example, people with low levels of fluency sometimes expressed great affinity for culture 

and even reported high levels of participation in cultural activities. Others with low levels of fluency were less 

concerned with culture and participated little in cultural activities. High levels of fluency were similarly not 

consistently Iinked with participation o r  knowledge. 

Accounting for al1 of these (and numerous other) differences in opinion may not be possible. However, 1 believe 

an attempt to describe the total life world of the residents of this community, c m  help make some sense of the 

apparent contradictions. After d l ,  to the people expressing these views there are no inconsistencies in what they 

are saying. 

In the next chapter of this thesis, the Methodolo~q~ my reasons for choosing the method of research are outlined 

and the method is expiained in some detail. My intention, when I set out to d o  this research, was to allow the 

peopIe of Whitedog, and especiafly the youth, to articulate their perceptions on the issues under investigation as 

freeIy as possible. To this end, the interviews 1 conducted with 3 1 residents were kept as open-ended as possible. 

While the educational issues narned above dominated the initial agenda for every interview, it was hoped that the 

participants would feel free to raise with me whatever concerns o r  questions were on their minds. This is, in fact, 

what happened in the majority of interviews. Personal histories, perceived problems, sources of pnde, hopes for 

the future al1 came out, for one of the chief advantages of conducting research of this type between people who 

are not total strangers to each other is that the interview situation and format provide a relatively non-threatening 

opportunity to the participants to air their views and descnbe their feelings. Thus, in addition to airing 3 1 sets of 

opinions on the main areas of investigation, this thesis attempts to present a picture of what it is like to live in 

this community, a picture which can, I believe, greatly assist in understanding how education is viewed in 

Wabaseemoong . 



In the next chapter, the Analvsis, 1 have made every effort to let the participants speak to the reader, and to 

ensure that the full range of participants' opinions is presented. However, I have made some editonal decisions 

in an atternpt to make this document as readable as possible. 1 have tried to create a text that cm be read with 

ease and without interruption from beginning to end but that also satisfies scholarly requirements for documenta- 

tion. 

Because there are about 700 pages of transcript and because participants frequently (and necessarily, 1 think) 

addressed several issues at the same time ( e g  culture, language, and education) it was not possible to use 

quotations from each participant on each topic in the body of the text. For the most part, then, the Analysis 

sections contain summaries of what 1 was told and, for each subject are* selected and edited excerpts from one 

or two of the transcripts. 1 hope that in using these excerpts 1 have allowed the reader to hear the voices of the 

participants. 

Occasionally, 1 have also resorted to footnotes. 1 do this principally in cases where 1 believe the reader would 

desire immediate confirmation of an assertion 1 have made but where 1 could not use a quotation. Sometimes, in 

some interviews, my questions elicited a set of yesho answers. 1 believe that in these cases the interview text 

nevertheless provides important iIlustrations of my point. 

In the Discussion chapter 1 try to constmct a frarnework that allows the reader to understand the participants' life 

worlds, especially those aspects of thern that impinge on education. This frarnework will, it is hoped, help to 

account for the differences in points of view. 1 refer to the works of psychoIogists, anthropologists, cultural 

historïans and others (Native and non-Native) who have k e n  concerned with understanding the present-day 

situation of First Nations people, especially with respect to cultural survival and revitalization, mores and values, 

and the ways in which a First Nations band-controlled education system can work to meet the various educa- 

tional needs of First Nations youth. In this section, the concepts of ethnic identity, social support, self-effkacy, 

and self-esteem are considered as potentially useful tools to help in an understanding of what the goals of an 

education system should be. Brief mention is also made of recent research findings concerning the benefits 

which may accrue from more intensive instruction in the Native language, and from using culturally sensitive 

and culturally relevant materiai in the classroorn. 



This thesis was written with two different audiences in mind: the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples (the 

sponsors of the research), and the people and school in Wabaseemoong. It is in the final chapter, the Recommen- 

dations that the two different audiences were most firrnly kept in mind. As one elder, losephine Mandamin, 

expressed to me, the community cannot rely on Royal Commissions or other research efforts. The people have 

been let down too many times by various researchers and fact-finding missions that have passed through. There- 

fore, 1 have k e n  careful to present ideas concerning actions that can be taken at the local (i.e. community and 

school) level, as well as actions that should occur at a larger level of organization, with reference to the provi- 

sion of an appropriate education. In the majority of cases, the ideas carne about through dialogue with the 

participants. 

It is acknowledged, and wiIl become clear to the reader in the course of this thesis, that the proposals presented 

wili not meet with unanimous favour throughout the community. Nevertheless, it is the beiief of the majority of 

the participants in this research (as well as my own beiief), that a drarnatic increase in the concentration on 

Ojibway culture in the school through a variety of means is appropriate, and necessary. Hopefully, this research 

will provide the impetus for a community-wide discussion about how the schoo! c m  be better integrated with the 

community. 



METHODOLOGY 

Phenornenology and naturalistic enquiry: Introduction and Overview 

It was mentioned above that the 'indigenous psychology' point of view holds that, in working cross-culturally, 

'standard' Western psychology is, at the least, irrelevant (Kagitcibasi and Berry, 1989). Cross-cultural psychot- 

ogy, it is argued, needs to be informed by the values of the culture in which it is being practiced. It needs to be 

oriented toward problems, not theories (1989). 

A large part of the reason for why theory-driven psychology seems to be in poor repute with some cross-cultural 

psychologists and ânthropologists, and with native people themselves, is the research methodology which has 

been traditionally associated with psychological theory (Jenson, 1990; Marchand, 1990). Traditional, "quantita- 

tive", methods have emphasized the use of theory to make predictions about the relations between variables, and 

~ ~ O ~ O U S  statistical testing of those predictions for confimation/ disconfirmation. 

These methods may have great value for exarnining fairly well understood and reliably and validly measurable 

phenomena, but they c m  be quite inappropriate where the nature of a complex construct is still poorly under- 

stood (Valle and King, 1978). Superficial understanding of a complex phenornenon is Iikely to cause research 

hypotheses to be formed that fail to even consider powerful influences. Even Boruch (1976), a staunch defender 

of quantitative methods in research, argued that failure to sufficiently well observe the phenomena of interest 

can result in very poor hypothesis construction. Theory, for Bomch, does not precede observation. 

Thus, I do not claim that quantitative methods and instruments informed by quantitative methods are useless or 

worse, in working with people of a different culture; they are, however, not timely with respect to the kinds of 

questions that were asked in this research. 

The methodology employed in this research is essentially phenomenology2, a paradigm designed with observa- 

tion in mind. According to Valle and King (1978) phenomenology concerns itself with the question of "what", as 

1 say essentially because, as Tesch (1988) points out. there is no  canon of phenornenological procedure. 
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in "what is the thing we are looking at, myway?" It does not concern itself with manipulation, with the question 

of "how", as in "how does X variable affect the thing?" "How" is the question that experiments and other 

quantitative methods are designed to answer. According to Valle and King (1978), quantitative rnethods are not 

appropriate for answering "what" type questions. Clearly, this research was primariIy interested in asking a 

"what" type question: What is an appropriate education? 

Phenomenology is particularly well suited to research in cross-cultural psychology, where, as Kagitcibasi and 

Beny put it, "Researchers in the field examine the individual's actuaI experience ... attempting to understand the 

indigenous conceptualization of the phenornenon of interest ..."( 1989, pp494-495). Phenomenology is concerned 

with describing a phenomenon as it is experienced by an other (Valle and King, 1978; van Manen, 1984)- not 

with testing whether one's preconceived ideas about the other's experience are correct (van Manen, 1984). 

While there are variations in exact procedure, most phenomenological research consists of, first, using in-depth 

interviews around open-ended questions to obtain, frorn the participants in the research, a description of what the 

phenornenon of interest is like, or of what their experience of the phenornenon has been (Colaizzi, 1978; van 

Manen, 1984; Tesch, 1988; Marchand, 1990). After that, the description is analyzed for "themes" which consti- 

tute the essence of the phenornenon (van Manen, 1984). Finally, the themes themselves are reftected upon and an 

attempt to construct an explanatory framework, a way of understanding the phenomenon, may be made 

(Marchand, 1 990). 

The first step, the open-ended in-depth interview, can be characterized as a form of observation. If properly 

conducted, it allows the researcher (and, it is hoped, the reader of the research) to be a witness to the thinking of 

another person. 

Observation may be a loaded word to use. But listening to what another person has to say about an issue a 

form of observation. 1 do not claim to have been impartial in my observation. Like every human being, 1 entered 

each interview situation with certain beliefs. However, in this stage Iistening was my goal, and the freedom with 

which people were able to express views that were opposite to what 1 believed indicates that 1 succeeded in it 

(and also provides important evidence of reliability and validity in the research. See below). 



When conducted with more than one person, open-ended interviews have an effect opposite from the one that 

often results from other research methods; instead of highlighting the role of one or two "variables" and thus 

simplifying the picture of a situation, the results of a series of open-ended interviews often show the contribu- 

tions of many different elements to a situation, and thereby illustrate its complexity. Understanding this com- 

plexity cm be an onerous task, but it is a necessary one if the aim is to present an accurate description and 

analysis. The second and third stages of the phenomenological process are designed to help deai with this 

complexity, and will be described in detail in the Thematization section of this chapter. 

Consent, Recruitment and Ethical Concerns 

1. Community Consent 

It was, 1 believe, because of my connections to the community that, when I formally presented my research 

proposal to the chief and council, in June 1993,I received their unanimous consent and support. 1 indicated my 

willingness, even desire, to have the input of any member of the community who wished to address the issues 

under investigation. It was agreed in the council that my reports to the Royal Commission would be reviewed by 

them for comments, and revisions if necessary. 

A secondary fonn of community support 1 obtained was Iess formal. In July 1 attended a one day Community 

Resource Sharing Workshop sponsored by the WCCI (Wabaseemoong Community Care Initiative) division of 

Weechi-it-te-win, the social services agency to a number of Northwestem Ontario reserves. The workshop was 

attended by representatives of the following committees in addition to employees of WCCI: Solvent Abuse 

Committee, Working Group on Social Development, Child Care Advisory Committee, Community Medical 

Services and the Wabaseemoong Women's Group. 

Committee representatives spoke to the assembly, stating the nature of their aims and also the kinds of diffkul- 

ties they were experiencing. In my address to the workshop, 1 essentially repeated the things I had stated at the 

band council meeting, again soliciting input and asking permission of al1 those present to speak with them in 

greater depth at a future t h e .  1 received promises of cooperation from al1 who were in attendance and most of 

those present participated in the interviews. 
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Finally, on the group level, I also agreed to submit a copy of the draft report to the school administration for 

comments and revisions. 

2. Individual Consent and Recruitment 

With some assistance from three students who were working at the band office that summer, I cornpiled a Iist of 

people to seek out for recmitment as participants. The principal tocus being education, it was deemed important 

to have the views of teachers and other school personnel, including administrators and aides, in addition to the 

input of students and former students. 

However, the views of youth were the major concern in a community study focusing on a youth issue. Following 

guidelines laid out by the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples, 1 endeavoured to make the list equal in 

ternis of gender representation and kept equality of gender representation in mind as the interviews proceeded. 1 

also tned to ensure sufficient representation by both students and non-students. 

Certain other categories of representation were more difficult to fill, however, and some were not filled. In 

particular, there was a high ievel of seasonal employment on the reserve, so none of the participants in this 

research were unemployed, though several were only in summer jobs and were retuming to school, several 

others had only recently secured employment, and others were facing layoff in Septembcr. 

Other significant local categories were young parents (see Teen Parenthood section, in the Analysis chapter), 

and substance abusers (see Substance Abuse section). While four male youths and four fernale yout h participants 

were patents and one girl was pregnant at the time of the interview, this quite possibly constitutes an under- 

representation of the young parents in the community, who are probably in the rnajority among the youth. 

Potentially more serious a deficiency is the fact that, while substance abuse, especially solvent inhalation but 

also alcohol abuse, is regarded by a significant number of the participants as a major problem area on the 

reserve, no one who is presently a chronic substance abuser was interviewed. However, a number of people were 



interviewed who had experience of the misuse of alcohol or solvents, and their opinions are probably not differ- 

ent from those who are still engaged in it. And while not by any means wishing to triviatize its relevance either 

for the community o r  for the educational endeavour in the comrnunity, substance abuse was not a major focus of 

this research. 1 believe that this research, given its purpose, deals with the issue of substance abuse adequately. It 

is acknowledged, however, that much more could be said. 

Another significant category that was not filled was that of the Christian fundamentalist. In view of the impor- 

tance of this group in the cornmunity a t  present, this is extremely unfortunate. However, the views of the funda- 

mentalists as they were understood and experienced by other members of the community is discussed in detail, 

and because of the general agreement expressed by those participants as to the nature of the fundamentalist 

perspective (and because 1 have some personal experience of fundamentalisrn) 1 believe that their point of view 

has been honestly presented. 

The initial list of potentiai youth participants had over 60 narnes. The 21 youth who were ultimately interviewed 

represent basically the first 21 whom 1 was able to contact and whose cooperation 1 was able to obtain. OnIy 2 of 

the youth 1 contacted did not wish to participate. Both of them, females, stated that it was because they were shy 

that they did not wish to pa r t i~ ipa te .~  

3. Ethical Guidelines and Anonymity 

FoItowing guidelines established by the Royat Commission on Aboriginal Peoples each person who indicated 

willingness to participate was shown a consent forrn (see Appendix) and this forrn was discussed before the 

interview began. Each participant was assured anonymity if they wished it (al1 youth participants did, although 

Chief Eric Fisher allowed me to use his name in quoting some of his non-biographical statements). Their right to 

discontinue the interview at any time, to refuse to answer any question they did not wish to, and to withdraw 

from participation at any point, was explained to them. 

Shyness eventuaIIy emerged as a rather significant issue in its own right, k i n g  mentioned by a number o f  participants. it 
was not possible to investigate it in any detaiI given the other items on the research agenda, but 1 believe that it may be 
partially a function o f  cross-cultural encounters (i.e. the youth are not as shy with others from the cornmunity) and partially 
a result of cultural dislocation and consequent lowering o f  self-esteem, particularly for the fernales, ( i.e. shyness became 
widespread when valued roles for females in the culture were taken away). 



Several participants can be easily identified by the brief descriptions 1 give below (for example, there is only one 

chief). 1 knew that this would be the case when 1 planned the interviews and explained in each interview that, 

whiIe 1 could not ensure that the fact of their participation would remain ~monymaus, 1 could, and would ensure 

that no youth participant could be identified as having said any particular thing. To this end, 1 have assigned each 

participant a fictitious name. 

Occasionally, it has been necessary to use a quotation that contains some biographical information a n d o r  mate- 

rial that can be considered especially sensitive. In any instance where 1 believe it would have been possible to 

identiQ a particular individual from any quotation used, 1 have changed certain particuIars of the biographical 

information, andor  changed, for certain quotations, the fictitious narne assigned to the participant. But, for the 

most part, each fictitious name stands for one participant, and the comments attributed to a particular name are 

al1 from one participant. 

Partici pan ts 

Thirty-one people were interviewed for this research. Twenty-one of them fa11 within the RCAP definition of 

youth (Le. are between the ages of 15 and 30). 

Ten male youths were interviewed: five in their teens, two in their early 20's and three over 25. Al1 five of the 

teenage males were high school students, though three of the five had dropped out for at least one year in the 

past. Both mdes in their early 20s had graduated from high school, one of  them in June. None of the three males 

over 25 had cornpIeted grade 11. Al1 of the males over 20 were emptoyed. One w a  the  chief of the 

Wabaseemoong reserve (elected in November of 1992), one was a reserve policeman, one worked for the band 

as a sumrner project supervisor, one worked for Ojibway Tribal Family Services as  a crisis worker and one was a 

teacher's aide in the school. Two of these positions, the cnsis worker and the project supervisor, were scheduled 

to terminate shortly after the interviews were conducted. 

Four of the males (al1 over 20) were parents, and three of them were married, two living with their first wives 

and one with his third (with children from the three mariages). The other father had chiIdren by two different 

women as  a result of brief common law relationships. The fifth male over 20 was married but had no children. 



Eleven fernale youths were interviewed: four in their teens, two in their early 20's and 5 over 25. Three were 

high school students (though one did not return this year and one had dropped out for a year previously), 2 were 

university students and the rernainder were employed, four by the education authonty and two by Weechi-it-te- 

win social services. The two university students had both k e n  admitted as mature students. Only one of the 

females had graduated from high school. She had also completed two years of university, but was employed by 

Weechi-it-te-win at the tirne of the interviews. Of the rernaining employed, the highest grade completed was 

either the ninth or tenth grade, though 3 had completed some post-secondary courses, usually through employ- 

ment sponsorship, 

Four of the female youth participants were parents. Al1 had had their first child before age 19. One of the teen- 

age participants had a young baby and another was about three months pregnant at the tirne of the interview. The 

teenage mother was in a common-law relationship but was planning to leave it. Two of the rernaining mothers 

were separated from their children's fathers (one of them was in another long term common-law relationship), 

and the other had recently re-united with her partner after a lengthy separation. All four of these mothers re- 

ported having experienced sorne form of abuse from their partners. One other female participant was mamed, 

but childless, and the remainder were single. 

Al1 of the male and female youth participants were status Indians, though three of the females and one male were 

of mixed descent. 

Five teachers were interviewed for their perspectives on educational issues. Only one of the five, the Native 

Language teacher, was from the reserve, though the rest had al1 resided there for between 3 and 4 years. 

Three other people with some relation to the education system in Wabaseemoong were interviewed: Ron 

MacDonald, the director of education, Valerie Henq,  the principal of the school, and Elmer Fisher, the solvent 

abuse worker, whose office was in the school and whose clientele was of school age. Mc MacDonald and Mr. 

Fisher were born in One Man Lake, and Whitedog, respectively and Mrs. Henry has lived in Whitedog for 

nearly 20 years and is manied to a native of the community. 



Finally, two elders, Roy MacDonaid and Josephine Mandamin, were intewiewed. 

The majority of the participants in the interviews were acquainted with me in some way, either as former stu- 

dents, parents of former students, friends, CO-workers, or in-laws. Those who were none of these were at least 

farniliar with me frorn my time of residence in Wabaseemoong. 

Interviews 

Al1 of the interviews were the sarne in some respects. AI1 were tape-recorded. In every interview, a certain 

number of biographical questions were asked. It was important to determine the age, and residential, educational 

and relational history of the participants. 

Other questions were about the person's views on education, the community, culture and language. The nature 

of the answers to these questions, which in general were open-ended and asked for the participants thoughts or 

feelings about the subject, deterrnined what other questions wouId be asked. 

An important aspect of al1 interview questioning was the use of the techniques of reflection and empathic re- 

sponding. Statements by the participants were usually pmphrased and repeated to them. The paraphrase repre- 

sented rny understanding of what they had said and invited confirmation/disconfirrnation. I also frequently 

reflected to the participant what I believed were his o r  her feelings about the subject under discussion, again 

with the aim of checking if my understanding of their point of view was accurate. 

The Wabaseemoong community case study was a survey. The results therefore cannot be stated meaningfully 

in nurneric tenns. To say, for example, that 50% of the people thought any particular thing is only valid when 

one is certain either that la)% of the people have expressed their thoughts or that the portion of al1 the people 

that have done so is exactly representative of the larger group. Neither is the case here. 

In one sense, then, the 31 people interviewed here can be considered to be speaking only for themselves. It is not 

known to what extent their views are shared in the whole community. However, the aim of this  work was not to 



be able to say that such and such a view is the rnost widely held and so forth. It was to be able to share the 

perceptions of a group of people as fully as possible, to allow them to state their views in whatever way they 

chose, without the restrictions that survey research wouId have imposed on them. 

In this research, the participants were encouraged to speak freely and to state what was on their minds. What 

this resulted in, among other things, is a set of statements that shows the Iinkages that people rnake between 

various issues. Such a result is difficult, if not impossible, to obtain using survey questionnaires. 

As was anticipated before the research interviews began, and as was experienced in the interviews, one's beliefs 

about education could be influenced by a wide array of other beliefs and experiences surrounding questions of 

the family, the culture, relations with the opposite sex, Ianguage, schools and so on. 

Thematization and Writing 

After dl the interviews were transcribed they were re-read. Dunng the re-reading codes were constructed that 

represented the broad topic of the passage. Obviously, given the nature of the research aims, the rnost frequently 

occurring codes were those for culture, language, education and school expenence, and the cornmunity. Because 

they were so widely discussed, these subjects were logical choices for the major headings of the AnaIysis sec- 

tion. 

Another common group of codes revoIved around aspects of gender relations in the community. By no means d l ,  

but a number of participants reported feelings and/or experiences of problems in their relations with rnembers of 

the opposite sex, problems which included spousal assault, infidelity, distmst, and a lack of communication. 

A second broad concem, related to gender, was the issue of teenage parenthood. Like the other gender-related 

matters mentioned above it is not a universal experience of al1 the participants but it was mentioned often enough 

to be considered significant, and its potential impact on questions related to education is obvious. 



Two other issues of considerable importance to the community, solvent inhaling and alcoholism, were mentioned 

by numerous participants in this case study. These issues are indirectly relevant to the educational endeavour in 

Wabaseernoong (1 believe that ail community concems can be linked in some fashion to education) but space 

considerations and their lower frequency in the transcripts lirnits the extent of their exploration in this paper. 

The coded transcripts were combined into two master files, one for youth and one for school personnel4. The 

transcripts were al1 written using the Word Perfect 5.1 program. The Search and Select functions of this program 

were used to assemble files relating to each topic by using commands that directed the computer to retrieve al1 

paragraphs coded in a certain way. Thus, for example, there is a culture file for youth, which represents al1 

aspects of ai1 the youth transcripts relating to culture, and another culture fiie for school personnel. 

Most of the paragraphs of the transcripts received more than one code. A participant's statement that. in future, 

she would like to see the school in Wabaseemoong concentrate more heavily on culture and Ianguage education, 

for example, would be coded ED, CU, LA, GO, for Education, Culture, Language and Goals. This multipie 

coding means that there is considenble duplication of statements across files. 

However, multiple codes provided an accurate reflection of the nature of most of the statements that were made 

in the interviews. Furtherrnore, multiple coding allowed for greater precision in data retrieval. A reIatively short 

series of commands yielded statements that were relevant to quite precise aspects of a question. 

Once they were assembled into groups in this way, the transcript excerpts were al1 re-read and, each tirne a 

different point of view was encountered, paraphrased. After going through this process several times for each 

file, 1 began to assemble the paraphrases into paragraphs. 

The transcripts of the interviews with the eIders were kept separate and did not receive the same kind of coding, because 
these interviews differed in several regards from the others, a principal one being that 1 was much less directive in my 
questions for the elders (i.e. both elders were given the opponunity to set the interview agenda and basically did so) and 
ako, a major part of what 1 sought from the interviews with elders was a history of the community and culture. 



Writing the Analysis section then involved organizing the material into sections. Because, as was mentioned 

above, the material for Culture, for example, also might contain references to education, the community, or a 

number of other points, this process was complex and difficult. As the writing (and re-reading) proceeded, ideas 

that needed to be discussed in depth began to emerge and rough notes on them were begun in the first drafi of 

the Discussion. 

Thus the writing of this thesis involved a lengthy process of repeated sumrnarization, organization, and reflec- 

tion. Each of these steps were not discrete, but blended into each other in what can be described as a series of 

successive approximations using feedback. 

Al1 the supporting quotations upon which the paraphrases were based were retained as endnotes until the writing 

of the thesis was complete. Then 1 reviewed the quotations and selected from them ones that 1 considered to be 

representative. 

Validity and Reliability 

The validity and reliability of research of this kind are not established in the same way as they are in quantitative 

research (Eisner, 1991; Wiersma, 1991). Both reliability and validity can be characterized as consisting of two 

parts, extemal and interna1 (Wiersma, 1991). Intemal reliability concerns the extent to which two or more 

perspectives on the same data agree. Extemal reliability refers to the question of whether data collected in the 

same way from the same or sirnilar samples will yield consistent results. 

Intemal validity concerns the ability to interpret results, that is, the extent to which we can be confident that our 

interpretation of the results is correct, and external validity is concerned with the question of generalizability, 

that is, with how confident the researcher can be that the results represent a generai tmth that can be applied to 

similar situations (Wiersma, 1991). The  two kinds of reliability and the two kinds of validity concerns have been 

addressed in this research. 



The internal reliability (and internal validity) of this research was grounded in the procedure. By verifying with 

the respondents that my paraphrases/thematizations were acceptable, 1 attempted to ensure that 1 had captured 

their perspective and that my biases were not interfering with what 1 was hearing. It can always be clairned, of 

course, that 1 subtly (or not so subtly) pressured the participants into an agreement that they didn't feel, but 1 

believe that the sections of the transcript to be found in this thesis provide a clear demonstration that this was not 

the case. My desire throughout the interviewing process was to understand what the position of the participant 

was vis a vis the research questions, not to make sure that the participant had the correct kind of opinion. 

Extemal reliability is mainly concerned with replicability. As Wiersma (1991) pointed out, in naturalistic studies 

researchers are frequently not overly concerned with this. They frequently do not feel that a study can ever be 

truly replicated. This research involved the presentation of the different ways a group of individuals structure 

their life-worlds. It is not to be expected that a replication study of this research conducted on another group 

would yield precisely the same findings. To some extent, this research used the procedure of Marchand's (1  990) 

phenornenoIogica1 study of Western Canadian Native adults' ethnic identity, but the emphases were different. It 

was not expected, therefore, that the results in this study would be the sarne. However, the fact that the ethnic 

identity styles that she found in a very different group of Native peopIe can also be helpful to an understanding 

of the different perspectives that participants in this study had can be taken as some indication of the validity of 

the construct as weII as evidence of a degree of external reliability. 

Eisner, in The Enlightened Eve (1991) argues that vaIidity in qualitative research is essentially a concern with 

how you know that you know. This is not greatly different from Wiersma's description of internal validity. The 

other part of validity, external, (Le. generalizability) is the subject of another chapter in Eisner's book. No matter 

what it is called then, the two chief validity questions that have to be addressed in examining this research are, 

how can we evaluate that the conclusions were 'correct' (internai validity) and in what ways will the findings be 

applicable to other situations (external validity). 

Wiersma argues that internal validity in naturalistic research is established partly by the "naturalness" with 

which the data is collected (1991, p241). Another way of improving intemal validity is to examine possible 

competing explanations or causative factors (Wiersrna, 199 1, p241; Eisner, 199 1, p 1 1 1 ). Finally, it is recom- 

mended that the naturalistic study will draw on muItiple data sources as a method of increasing validity. The 



more perspectives that can be found that concur with that of the researcher, the better (Eisner, 199 1, pp 1 1 1 - 1 13). 

The data in this proposed study was collected as naturalistically as possible, given its historical and 

phenornenoIogica1 nature. It would not have k e n  possible to obtain it by observation, and closed interview 

techniques would have interfered with the chances of the respondents to provide their perspectives. The respond- 

snts provided different data sources and were certainly the most appropriate perspectives to check with (cf. 

Eisner). 

Generalizability can be problematic for naturalistic studies. Certainly, when the emphasis is on the particulars of 

the experiences of only a few individuals, it would appear that only a limited amount of generalizability may be 

possible, and therefore, the extemal validity of this research may not be high. However, Marchand (1990) argued 

that the value of her phenomenological research could be found in the degree to which she highlighted the 

cornplexity of native identity development. Similady, the value of this research, given that it has high interna1 

reliability and validity, may be of a similar nature. It rnay illustrate how difficult generalizability actually is, for 

the purposes of therapy or theory concerning Native adolescents and education. 



ANALYSIS 

Community Profile 

At the beginning of the century the Islington Reserve had been in existence for less than 3 decades, having been 

created by Treaty nurnber 3 in 1873. Like most of the Ojibway people of the lands North and Northwest of the 

Great Lakes, the people of Swan Lake, One Man Lake and Whitedog were at this time getting a living from 

trapping, and from traditional subsistence activities: wild rice and berry gathering in season, fishing, and hunt- 

ing. 

While, of course, contact with Europeans had introduced a number of quite drastic changes to the lifestyles of 

the Anishnabe (guns, manufactured goods, textiles, the fur trade economy, missionaries etc.) in the preceding 

centuries, the people had adapted to those changes by this point and, cultunlly and in other ways, were not, on a 

day to day basis, greatly influenced by the large and rapidly growing European-based society that was the young 

country of Canada6. The Wabaseemoong-area Anishnabe's traditional beliefs, while under attack from mission- 

aries, had not yet been undemined. Their culture was still manifested in virtually dl aspects of their lives. When 

the people of Whitedog refer today to traditional culture and traditional lifestyles, they essentialty refer to what 

things were Iike pretty much throughout the first half, or at least the first quarter, of the 20th century. Thus, the 

elders see their parents, and to some extent themselves, as having lived traditionalIy. 

Christianity is often cited as a major negative force in Canadian aboriginal people's pasts, and indeed with good 

reason (cf York, 1989). Many Christian missionaries, of al1 denominations, regarded traditional beliefs as pagan 

1 am indebted to two respected elders of the community, Roy MacDonald, a former chief of Whitedog. spiritual leader. 
and an historian of the comrnunity, and Josephine Mandamin, a band councillor and outspoken advocate for the rights of 
her peopIe, and to Valerie Henry, the principal of the school and a long-term resident of the reserve, for much of the histori- 
cal information presented in the following section. Other participants also contributed important information in this regard 
but have requested anonymity (see Methodology section). 

"eaders interested in knowing more about the traditional lifestyles of the Northwest Ontario Ojibway can consult Shkilnyk 
( 1979). and Vecsey ( 1983). See References section for complete citation. 



and therefore antithetical to salvation and etemai ilife. Wherever Christian missionax-ies had power, then, they 

used it to eradicate these beliefs. But in the traditional lands of the Wabaseemoong people, though missionaries 

were present (the original name of the reserve, the "Islington Reserve", derives from the surname of a mission- 

ary who had worked there), they don't appear to have had much power until after the turn of the century. The 

parents of today's eiders spoke Little or no English, had Little or no formal schooling, and were knowledgeable 

practitioners in the fields of iraditional medicine and healing, religion and spirituality, and in every other aspect 

of the life that their parents and grandparents knew. The oldest residents of the community today also knew this 

life. 

However, by the 1940s, drastic changes had begun and more were to foIIow. A great deal of damage c m  be done 

to a culture in a fairly short time if it is attacked on al1 fronts, and the recent history of the Wabaseemoong First 

Nations illustrates this. First, there were the residentiai schools that, by the 1940s, were removing the young 

Anishnabe from al1 that they knew for extended periods of time, and attempting to teach them that everything 

that their families had k e n  telling them (and that, being young, they probably only imperfectly understood) was 

wrong, even evil. 

The moral and psychologicai h m  that was done to aboriginal children in residential schools is now well known 

(cf. York, 1989). The residentiaI schoo1 near Kenora was probably not the worst one in the country. In fact, some 

people that 1 spoke with indicated that their experience of residentiai schooling had not really been al1 that bad. 

But it was bad enough: 

Iris - Abuse ... I seen a lot of it in there (residential school): kids being neglected, wanting to 
go home but they can't because the government has al1 these people keeping you there. So 
you kind of give up hope on a lot of things because you have no goals. 1 don? recall anyone 
trying to explain anything to me. 1 was locked there and 1 had to stay there ... 1 ran away when 
1 was 14 years old. 

Tom - It was very ... humiliating for me at times. 1 have bad memories and good memones of 
it. At those times there was corporal punishrnent and other humiliations Iike getting your 
head shaved. For disciplinary problems. Right in front of al1 your peers eh? Like you didn't 
want to have it, they forced it on you. So a lot of my peers used to run away. 1 tried it a 
couple of times. 

PauIa - ... My grade 5 teacher, 1 still rernember her although 1 would rather not, she kind of 
pulled me by the a m  and she told me not to speak rny native tongue (in the schoolyard) ... She 
told me to stay after school. And after school she started really calling me names. Like some 



of the ones I'd rather not mention them but she even called me a savage. For others ... 1 don't 
remember what class it was but the boys used to get a strapping nght  in front of us. They'd 
have to take their pants down, but we didn't look at them. We didn't want to Look at them. We 
were told to, but ... Otherwise it was okay. 

But if some managed to escape the system physically unhanned and not having experienced overt abuse them- 

selves, few or none could come out of it without having experienced an attack on their identity. This, after all, 

was part of the policy and purpose of the residential school system: to take the Indian out of the Indian. The 

attack occurred on two fronts: language and spirituality. If the system could not make Native children actually 

forget their language, it could at least make them feel that there was something wrong with it, that it wasn't a 

"good" language: 

Iris - From the age of, unti l5 al1 1 did was speak Ojibway. That's al1 1 knew, and then, when 1 
was brought in to the residential school 1 was told 1 wasn't allowed to speak it: it was a bad 
language, it was a dirty language. So, anytime 1 wanted to communicate with somebody, al1 1 
knew was how to speak Ojibway, but 1 was punished every time I used it, so  1 became siIent. 1 
became really frightened; 1 was a frightened child. 

Tom - They told us not to speak it (Ojibway). We were constantly reminded. 1 remember 
some of my friends being told that if they were speaking the Ianguage they would be pun- 
ished. 1 think some were punished but 1 never got that, because when 1 was in school, rnost of 
my communication was in English. Very rarely did 1 speak the Ojibway language. 

Yet, the negative effect of residential schooling on the Ojibway language was minor compared to the damage 

that was done to the belief system. The Ojibway saw the dzvelopment of al1 forms of knowledge as a lifelong 

endeavour. It is partly for this reason that elders are held in special regard in Anishnabe society. EIders have 

been getting an education for their entire lives. They know so much more than a person with half or a quarter of 

their years can possibly know. 

And in the traditional Ojibway tirnetable, the acquisition of cultural o r  religious knowledge was not rushed. Roy 

MacDondd explained: 

"[Iln my younger days, [I would] ask, 'why this?', and sometimes 1 was told, 'you should not 
ask, you're too young to leam, you're too small yet to have this'. Or, 'you're not old enough 
to know this, al1 these things'." 



Some kinds of knowledge and certain practices were very powerful and were therefore kept from the Young. 

The great milestone of the Anishnabe's spiritual life was the adolescent vision quest, (in which the youth would 

receive a visit from a manitou who would offer to be a personal guardian) and prepantion for this event was an 

important part of the entire childhood penod (Vecsey, 1983). Given the vast wealth of material that the elders 

had to impart, there can be no doubt that 6 or 7 or 8 year olds knew relatively little of their own culture and 

religion. They were just beginning to leam. 

To be taken away from the home and the Ojibway system of education and taught instead that what they had 

been hearing to that point was foolish, or wicked, or, at best, quaint, and that the tmth of life and of the spirit 

was something quite different, could hardly fail to create psychological dislocation and confusion. If Erikson's 

theories apply, and there is evidence that they do (Erikson, 1963; Marchand, 1989), by the time Ojibway youths 

were ernbarked on the task of establishing an identity (Le. by adolescence), they had experienced about IO years 

of competing, and nearly impossible to reconcile, claims about who they were and what was tme and good, or 

false and bad (cf. Katz, 1979). 

But despite the efforts of the missionaries and the residential schootteachers, the Ojibway people who are 

today's eIders retained their Ianguage and much of their culture. Although, by the 1950's, the vision quest 

appears to have been no longer practiced in this region, many, if not most, of the teenagers who retumed to their 

homes at the end of their period of residential schooling were given crash courses in the ways of the Anishnabe 

and resumed their traditional patterns of subsistence, following a seasonal round of fishing, hunting, trapping 

and gathering. They spoke Ojibway again, and were usually able to leam or re-leam some of the traditional 

medical and spiritual practices (Shkilnyk, 1985)'. 

Then, in the Iate 1950's, after minimal (or no) consultation, there came the news that the community of One Man 

Lake must cease to be: 

A Poison Stronger than Love (Shkilnyk, 1985) describes in detail the forces that were responsible for the terrible social 
situation on the Grassy Narrows reserve in the 1970's. This comrnunity is located approximately 50 km upriver (Le. East) of 
Wabaseemoong and is similar in nurnerous respects (not connected to white settlements by road until the early 1960's. residen- 
tial schooling of  chiIdren, retocated without consultation. etc.). Thus, the history that Shkilnyk obtained for the Grassy Nar- 
rows reserve served as a useful reference to me, although 1 generally only used it as further support for information 1 had 
already obtained in the interviews or during my years on the Wabaseemoong reserve. 



Roy MacDonald - And then one day there was a tent across the river. And a few people were 
anxious, wanting to know who was out there, "Who's camping? What are they doing, not 
coming in to the community and going out every morning?'So one of my cousins, who was 
already very fluent in English, went up to this camp in the afternoon ... and these were survey- 
ors. So  they started to tell him that this land, this ma, was going to be flooded ... And it was 
t h e  that we found out that there was a plan in place. What they were doing was they were 
surveying the shore and ... then word got out that we were going to be flooded out ... and it 
happened. There was no stopping it. And we reached that point where people had to move 
out of there, with al1 the difficulties and d l  the unnecessary move, that we had to move to 
another comrnunity, which was Whitedog. We were forced to relocate. There was never any 
choice at the tirne. The move was the only alternative for us. And that's how One Man Lake 
people vacated and rnoved into Whitedog. 

Ontario Hydro built a dam and hydroelectric station at Whitedog Falls and raised the level of One Man Lake 

about 3 metres. This resulted in the flooding of almost 1600 hectares of their land (York, 1989). 

Whether any thought at ai1 was given by the officiais of Ontario Hydro to the effects of their actions on the way 

of life is not known, but it seems doubtful. The tlooding of One Man Lake meant the dismption of the people's 

means of subsistence. Trap lines and wild rice fields were totally or partially submerged, and fishing was made 

more difficult by the presence of large quantities of 'dead-heads' (partially submerged rotting trees). This, and 

the fact that the One Man Lake cemetery would be underwater, seemed to rnean Iittle to Ontario Hydro at the 

time; perhaps they thought they were offering the people a chance at a better life. 

And so the people of One Man Lake moved into the shoddily-constmcted new homes provided for thern in 

Whitedog, and many of them moved onto welfare. What life was like immediately after that depends on who you 

taIk to. Some have told me that up until the early 1970's people in Whitedog got dong; there was little violence, 

little alcohol abuse and associated problems, and a lot of socializing, and community cohesiveness. Others have 

stated that the two communities (and eventuaily threen) never really merged at all, that jealousies and suspicions 

were there from the beginning as they are to this day. 

The community of  Swan Lake was quite small. Roy MacDonald believes that, in the 1950's, there were between 6 and 10 
families living there, less than 80 people. Their move was more gradua1 it seerns. The lslington Day School, serving the 
primary grades, was opened in Whitedog in the mid 1950's. The residential school was still teaching the upper elernentary and 
secondaty years. 

Roy MacDonald: "And the Swan Lake comrnunity rnoved when they had the residential school system. There was talk that 
they were going to close down the residential school. And at this time, the reserve council had also organized a day school right 
in the comrnunity. So  then. that was the reason for Swan Lake's move. Some famiIies had schooI age children and they were 
told that they must go to school." 



1 believe that both kinds of reports are tme. The people who had always Iived in Whitedog and the newcomers 

were al1 Anishnabe, and had traditions of socializing in groups, storytelling, dancing and other activities, and 

traditions of hospitaiity sti11 to draw on. In the ftrst years after the flooding of One Man Lake, it seems, most of 

the traditions were still intact. Even though Hydro had done serious damage to the means of subsistence of the 

One Man Lake people, Anishnabe cultural values were still operating in Wabaseemoong. 

However, 1 believe that the fact of being forced into a merger also made both sides feel to some extent Iike the 

One Man Lake people were uninvited and not-overly-welcome guests, especially since their ability to remain 

self-sufkient from the resources of the One Man Lake area had just been seriously undermined and their added 

population put extra pressure on the resources of the Whitedog area. 

Adding to the potential for divisiveness was the fact that the extended family was by far the most important 

socid system in the Ojibway's Iife. This was not problernatic as long as the people were pursuing traditional 

means of subsistence. In traditional times, al1 the people of a community were at about the same level of wealth. 

Nobody had many material possessions, money was universally scarce, but each extended family group was 

pretty much able to provide for itself on a par with every other family group. However, as traditional methods of 

getting a living were taken away from the people of the Wabaseemoong reserve, and replaced by wage work or 

the welfare system, inequalities became inevitableg. Then, the extended family system made rivalry and feuding 

likely, since, whenever a person in the community could influence hiring, that person would almost invariably 

ensure that other famiiy members got the jobs. The establishment of a money economy did not take place over- 

night, of course. In fact, employment for wages arnongst the residents was still fairly uncommon throughout the 

1960's. 

But whatever the tmth is about the situation in the 1960Ts, there is not much doubt about what things became 

like thereafter. In 1972 it was discovered that the English-Winnipeg river system contained very high levels of 

mercury and the people of Whitedog and of nearby Grassy Narrows were advised that they could not eat the fish 

from that system. In effect, this meant that they could not eat fish, penod, for there is M e  water in the region 

that is not part of this system. Commercial fishing, which had been a major means of livelihood for many fami- 

Roy MacDona1d:"In my Iife years ago there was the clanship, and love was there right in the comrnunity. When money came 
in, and to me, (that is what 1 am referring to, there is sornething wrong) it's money that is breaking peopIe, breaking the family 
unit. breaking comrnunity, it desuoys." 



lies in the area, was dso suspended, so the people of Whitedog were simultaneously deprived of a very irnpor- 

tant source of food and of income (Kidd, 1993). 

The source of pollution was found to be a pulp and paper miIl upstream (although mercury contamination is 

also, apparently, a usual byproduct of hydroelectric flooding when trees are left in the water to rot (York, 1989)) 

and eventually the miII compensated the residents of both communities with a Iump sum payment of about 6.5 

million dollars each which, in the case of Wabaseemoong, has been placed in a trust, so that only the interest 

accruing is to be used. 

However, fmancial compensation could not bring back the activities that were so much a part of the daily lives 

of the comrnunity's mernbers. By this time trapping had become largely uneconomicaf, and although hunting 

continued to be a fairly widespread activity among community men, it brought no income and was seen as a 

supplement to a money-based economic system. Wild rice gathering, for personai use but also for sale, continued 

but there is a very short season for wild rice, and the proceeds one can obtain from gathering it by traditional 

means could not supply a year's needed cash. Tourist sport-fishing had dways been an important minor industry 

but not everyone could work as a guide and, again, the high season was short and not enorrnously lucrative. And 

fears of mercury contamination damaged that industry too. Thus welfare became the major source of income for 

rnany in the comrnunity. 

Present-day Whitedog is not different from rnany of the First Nations communities in Canada in its experience of 

social problems. There is widespread dcohol and solvent abuse, maritai and family violence, and a high rate of 

suicide. At the comrnunity resource-sharing workshop 1 attended, a representative of Weechi-it-te-win Social 

Services recited a depressing list of statistics conceming family dismptions. These problems do not appear to 

have been cornmon or widespread in the community pnor to the events of the early 1970'sln and it is nearly 

certain that their nse had a great deal to do with the measures (of which the fiooding of One Man Lake, and the 

poisoning of the river system are only the most obvious), that took away, from virtuaIly al1 the residents of the 

community, their traditional means of subsistence. 

Io Though it deals more specifically with nearby Grassy Narrows than with Whitedog,APoison StrongerThan Love (Shkilnyk, 
1985) demonstrates that both communities experienced a precipitous rise in a11 forms of social problems over the p e n d  from 
the mid 1960's to the late 1970's. The same forces that Shkilnyk identifies as having created the disastrous situation in Grassy 
can be found in Whitedog. In Grassy and in Whitedog, the destructive forces commenced their operation immediately after a 
relocation in the early 1 9 6 0 ' ~ ~  but it probably took a few years before al1 members of the community began to realiy feel the 
effects. This no doubt helps to account for the different perceptions of the participants in my research. 



2. Geography 

The Wabaseemoong reserve is located on the Winnipeg river systern. It is about 60 km North of the Lake of the 

Woods. The river system is very extensive in this area. Without portaging it is possible to travel by boat about 30 

km in most directions, South into Swan Lake, North into Tetu Lake, and East and West for a considerable 

distance dong the Winnipeg River itself. With portaging, one c m  travel a vast area. 

Fish are still abundant in the waters. Large numbers of walleye, pike, and bass can still be caught with relative 

ease by anyone with knowledge of the best sites. As a result, there is a considerable amount of tourkm in the 

area. Nearby Minaki has been famous as a hunting and fishing resort since the 1920's. Several large tourist 

camps operate within a 20 km radius of Whitedog. People now eat the fish caught in these waters with few 

quairns about mercury contamination, but there is stiil no commercial fishery. 

Moose and deer are aIso quite plentiful, as are geese, ducks and partridge at various times, and this, too, dmws 

sorne tourists, though fewer than the sumrner fishing season. Many men in Whitedog hunt frequently, and game 

is commonly found at the tables of many homes. 

There is some barren ground and considerable wetIand (including wild rice fields), but most of the land is 

heavily forested. A large paper mil1 in Kenora, 80 km away by road, ensures a high dernand for wood. Forests, 

then, provide another potential economic base. Compensation money from the rnercury poisoning paid for the 

construction, in 1986, of a seedling nursery at Goshawk, which is about 12 km from the cornmunity but still on 

reserve land. Initially managed by an outsider, the greenhouse operation is now under the complete management 

and control of the band. It has been highly successful and was expanded two years ago. 

Winnipeg is a 3 and a half hour drive from Whitedog but Kenora, the nearest town, is the major service centre 

for the reserve, as indeed it is for a number of reserves in the area. Every second Fnday afternoon, al1 the people 

who receive a govemment paycheque on any of these reserves, (in Whitedog this includes band workers, social 

services workers and al1 employees of the education authority) converge on Kenora's banks, stores and restau- 

rants and for a few hours the racial balance in this Iargely White town becornes nearly equal. 



Despite the fact that Native people represent one of the major sources of revenue to Kenora, there seems to be a 

great deal of mcism there. If the majority of the townspeople are not prejudiced against Indians, then there is 

certainly a substantial, and vocal, minority who are. Most of the residents of Whitedog, it seems, c m  report 

incidents of blatmt bigotry directed against them, and as an understandable consequence, they consider the 

entire town of Kenora racist (cf Shkilnyk, 1985): 

Josephine Mandamin - Kenora is on the world map as a very racist town. They (new teach- 
ers) get an earfitl even before they have a chance to get to know the people here 
Wabaseernoong). So what they have to contend with here is fear that they're going to be 
stabbed or killed or beaten up. That's not fair. There are many good people here and you see 
that they (teachers) are not given the chance to corne in and get to know the community, 
which is tragic and sad, 'cause they already got an earful from those people with very sick 
attitudes towards their fellow human beings. 

3. Economy 

Traditionally, the land met al1 the needs of the Anishnabe. Today, the natunl resources of the area still have 

considerable economic potential, but in Whitedog, the weaith of the land is not being fully utilized. 

There are a number of reasons for this. The fur industry is in a general decline, and is not seen as viable in 

Whitedog. Experienced trappers stilI go out on their traplines, but few are able to make a living from it. If prices 

were to rise, the experienced trappers would again be able to do so, but at the moment this does not appear 

likely. And amongst the youth, the kind of knowledge needed to operate a trapline is almost totally absent. It is 

vecy doubtful whether the fur industry can ever be revived in the Wabaseemoong area, if prices do not rise soon. 

Wild rice is not being harvested on anywhere near the scale it was even 20 years ago. Then, the school would be 

nearly empty for about 2 weeks while families gathered a year's supply of wild rice for their own use. By the 

mid 1980's very few students were absent from school during the harvest. By then, rnost of the crop was being 

gathered onIy by the adults, and mostly for saie. Today, there is almost no wild rice being gathered by anyone 

from the comrnunity. 



As mentioned above, there is no commercial fishing any more, and sport fishing guiding can provide only a few 

jobs and a modest income. Hunting hm never been a cash activity, and together with fishing and berry-gathering, 

continues to be practiced in the community only as a supplement to other means of subsistence, whether that be 

emptoyment or welfare. 

A general store, an arcade and one or two convenience stores (operated quite infomdly and from people's 

houses so that it is difficult to be certain if both are still in operation) provide full time employment for perhaps 

5 or 6 people and part time work for about as many again. The seedling nursery is proving to be highly success- 

ful and employs about 20 people full time and another 20 seasonally. 

But the three levels of govemment (Wabaseernoong band, the province, and Ottawa) constitute the principal 

source of empIoyment income in Whitedog. The major employers in terms of numbers of jobs are the schooI 

system, the band council, and the social services agency, Weechi-it-te-win, a11 of which receive their operating 

budgets from govemment transfer payments. 



Language 

1. Extent and Quaiity of Ojibway Language Use in the Community. 

Estimates of the extent of Ojibway use in the community varied widely among the participants. However, the 

trends, with respect to its use, are more generally agreed upon. 

The majority of the population of Wabaseemoong speaks Ojibway. Amongst the over-30 group the ability to 

speak it fluently would be found in nearly 100% of the native population. A greater proportion of those over 50 

than under 50 would be unilingual in Ojibway, but speakers of Ojibway-only c m  even be found amongst the 

youth. Ojibway-English bilingualism, though, seems to be the most characteristic condition of the youth. 

Al1 but 4 of the 2 1 youth participants in this research claimed to have some ability in Ojibway. However, only 5 

considered themselves to be as fluent as the elders, and only one of those 5 was under 25. Four youth partici- 

pants rated their abilities with the language as primarily receptive (Le. said that they were either unwilling or 

unable to speak the language, though they could understand some). This leaves 8 youth whose Ojibway vocabu- 

lary and/or fiuency is limited in some degree, though suficient for communication with most other Ojibway 

speakers. 

As stated in the Methodology chapter, no  clairn for representativeness can be defended, but in this regard 1 

believe my participants to be approximately equal to the Youth population of the community. In percentage 

terms, the Ojibway fluency of the youth participants breaks down like this: 

Perfectly fluent = 23% (5) 

Limited but fluent = 38% (8) 

Mainiy receptive = 19% (4) 

No ability = 19% (4) 

These categories do not have firm boundaries, of course. Among the youth there is a continuum of language 

abilities, not four discrete quantities. But the breakdown shows that the majority of the youth c m  still speak the 

language well, though of that group. most believe that their abilities are not as great as they could be. 
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It is important to note that, of the 21 youth participants, I I  had spent some part of their childhood away frorn the 

Wabaseemoong reserve. At least 4 had been in foster care in non-Native homes, There is some correspondence 

between language ability and rearing off-reserve. Al1 but one of the 8 youth with either very lirnited or no 

abilities in Ojibway had lived off the reserve. Only one participant who had some experience of residing off- 

reserve considered herself to be at an expert Ievel of fluency, and she was quite proud of this fact since her 

abilities with the Ianguage when she returned to the reserve were weak. 

it is probably not insignificant either that 5 of the 8 more or less uniIingual Anglophones 1 interviewed in 

Whitedog had at Ieast one bioiogical parent not from the reserve. This means that, at least up until 17 years ago, 

if you were boni to two natives of this community and raised in Wabaseemoong there was a strong probability 

that you learned Ojibway. Lirnited abilities tend to arise either from lengthy residence off-reserve or from having 

one non-Ojibway-speaking parent. 

But though the percentages cannot be fixed with any accuracy, few participants doubted that, among the youth 

and especially among the children, there are significant numbers of unilingual Anglophones and people who 

speak very poor Ojibway, and their number is growing. These young people experience a little difficulty living 

in the comrnunity in this condition - most of the unilingual youth 1 talked with desired, or had at one point 

desired, to speak Ojibway - but nearly al1 of the people they need or want to tak to are able to speak EngIish. 

Furthermore, school success and most foms of vocational success, are widely perceived to be linked exclusively 

to the strength of one's English skiIls. 

2. Attitude towards Ojibway Language and towards Ojibway in School 

Most of the participants believed that the Ojibway language in Wabaseemoong is in decline, though the extent of 

the decline, its causes, and its consequences were not unanimously agreed upon. Nor, certainly, could the partici- 

pants agree on what, if anything, ought to be done about it. For many, the language is extremely important. It is 

an aspect of their identity and a necessary part of a healthy community. But for others, and 1 believe that a 

growth in their numbers is inevitable without action, the decline is seen with nostalgie resignation: It's a shame, 

yes, but the language cannot survive. 



There is little doubt that, in a school systern where English is the language of instruction, beginning kindergarten 

with only the ability to speak Ojibway puts a child at a serious disctdvantage in cornparison with his or her 

English-speaking peers. It may be for this reason that some participants even seemed to view Ojibway profi- 

ciency as something of a liability. 

It would not be surprising if people believed that speaking Ojibway with the fluency of the older generation 

reduced one's ability to speak English well. They might see evidence for this perception in the fact that some of 

the most obviously fluent Ojibway speakers in the school age population were also those students with quite 

limited English ability. It was reported to me by school personnel that d l ,  or nearly all, of the students who were 

receiving remedial help in the Wabaseemoong school were fluent in Ojibway. Few of that group could also be 

considered fluent in English. The well-known negative stigma attached to receiving remedial help certainly 

exists in Wabaseernoong school. In addition, some of the students with the highest levels of English abitity (and 

the highest academic success) spoke little or no Ojibway. 

The relative prestige of the two languages varies greatly depending on who you talk with. It is apparent to al1 in 

the community that, arnongst community members, strong English skills are generally associated with higher 

status jobs, and thus English itself would seem to be regarded at least somewhat positively by most, if only for 

its utility. In addition, of course, radio and television broadcasts are in English (or French) and most of the youth 

are avid television watchers and fans of popular music. The nearest White town may be over an hour's drive 

away, but Euro-Canadian pop culture is in nearly every living room in Wabaseemoong. One cannot hope to 

participate in it without a knowledge of English. 

Nevertheless, some ambivalence, even resistance, toward English can be found as well. It was reported to me 

that some of the children receiving remedial help in the school had very little interest in working in English, but 

would expend considerable effort on materials or tasks in Ojibway. 

Resource teacher: Some (students) are more fluent in Ojibway and don't speak any English at 
all. Those are the  students that 1 get to see. And 1 don? blame thern; they want to hold on to 



their language and culture and it's not ... they seem to corne from certain families that for a 
long time have tried to hold on to their way of Iife: you know - the trapping and hunting is 
still done in season and taught in Ojibway. And students corne to school with that background 
and d l  of a sudden they're confronted with a whole different thing and they don? want it. 
I've had a few and they're dropouts now. Like, the boy 1 was talking about (earlier), he 
refused to read in English. And when 1 showed him the book in Ojibway, he did try. And 
when 1 showed him a book on trapping, he was very interested. And a book on animals. But 
in terrns of reading about Mr. Muggs, no. 

I believe that in my own tcaching experience 1 encountered students who had very little desire to improve their 

very weak English language skills. In the discussion section, 1 consider constructs such as self-efficacy, self- 

esteem, and especially self-concept and ethnic identity as potentially very helpful in explaining this kind of low 

motivation for, even resistance to, the leaming of English. 

It is perhaps of great importance to the future strength of the Ojibway language in this community that most of 

the participants in this study who expressed an affinity for either the community or the culture (and the two are 

by no means viewed with the identical levels of favour by each individual), expressed a positive attitude towards 

the Ojibway language and generdly ais0 a desire to see it maintained. This attitude had little to do with present 

tevel of personai ability in Ojibway. If a person expressed a high level of regard for Wabaseemoong and/or the 

Anishnabe culture, whether they spoke Ojibway or not, they were usually interested in seeing Ojibway spoken 

by the generations to corne. And people expressing a high regard for the community and/or the culture were the 

majority of the participants. 

Furtherrnore, it was reported to me by the Native Language teacher that, whereas 10 years ago a low level of 

ability in English was a thing that students got teased for, today, a Iow level of ability in Ojibway is considered ri 

deficiency : 

Irene Scott - And when 1 first came here (started work in the school, around 1985), they used 
to laugh at each other because they couldn't talk English. But now, it's the other way around. 
If you can't speak your native tongue, then you ... you know, are in trouble. 

On the other hand, the school principal reported that the language of the schoolyard over that same period has 

changed from Ojibway to English: 



Valerie Henry - When 1 first came here, in 1974-1 would say 90% of students, their first 
Ianguage was Ojibway. When you were out on the playground you never heard any English. 
Very seldom. Maybe 10%. You heard English here and there. In the classroom the sarne 
thing. The rnajority would understand Ojibway and speak Ojibway. You had a few, a minority 
that could understand and speak some English but rnost of them were second language 
Ieamers. i've been here 20 years, now it's completely switched around. It's 90% English, 
10% Ojibway. We have so many children corning in to junior K now that don't speak a word 
of Ojibway even though they have two Ojibway-speaking parents. 

In conducting this research, what emerged most clearly with respect to language in Whitedog, is the fact that the 

relationship of the two languages is still fluid. The dynamic appears to be that English has recently stmed to 

become a more dominant language arnong the youth, but a cultural revival is also now starting to occur which is 

increasing the prestige of Ojibway. This cultural revival is not, however, universal in Wabaseemoong and is not 

likely to becorne so in the near future, for reasons that will be discussed. Also, there is reason to believe that 

only a very radical increase in the prestige of Ojibway will be sufficient in itself to counter the powerful forces 

(pop culture and English-only litency teaching to narne two) that have made English use arnongst the youth so 

prevalent. That is, the young may express very positive feelings toward the Ojibway language but i t  will not be 

easy for them to l e m  it if it is not being taught to them anywhere. 



Culture 

1. Spirituality and Religion 

When the youth speak about culture, two topics are predorninant. One is the Ojibway language. For a number of 

the participants, culture and language are very closely allied. The strength or weakness of one is basically 

identical to the strength or weakness of the other. Nevertheless, there are numerous paragraphs in the transcript 

that deal with aspects of the culture other than Ianguage. 

The other topic that is raised most frequently in discussions of culture is spiritual or religious practices. In the 

traditional Aboriginal conception, spirituality and culture were two parts of the same thing (Matthiessen, 1979). 

While it is to some extent possible to separate practices and beliefs having exclusively to do with the spirits from 

other traditional Ojibway practices and beliefs, the division is not easy to maintain. Al1 aspects of health and 

medicine had a spiritual component. Hunting success was greatly influenced by one's relations with the spirits 

(Vecsey, 1983). Rules for behaviour and codes of ethics were believed to have a spiritual originH. In short, with 

the possible exceptions of a few elernents of subsistence practices and of recreationaUsocial activities, nearly 

everything in the traditional Ojibway's life related to spiritual matters in some fashion. Therefore, in discussing 

this, 1 will not attempt to create a finn division between "religious" and other cultural activities and beliefs. 

However, it is useful to contrast the activities of various Christian sects with the efforts of people who are 

attempting to revitalize Native spiritual practices, so the discussion of culture and spirituality in Wabaseemoong 

will begin with religion, before proceeding to consider aspects that are less specifically spiritual. 

Christianity can be a powerful force for good in an individual's Iife. Christian beliefs can give a person strength 

and a way of coping with stresses. But whatever individual benefits people are receiving from it in Whitedog, 

Christianity is not a force for community harmony at this time. This is because several fundamentalist protestant 

- - - -- 

Roy MacDonald: 'The elder went through with the dreaming task and was given messages through the dream that he had to 
use anirnals, (and this is bringing it into a short story) as clans, clanship. And out of their clanship the consensus was that each 
animal - whatever animal, whether i t was a four-legged animal, or a bird or  fish - any one of these major beings was gifted by 
the creator and if it happened to be one of those that you are, whatever the story or legend on that animal, bird or fish, then 
that's the way you were to represent, you were to try to live according to what that nature is, whatever your clan is. So  they got 
their rules from there". 



groups have gained followers, and al1 of these sects are, to some extent, inimical to the traditional spiritual 

beliefs and practices that some people in the community (who 1 hereinafter cal1 traditionalists) are striving to 

rebuild and strengthen. 

The appearance of Christian fundamentalisrn is very recent, and it is possible that it will not endure. When 1 was 

teaching in Whitedog (1987-89) Christianity had only a Iimited presence. Two Catholic nuns did mission work 

from a mobile home, and a priest came occasionally to hold mass at the social centre." A smafl group of 

Mennonites came twice a month to hold services in the school. Neither of these events was attended by a large 

number of people. The only church on the reserve (an Anglican church) had been burned down several years 

before my arrival, and had not been rebuilt. (also, see Vecsey, 1983, for a discussion of the generd failure of 

Christian evangelizing arnongst the Anishnabe). 

It is also possible, though very unlikely, that the various fundarnentalist sects will seek an accommodation with 

the traditionalists, as sorne denominations have done elsewhere in Canada: 

Angela - One time the people who organize the gospel thing came up to my dad (a tradition- 
alist leader) and said, "we think it's about time that we joined together to heIp the people of 
Whitedog". That was the time when they had the 7 deaths here. Which is kind of weird 
because usudly they think of us as devil worshippers [laughs]. 

However, whatever the future of these sects in Whitedog may be, right now there is very Iittie evidence that they 

are interested in accommodating traditionalists and their beliefs. In the world of the Protestant fundamentalist 

there are no shades of gray - everything is cIearly either black or white. And traditional religion is definitely not 

white. 

Members of these sects tend to be convinced that their belief system is the one that Jesus Christ Himself or- 

dained and therefore only their belief systern can deliver a person from an eternity of punishment in the afterlife. 

Some of these sects will go so far as to proclaim that even some other Christian denorninations cannot deliver 

their adherents from damnation, so it should not be surprising that the Ojibway religious system is viewed 

extrernely negatively by them. 

'? One of the nuns, incidentaIly, became so interested in learning about Ojibway religious and cultural practices that she wris 
removed from the reserve and sent to a convent in Quebec to be, she told me, "re-educated. 
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While tolerance and respect are key elements of the traditional Ojibway moral code as they are of Aboriginal 

moral codes in general(Brant, 199 1). self-righteousness and intolerance are features of most fundamentalist 

systems: 

Tom - What's happening is, with al1 these religions coming in, it's not helping a t  all. Like, for 
example, you pick any one of  these groups that corne in to Whitedog, one of the things they1I1 
tell you to do is to drop your beliefs, your customs, even your language in some instances and 
they tell you that the Native way of life is wrong, You are a sinner. Your life is wrong. But 
that is totally false. Our culture respects al1 others. Really that's the downfall of our systern 
too. Because our belief is that everybody is equal, no matter what colour they are. And it's 
the same with religion. We respect nature, the mother earth; we respect everything, we 
respect insects, respect animal life, water, air, everything, and that includes religion too. So  
the native custom is the only religion I know of that respects everybody. But you go to 
another denomination, you have to be brainwashed to accept it. They corne in here with a 
band aid type solution. It's superfrcial. To me, they're out to get more souls, to buy people. 
The more people they get, they seem to be happy with that. But they're not really fixing the 
problems. 

Traditional Ojibway beliefs are roundly condernned in the meeting places of these groups. To their thinking, the 

people who practice tnditional religion are at best misguided. At worst, traditionalists are in league with Satan. 

And, because uaditiondly the Anishnabe did not compartrnentalize their Iives into religious and secular do- 

mains, virtually every tnditional practice is viewed by the fundamentalists as anti-Christian and therefore is not 

to be tolented. 

The school is one place where this intolerance can easily be rnanifested. Although a traditional drumming group 

for young people in the community was formed about two years ago, drumming, singing, and dancing generally 

does not occur in school assernblies or in the classroom because it may be objected to by the converts to funda- 

mentalism. Even story-telling by eIders, the passing on of the legends and myths of the Anishnabe, is potentially 

a problem for the fundarnentalists and is quite infrequent in the school. 

The Education Authority and the school administration are very sensitive to this issue. Because they wish to 

provide an education for al1 the children in the community they are generally steering clear of introducing any 

elements into the classroom that anybody could object to, o r  use as a reason for establishing a separate school. 

Thus the fundarnentalists, by their intolerance, are able to exert a greater effect than their numbers alone would 



warrant. Not that their nurnbers are small: 1 could not determine how many converts to fundamentalism there 

were in Whitedog, but one participant guessed that there were about 150, not an insignificant number in a 

community of about 800 full-time residentsI3. 

None of the youth that were interviewed, however, were fundarnentalist Christians. One participant was explor- 

ing Christianity at the tirne of the interviews, but was not attending any o f  the meetings of the various sects in 

Whitedog. Her comments illustrate several important points with respect to religion and culture among the youth 

in Whitedog: 

Beth - I've always been interested in religion and I've just been doing a lot of reading. I've 
been trying to find out which ... what kind of a religion to pick. The first thing that got me into 
it is 1 was watching TV, those religious shows and just, the people seerned, like, they seerned 
s o  happy. 1 just wondered how they could be so happy. So 1 wanted to find out. 1 started 
praying and reading the Bible. Then 1 talked to two religious people who said they'd try to 
help me and I've gone to church once. But ... well, 1 don? know if that's what I A f  that's what 
1 want to do. 1 just haven't really decided yet. Well, I guess 1 have. 1 don? know, just some- 
tirnes 1 doubt. 1 believe in Jesus. And God. But 1 also believe in a lot of other things. 1 believe 
that every other religion in the world, none of it is wrong. It's ail one God. None of it is 
wrong. 1 know stuff about [Native religion] too. 1 believe that ... 1 don't think it's wrong. 1 
believe that it's good. 1 know they believe in the Great Spirit and about spirits and they have 
powers and ... and 1 have an Indian narne. And 1 have a color. 1 know what my color is. And 1 
have an animai, that's my protector.(I got these things) from a medicine man. My dad knows 
him and took me to him. He (father) believes in both (forms of spirituaIity) I guess. He says - 
1 asked hirn one time, and he  just said - he believes in the Native religion but sometimes he 
also believes in the Catholic religion. 

This participant's involvement with Christianity was lirnited to what she saw on fundarnentalist television 

shows, and some reading of the Bible. She had attended services in Kenora once in the Company of another 

family, but her views at the time of the interview were not anything that most Whitedog fundamentalists would 

agree with. She felt that al1 religions share a common tntth, that none are wrong. Though she did not communi- 

cate much with her father (a situation that was widespread arnongst female participants) she believed that he, 

too, looked on religions this way. 

1 a m  still in touch with many of the participants in this research. What has been happening in this girl's life is 

significant. In the time since the interviews, she seems to have moved away from Christianity and to be seeking 

l 3  D M  figures for Dec. 3 1 ,  199 1 indicate a band list o f  1 184, of which 700 were residing on  the reserve. Local estimates place 
the nurnber o f  residents as considerably higher. The youth participant who supplied the figure o f  150 fundamentalists also 
stated that the reserve had a population o f  1000. 



to understand and to practice Ojibway religion more exclusively. Among other things, a visit in November of 

1993 by Leonard Crow Dog, a Sioux traditionalist, was highly inspirational to her in this regard. This kind of 

exploration of belief systems is, 1 believe, evidence of a search for an identity, and the question of how Native 

youth f o m  an identity will be considered in the Discussion section. 

This participant's attitude toward both sets of religious beliefs was also expressed to me by several other partici- 

pants. Few of those who expressed a belief in traditional religion were condematory of Christianity per se. The 

only negative rernarks that were made concerned the lack of tolerance and the condescension that the fundamen- 

talists expressed. To the Anishnabe, with their high regard for persond autonomy and respect for the choices of 

others (see Brant 1990), the behaviour of the fundamentdists was considered very rude. 

Anishnabe tolerance and respect extend a long way. People who do not hold fundamentalist beliefs themselves 

try, in general, to get dong  with those who do. One boy who participated in the interviews had family who were 

fundamentalists. He reported that both his mother and his brother were committed Christians, though his father 

was not and neither was he. While he had never attended any tnditiond ceremonies, he denied that it was 

because of his family's views. He stated that he was simply uninterested. 

Among his close friends was a boy who was very positive towards traditional religion and quite negative to- 

wards the Christians. This boy had participated in sweats and had attended shaking tent ceremonies both on the 

reserve and elsewhere. They told me in a joint interview that the subject of religion was never discussed be- 

tween them. However, while we were discussing this matter the traditionalist volunteered that there was only 

one God and the boy from the Christian family agreed that God and the Great Spirit were the same. 

A further exampie can be seen in the quote above from Angela, the girl whose father is a leader amongst the 

traditionalist movement. She was quite well aware that the fundamentalists had charactenzed her family's 

practices as "devil worship". She believed, nevertheless, that reconciliation or at least mutual tolerance coutd 

become a reality. 

Among the youth who were interviewed, there was generally a positive w s  toward traditional Ojibway 

beliefs and practices. However, knowledge of, and participation in, Anishnabe religious practices ranged greatly. 



Sorne young people have quite extensive traditional religious knowledge. For example, one participant described 

to me his visions, his spiritual journeys. He also told me that bad medicine is widely practiced in Whitedog, and 

that he and his family are frequently the targets of it, but that he is able to protect against this through his own 

practicest4. And, though no one else mentioned this to me in the interviews, many of my friends and acquaint- 

ances when 1 was teaching on the reserve expressed the belief that certain farnilies were practising bad medicine 

and also stated their belief in the power of al1 forms of traditional medicine. 

For many youth, however, the acquisition of traditional religious knowledge is problematic. They know that 

elders have this knowledge and that it can be acquired from them, but only a few of them spealc with elders on a 

regular basis. It may be partly because of this that misunderstandings about even the more common traditional 

practices seem to exist. For exarnple, the sweat ceremony: 

Angela - There's s o  much to l em (about traditional spirituality). 1 know enough, but there's 
a lot of things 1 don't know. And basically 1 think that not that much people know it really 
well. Okay they know about sweat lodges right? But ... some are really afraid of it. They think 
of it as like black rnagic. Basically it's just to clear your head, your mind. You don't expect 
answers there right away. You Say "Oh I don't know what to d o  about this person". You don't 
expect an answer. It's a cleansing; a cleansing of the body and spirit of a person. That's 
basically it but most people think it's some kind of a black magic witchcraft. 

14 Hal -Bad medicine: quite a few years back, we aimost got it, Iike, to where it went. But at that time, 1 guess when they 
got rid of it, the old guys said, this will be a challenge for the next generation. Because a11 the bad medicine will be 
coming back. The real bad stuff, black magic, whatever you want to cal1 it, the worst of the worst. Even the devil will 
get involved. 

Are there many people practising bad medicine here? 
Hal - Oh shit yeah. 

Is rhat right ? So medicine is widely understood here and a lot of people are using it for the wmng reasons. 
Hal - Yeah. Yeah. Exactly. 

Is it a family-related thing again? Is it coming fmm certain families? Is there a family conflict hem? 
Ha1 - Yeah. Uh huh. 

So certain families have bad medicine going against you, and you have to use pour medicine to prvtect yourself? 
Ha1 - Uh huh. If 1 wanted to, al1 these people that are doing the bad stuff, I'd get my bad stuff out too. 1 could use bad 
medicine. I'd finish everybdy off. But 1 don't want to do that. 1 feel sorry for them. It's not their fault, they're jealous 
of me. 1 feel sorry for them. 

Al[ pou want to do  is be protected. 
Hal - Uh huh. 

You don 't want to be the victim of their &ad medicine. 
Hal - But if they come to the point that they're trying to kill my children, that's when you'li see a lot of people start to 
fall. 

Do you feel that they ' re attacking your children right now? 
Hal - Yes ! 

But they 're not trying to kif1 them. 
Hal - They're attacking hem, they're trying to kill them, but there's no power behind their medicine. 

They don 't know enough? Their medicine is not strong enough. 
Hal - They're just k i n g  silly, trying that shit on me. 

Not going to work 
Hal - No 
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David - 1 went for a sweat. At a sweat lodge. 1 was asking for help, like, from the spirits. 

Edward - What I'm doing is, like, trying to get people to go to sweats, teaching lodges, I try 
to get al1 my friends to go to them. Some of them wiIl go, but sorne of thern are just scared. 
There's reaily nothing to be scared of. Maybe the idea of seeing spirits sort of scares them. 

At l e s t  8 of the youth participants had been in a sweat lodge. Most of them stated that there was nothing super- 

natuml about it: the sweat ceremony was concemed with purification and with calming, not with the conjuring 

of spirits. However, one participant (quoted above) stated that he attended a sweat ceremony to ask advice of the 

spirits (though it is quite clear from the full transcript that the response he was expecting, and received, was akin 

to what Christians report as an answer to prayer: not a voice in one's head, but a growing conviction of what the 

right course is) and severai participants told me that the reason why they, or people they knew, had not partici- 

pated in sweats was fear, probably of the supernatural. 

In addition to a lack of contact with the elders, who are the potential teachers, there are other barriers to the 

youth's acquisition of religious understanding. Though this area probably had a lower level of contact with 

White culture than many other Ojibway cornmunities, probably al1 the elders who are Iess than 70 years old had 

sorne exposure to the residential school system. Comrnunity residents in their 50's would have had a consider- 

able amount of exposure since, by the 1940s. mandatory attendance was quite easily enforced. As a result, and as 

was already mentioned, the adolescent vision quest ceased to be practiced. 

In his detailed study of traditional Ojibway religion, Vecsey (1983) concluded that the vision quest played a 

central role. The aim of the quest was to obtain a guardian spirit or manitou. Preparation for this event was an 

important part of childhood. Parents and grandparents stressed the importance of the vision quest and encour- 

aged the child to practice fasting. In the vision quest itself, a manitou came to the visionary and revealed certain 

things about what his or her life would be like. Thereafter, the individual could appeaI to the guardian manitou 

for help in whatever capacity it was required, frequently in hunting, but also in curing ceremonies (Vecsey, 

1983). 

Some visions were more powerful than others. Especially powerful visions could lead a person away from the 

typicaI life of an Ojibway. Through powerful visions, males and fernales could become shamans (and would then 

continue to pursue visions throughout their lives) and fernales could become warriors or hunters (Vecsey, 1983). 



The adolescent vision then, in one way or another, shaped the lives of al1 Anishnabe. Its discontinuance, forced 

upon the Anishnabe by the residential school system, can be likened to the removal of a keystone from an arch. 

The whole system of spiritual practices, which were integral to the lives of the Anishnabe, and that had forrned 

an arch over their being, tumbled to the ground with the removal of the vision quest. Al1 the other elements were 

still there, but they lay in disarray. 

The residential school, simply by making the adolescent vision quest impossible, dealt a mortal blow to the 

svstem of Ojibway spiritual practices. The fact that the school also taught that the spiritual practices were at best 

enors, if not wicked, only added insult to the injury. 

Another difficulty that young people have with acquiring traditional spiritual knowledge cornes not from exter- 

na1 forces, but from Ojibway tradition itself. As was already mentioned, learning of al1 sorts was traditionally 

viewed as a lifelong endeavour. And, as Roy MacDonald explained, the elders believed that there were certain 

things that youths could not understand or appreciate, that youths had to wait for until they were oId enough. To 

this beiief rnust be added the fact that in Ojibway traditional culture, one's visions were not to be talked about 

(Vecsey, 1983) and the fact that amongst many Native cultures elders seldom directly transmitted knowledge of 

any sort (Brant, 1982-1 990). 

It is known by the youth in Wabaseemoong that one cannot expect from an elder a direct answer to a question, or 

direct advice in response to a request for it: 

Angela - They [elders]] don't have to necessarily tell it straight out. They can te11 a story. You 
have to figure it out. 

An element of secrecy is also understood by the youth with regard to religious knowledge. Only one youth 

participant and one other participant mentioned the Midewiwin, the secret Ojibway medicine society, but many 

seem to feel that some kinds of spiritual understanding are not for everybody. They know that some medicine is 

powerful and dangerous and they know that bad medicine exists. Therefore, youths can often be hesitant to 

explore deeply or, in some cases, at all. 



To summarize it, the situation in Wabaseemoong with regard to spiritual or religious matters is that a very recent 

upsurge in fundarnentalism has sharply increased the conflict between Christianity and traditionalism. The 

arriva1 of fundarnentaiism in Wabaseemoong actudly quite closely followed a resurgence in traditionai spintual 

pnctices in this comrnunity, which until recently was essentially irreligious, with no significant number of active 

practitioners of either belief system. 

Though many elements of traditional spiritual belief and practice existed among probably the majority of older 

members of the comrnunity, the belief svstem was probably nearly extinct at the point, about a decade ago, 

when a number of people, operating independently, began to make efforts to increase their knowledge in this 

regard. 

Although the residential school system (and Christian instmctors) played the most important role in the decIine 

of traditional religious knowledge amongst the Anishnabe of the Wabaseemoong area, some difficulty in main- 

taining the traditionai system arises from the traditional beliefs themselves, notably, the belief that leaming in 

this regard was a lifelong and individual endeavour in which direct teaching plays a decidedly minor role. 

Despite the fact that many youth are aware that they do not fully understand them, it seems that the majority of 

the youth feel positively toward Anishnabe spintual beliefs and practices. In fact, they are expressing pride in al1 

aspects of their culture. They want very much to know more and are doing what they can to leam it. 

2. Cultural Survival and Revival 

Activities such as traditional singing and drumming are increasing in popularity. Pow wows begar. ta bc held in 

Whitedog in the late 1970s or early 80s. Although they had not been occurring for some time p60r to that, there 

were people in the community who stilI knew traditional songs and some young people (mainly young men) 

were anxious to leam them. 



Today these young people, now in their late 20s and early 30s. are teaching a growing nurnber of teenagers: 

Edward - 1 like to teach. 1 have a dmm group here. And what 1 d o  there is take people and ... 
like, quit drinking, doing drugs, and 1 take them d l  over, to Powwows across Canada and it's 
to have something for them to do, rather than drinking and that. 

And, in what is regarded by Chief Eric Fisher, among others, as a very positive sign of cultural health, young 

children are beginning to spontaneously f o m  drumming groups: 

Yesterday 1 was down in the east end and 1 saw 7 year oIds, 8 year olds singing, and playing a 
dmm made from a bucket. 1 told myself that it's surviving. The culture is surviving. 

It must be emphasized that the culture in some senses has always been maintained in Wabaseemoong. Many 

aspects of the traditional ways could be found in this community until quite recently and some still may be 

found: 

Valerie Henry - (The culture) was never totally killed. It had declined in a number of ways 
(by the time she anived) ... but there were people still doing bead work, there were people 
still ... like they were having very private things: traditions for funeraIs and things like that 
were still very strong. But it was something that you never heard, that was never talked about, 
it was just there amongst the people who knew it. 

Twenty years ago ... there were traditional ways of life still, there was a lot of rice picking, 
trapping, hunting was still there .... When 1 first carne here it was a big deal. 1 came here and 
there was rice bags al1 over, the canoes and the rice picking sticks. And the school was empty 
in September because nobody was here. Al1 the families were out; you'd be lucky if you had 
two kids in your class in Septernber until rice-picking was over. And the blueberry picking 
was still a strong thing. Like, every July and August families would be gone. They'd be al1 
off blueberry picking, they'd camp out there. 

The decline of the traditional subsistence pattern - family participation in everything, extended trips away from 

the community for seasonal activities, gathering, hunting and trapping as a system of living - had already begun 

when Mrs. Henry arrived here to start a teaching career, but she was a witness to its final years. 

Accordingly, there are still youth in the commiinity who had some experience of this way of living, and every- 

thing that went with it. Several youth participants told me that their parents had been trappers. (Only one youth 



participant and the Native Language teacher mentioned that members of their family still tnpped). But most of 

these you& had spent only their pre-school years on the winter trap-line and therefore they had only dim memo- 

ries of it. 

In their cbildhoods, a few of the youth had considerable contact with elders. In one case, a grandfather and his 

friends had been babysitterslteachers to two participants. The sisters rernember this time with great fondness and 

count themselves privileged to have had this kind of traditional experience: 

Phyllis - My grandfather took case of me. (He) lived with two other men, old guys. They'd 
take me for walks back here through the bush. They'd ctear trails for me to play in. Me and 
r t q  friends would play there. Yeah, it was mal good, with those old men.(And they'd tell 
stor-ies) Stuff like ... legends and warnings about what to do. 1 remember just sitting around 
~ i t h  them. They had this little ciearing and al1 day they would sit there and watch the river, 
the birds. And 1 used to just sit there too. 

Jwe - Culture is reaily important. Cause it sort of made me the way 1 am today. I'd like to 
tbink that I'm a pretty ... fair, fair-thinker. That's why 1 like not to judge people. Because 
thot's what 1 was taught by my grandfather and ... and the neighbourhood 1 grew up in was 
actrrdly a whole bunch of elders. They'd feed you, set you down and just listen, sit there and 
talk to them. Or they'd talk to you. You know, myths, why you shouldn't do this, what h a p  
pened a long time ago, old time stories. Like that was excellent. 1 really value that part. 

These kinds of experiences exernpliQ the fact that some of the youth received an education in aspects of the 

culture in the traditional manner. 

The traditio~al importance of the family can be illustrated by the experiences of two other participants. Both 

were told wiiile in junior high grades that they had received enough schooling and that there was now a pressing 

need for them to stay home either to look after aging family members or to simply assist with getting a subsist- 

ence: 

Fred - My education went up to only 9. My grandparents were il1 and ... 1 still wanted to 
continue my education but they said 1 was needed and they told me,"You c m  go to school 
alter we die." 

Paula - 1 went to St. Luke's. I went as far as grade 8. 1 had to stop, because 1 had to help my 
pafents. They were commercial fishing. 



These two participants also told me that, as a result, they received ri thorough education in the traditionai culture. 

But as Valerie Henry pointed out, the case in Wabaseemoong with regard to culture is not simply that of cultural 

survival. A very deliberate attempt is being made on many fronts to create a cultural ~ v i v a l :  - 

Valerie Henry - When 1 first came, there were no pow-wows, no singing (but) in the years 
since, I've seen a real increase in the visible signs, like the pow-wows and the singing, and 
the traditional things being more open. Like sweats and things like that ... using the pipe ... 
those things are now out in the open, coming back in the open." 

Activities that had ceased to be practised were brought back to the community. The first sweat lodge on the 

Wabaseemoong reserve in a very long time was constmcted only a year or so before 1 arrived as a teacher in 

1987. Dancing, singing and drumming, as mentioned above, were also revivüls, with the first Pow wow, begin- 

ning in the late 1970's. 

In many cases the knowledge of cultural pnctices had remained in the community. It was simply dormant until 

the spirit of revival aroused it. But in cases where the knowledge did not exist any more, or where it was feIt to 

be insuffkient arnongst any living community members (or, perhaps in some cases, where community divisions 

and family enmities made cooperation difficult: see Community section below, and footnote 10 above), the 

knowledge was sought, and continues to be sought, elsewhere. Within the past three or four years, shaking tent 

ceremonies have started to be held again in Wabaseemoong. Traditionally, the ability to conduct such a cer- 

emony was limited to only a very few people who had received a vision of the Turtle manitou (Vecsey, 1983) so 

it should not be too surprising that the traditionalists in Wabaseemoong had to look elsewhere to find someone 

who could conduct one. 1 believe that this willingness to look elsewhere for traditional knowledge and abilities 

indicates a very strong desire on the part of some people in the community to, in some senses, re-create Native 

culture in Whitedog. 

Why do the Anishnabe people feel this need? There is considerable evidence in the transcripts that participation 

in cultural activities like singing, drumming, and sweat ceremonies has k e n  good for some children and youth. 

Several mentioned that their abuse of akohol or solvents declined as they became more involved with tndi- 

tional cultural activities. 



Culture is a source of great pride for a number of youth. Sevenl families where cultural traditions are now 

important had periods where the parents were drinking heavily. Cultural interests have helped to heal these 

families. 

Angela - They (cultural traditions) mean everything (to me)! I'm really traditional in the 
sense ... like, 1 don? walk around with braids, none of the stereotypes, like some people do. 
Not that I'm ashamed of it: I'm proud of it in a spiritual way. Lnside of me I'm so proud that 
I'm Indian that ... ummm, my family is really traditional. 1 never really had that tradition, 1 
never really had a strong feeling about the traditional way until about 10 years ago. Well, we 
were traditionai but then didn't really get into it ... Well, my grandfather told me, when you 
wake up in the morning you thank the sun for giving you iight each day. When you go to bed 
you thank the stars, the moon, for helping you sleep at night. And 1 believe that. Like that 
kind of stuff. But back then my father was still dnnking. My father stopped drinking and he 
really focused on the Indian culture. He knew about it, he knew what to do  at rituals and 
stuff, cerernonies, but he wasn't really into it, until he stopped drinking. So tradition is 
really ... 1 like it. 

On the other hand, sorne, and not just fundamentalists, feel an ambivalence toward traditional culture. In some 

cases the reasons for this aren't cIear. One person, though, avoided exploration of culture because of negative 

feelings towards the reserve and the experiences she had growing up there: 

Cass - 1 had a completely fucked up childhood. Yeah, I'd say fucked up. You know a lot of, 
total alcoholism, around me. So there was no time for traditional shit. So 1 guess that's how 
corne 1 sort of have a resentment, not against tradition, but, 1 guess that's how corne 1 don? 
have the same appreciation they (traditionalist friends) do (for) traditional beliefs. It's not 
really crucial to me. I Iike going to powwows and listening to elders and learning more about 
traditional stuff. 1 really enjoy that and it makes me feel good. But as far as really getting into 
it, I'm not sure. Because 1 made a sort of pact with myself when 1 was younger that 1 was 
going to, 1 guess, practically tum against my own people. 1 had a big, big chip on my shoul- 
der. 1 don't so much now but once in a while it comes out. 1 mean I know who 1 am, right, so 1 
don? have to be a big shaman. I'm not out to prove anything like that. 

But others had highly negative experiences in Whitedog and feel very positively toward the culture. 

Because different people have responded differently to the two cultures to which they are exposed, the issues 

surrounding preservation and enhancement of traditional culture and religion, and the Ojibway language are 

very cornplex. This section has, it is hoped, served to demonstrate this fact for the reader. In the section on 

Education m d  the School, these issues wilI need to be raised again. The youth's thoughts regarding not just the 



teaching of such matters but the proper place for teaching them will be described. The Discussion section will 

also devote considerable space to the understanding of the interrelationships of culture, language and education. 



Youth Concerns 

1. Substance Abuse 

Most of the participants in this research considered solvent inhaiing to be a problem among the youth of 

Wabaseemoong. Some felt it was the most serious problem by far, of d l  those faced by young people. Certainly, 

most of the participants' estimates of the extent of solvent abuse indicated that it is terribly widespread: 

David - You see a lot of people, around midnight, sniffing lacquer, people selling it. At least 
50. Everyday. 

Adam - Most of the teenagers that you see on the road every night (are sniffing). 

Hal - Yeah. It's been unbelievable. I'd say there's a 100 kids out there. Al1 of them are sniff- 
ing. You know, 3/4. maybe even 85'95% of  the school is into sniffing. 

The reasons most commonly cited for engaging in solvent sniffxng were boredom and peer pressure: 

Ian - you see everybody doing it when you walk around. 1 don? Iike to see al1 these people, 
my fiiends, and they're al1 on it. So 1 (ask) them,"why do you do that?" and they just Say, 
"ahh, I'm just bored". 

John - They don? have nothing to do 1 guess. Yeah, boredom. And some of them, they hang 
out with their friends and they see them high, like the way they're feeling, and they want to 
test it. 

David - 1 used to do it last year. Why? Because 1 wanted to fit in, same thing as smoking eh? 

Hal - When 1 started off, started going out, 1 was fucking bored. Holy fuck, there's nothing to 
do on this reserve! 

But Ron MacDonald, the Director of Education suspects another reason is at least as powerful: low self-esteem: 

Everybody knows that this community has a problem with low self-esteem. The children, 
everybody has the problem. A lot of the problems that we're having in the community are 
related to that: the suicides, the sniffing, drinking ... 

Again, this will be considered further in the Discussion section. 
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Alcohol, although widely abused and a factor in many of the other illnesses of this community, was not as 

frequently cited by youth participants as a problem on a community level. Severai youths reported having had 

personal difficulties in which alcohol abuse played a role: 

Edward - 1 quit (drinking) because 1 realized, each time I'd sober up, 1 was too embarrassed 
to go out of the house. People would tell me what 1 did, crazy things. Almost killed myself, 
like driving crazy with vehicIes.1 didn't Iike it, so 1 quit that for 2 years now. 1 drank beer 
once, last year, just a couple of beer, and it didn't feel good. 

Ian - 1 don't drink. Too much trouble I'd get into. Too much fights. 1 was a whole different 
person when 1 was drinking. 

At the same tirne, only a few charactexized alcohol abuse as a social problern. Possibly this is because the belief 

expressed by one participant is widely held. Alcohol is too deeply entrenched in the community, has too long a 

history of use and misuse for it to ever be something the community c m  get rid of: 

George - Maybe you (could) cut down on the sniffing to 30%- then eventually zero ... The 
alcohol, youTre never going to get rid of it. It's a legalized high. 1 don? think you'll ever stop 
it. The only way to make it stop is if you stop, and 1 stop. 

Certainly there is quite a contrast between the amount of community action aimed against sniffing and the 

amount that alcohol receives. For sniffing, there is a Solvent Abuse Comrnittee, formed by the band council, 3 

Solvent Abuse worker for school children, sponsored by Ojibway TribaI Family Services (a child care agency 

that pre-dates Weechi-it-te-win and whose presence in Wabaseemoong appears to be in decline) and, at the time 

of the interviews, Cnsis workers, also funded by OTFS, whose jobs consisted mainly of night patrol, to assist 

those who were debilitated and in danger of being harmed as a result of sniffing, and counselling those they 

picked up. 

For alcohol, there is nothing comparable, although the Crisis workers are also concemed with assisting the 

victims of alcohol abuse. Once, alcohol was the target of community-level action. In the late 1960s, continuing 

until the late 1970s, alcohol possession in Whitedog was banned under a Band Council Resolution. A roadblock 

was operated at the entrance to the reserve: al1 vehicles were searched for liquor. 



Whitedog is no longer officially dry. When 1 was teaching in the comrnunity I heard several explanations as to 

why this was so. Sorne cited a lack of judicial system support in the punishment of violators, sorne mentioned 

the difficulty in successfully blocking the importation of alcohol, and some told me that the death, by drowning, 

of two residents of the community who were attempting to smuggle alcohol in by canoe caused people to recon- 

sider the benefit of maintaining a dry status when some were so clearly not going to desist from drinking. 

Today, provincial laws against public consumption and against the unlicensed saie of dcoholic beverages still 

apply in Whitedog, but in the minds of many residents they are not k i n g  very rigorously enforced, particularly 

the latter prohibition. It is very widely known who the bootieggers in the community are, but it seems that none 

have been charged. 

The attitude in the community now seems to be that, whiIe it would be desirable if Wabaseemoong were to see 

an end to alcohol abuse, such an end c m  only be achieved through the decisions of individuals. If people in the 

community wish to drink to excess, then that is their decision and the non-drinkers and occasionai drinkers 

c a n o t  influence it. 

Brant (1990) believes that, among Native people, an ethic of non-interference is widespread (it is an inevitable 

corollary of the strong Native belief in personal autonomy). It seems that this ethic operates in Wabaseemoong. 1 

know of more than one case where some members of a family are greatly endangering their health through their 

continued excessive consumption. The other members of the family feel terrible that this is happening, but know 

that they cannot change the other's behaviour. (Of course, the belief that nobody but the individual can end that 

individual's drinking is quite well known to anyone who has attended an AA meeting.) 

That this kind of belief is not operating with regard to young people's sniffing is evident from the amount of 

community action aimed against it. And there are some differences between the two kinds of substance abuse. 

For one thing, sniffing is engaged in by a much younger group, where persona1 autonomy is weaker and where 

an anti-sniffing peer consensus could have the effect of changing individual behaviour. 

But there are, 1 think, many similarities between drinking and sniffing, especially in the realm of prevention. One 

kind of measure that is known by the youth of Wabaseemoong to be widely effective in ending both kinds of 



substance abuse was mentioned above in the section on Culture. Active participation in traditional cultural 

practices seems to provide people with a viable alternative to substance abuse of al1 kinds. This rnatter will be 

retumed to. 

2. Gender Issues 

While satisfying, healthy and stable relationships certainly exist in Whitedog, a number of the participants in 

this research reported that, in their relations with members of the opposite sex. they had experienced problems. 

Mdes  and femdes both informed me that they were generally dissatisfied with the opposite gender, that, based 

on their experiences to date, they no longer believed a good retationship with anyone in the community was 

probable. In this regard, it is certainly the women who have the more horrific experiences to report: 

Hillary - Lloyd stabbed me, he cut me really bad, because 1 tried helping him. Not helping 
him, 1 tried stopping him from committing suicide. 1 saved him, yeah, twice. There was only 
one time with a knife. The other tirne 1 swarn out into the lake and saved him ... 

Freda - Anything, anything would set hirn off. Even if I'd go out of the house and just stood 
there and a car went by me on the road, he'd say things like "Okay, what's his name?" or "1s 
that him?'or things like that. 

Joan - The whole time, like he hurt me so bad in so many ways that 1 reaily wanted to kill 
him. He beat me ai1 the time. He'd corne after me with a knife and ... 1 fought back and I'd run 
like helI ... It was like he was jealous. He didn't like any guy looking at me or  smiling at me. 
If 1 looked at someone, he wouldn't say anything to me at the time but when we got home 
he'd bring it out. So  at sorne point 1 just quit going anywhere. Like 1 isolated myself frorn the 
whole community ... He really really brainwashed me  and said that I'd never make it without 
him. And 1 believed him ... 

Men are rarely the victims of sexual or physical assault by their partners, but there are exceptions: 

Joan - And a rnajority of the time when 1 watched my father and my mother fight, my mother 
was the one that was instigating the fight. 1 donPt know if it was because she  grew up like that 
or if it's sornething she learned frorn residential school. 



But in the area of estrangement, of problems relating to trust in present or potentiaI partners, the men and the 

women becorne more equal. Participants of both genders reported to me that their relationships to date hiid been 

unsatisfactory because of problems such as emotional reserve, a failure to communicate, a lack of trust in or 

from the other person, or a lack of shared interests: 

Hillary - He's never taked about it (suicide attempt). He doesn't bring up anything Iike that. 

Joan - All the time 1 wanted to talk about it. He'd make irritating noises and just ... like it 
wasn't even worth talking to him. It was Iike talking to a brick wall. 

Hillary - He loves her ( the baby) very rnuch but ... 1 don't know, he's very insecure. He's 
jealous of his own brothers. 

Hamy - They (women) get mad and Say they don't trust you. Say if you talk with another girl 
or sornething. That's why 1 got separated. She (common-law partner) didn't trust me. 

There is another area in which the ineqrialities of males and females in this community are apparent. The young 

wornen of Wabaseemoong have virtually no healthy social activities available to thern. The young men had a 

limited range of recreationai pursuits available to thern, and reported to me that boredom was ever-present, but 

the young women had not even the few options that the men enjoyed. 

3. Teenage Parenthood 

The other problem area, teenage pregnancy, is at least partially a consequence of this lack of leisure time op- 

tions: 

Carol - There's nothing else for them (girls) to do anyway. Go to a house and screw [laughs]. 

Adam - 1 think they (girls) get bored, they go out and get stoned or drunk and boys are there 
and the boys take advantage of thern. 

But many other factors contribute to teenage pregnancy in Wabaseemoong. Teenage girls in Whitedog get 

pregnant accidentally, semi-accidentally, and on purpose. Although condoms are available for the asking at the 

nursing station next to the school, many of the youth don't pnctice any form of birth control. There are a variety 

of reasons for this. Some young people know very little about birth control: 



Freda - They (girls) don't know about birth control. 

Joan - Paul, yeah, 1 wanted Paul (first child) ... Not right away, no (but) 1 wasn't using any 
birth control. And like 1 do really like kids a lot, and I was planning to have kids but not that 
early ! [Iaughs] 1 was 16 when 1 had Paul. 

Both boys and girls are ofien too shy to go to the c h i c  and ask for condoms. In sorne cases they fear that their 

request will not be treated confidentidly. Girls are uncornfortable with asking their sex partners to use condoms 

and fear that they will be talked about if they do, especially if they are carrying them. Boys too are uncomfort- 

able with putting them on and won't bother, often because they don't think about disease and view pregnancy 

prevention as the girls' responsibility. Frank tdk between sex partners appears to be rather a rarity: 

Hany - They don't want to talk about stuff like that at d l .  People don't want to talk about 
sex. In couptes or anything. 

Some girls deliberately get pregnant or refuse to consider an abortion because they believe that having a baby 

will stabilize their relationship: 

Freda - At the time 1 wanted him with me. 1 figured if 1 got pregnant it would make him stay 
home. 

Hillary - A lot of things 1 learned since the child was bom. You can't have a baby just to keep 
someone. It's not going to work. 

Haine - My little sister's friend recently got pregnant and everyone was al1:"aaargh" . Her 
friends were al1 saying, "she just got pregnant to keep the guy". Cause she never had a 
boyfriend ... 

Carol - To be, 1 guess, to be loved, is what she wanted. Cause she certainly doesn't get it at 
home. She never has. So someone was out there, she found someone that loves her and you 
know obviously she doesn't want to let go of this relationship she's in. 

There often appears to be a belief, even among young girls, that they are entenng in to a stable, longterm part- 

nership with their lover, and that a child is an inevitable and even desirable result of such a partnership: 

Shirley - (age 18, speaking of her peers) This is their boyfriend and they think, this is the guy 
I'm going to spend the rest of my life with. 



There is some reason for this belief. Many young people in their late teens and 20s began a common-law mar- 

riage in their mid-teens. Thus the younger teens have many role rnodels. That a number of these older role 

models would not be if they couid live their lives over again, is not an issue: 

Shirley - (speaking of her male peers) there's this whole image of "kids! I'm going to be a 
father! I'm going to work. I'm going to get a good job ... I'm an adult!" And really, they're 
just scared shitless [Iaughs]. Well, that's what 1 get from Lloyd (age 19). Like, he did like her 
(his common law wife). 1 know he liked her a lot at first. Well, he still does but it's just that 
he's so ... He's still young, you know. She's young (age 16, 15 when she had the baby), but it 
seerns like she's, with him, she's older o r  something. Yeah, I've known Lloyd a couple of 
years already and he's still someone who ... wants to do what a teenager would do  but 
now. ..now that he's a father. ..he tums around and says, 1 do want to g o  back to school. 1 want 
to do some more stuff for rnyself. It's just I've got this kid. This kid that I've got to think 
about. And a wife, young wife. 

PartIy owing to the numbers of teenage girls who get pregnant in the community, but for other reasons as well, 

there appears to bel in Whitedog, community standards, beliefs and expectations that, if not actually encounging 

teen pregnancy, make it seem like it is not really considered problematic. Some participants suggest that early 

parenthood was an element of traditional life that still influences youth behaviour. Others point to prevailing 

standards that make it worse in many eyes to be seen as promiscuous than to be a young parent.I5 

l 5  Someone said to me earlier today, in an interview 1 d i k W v a  girl says, 'here S a condom, put iz on'. shek going tu gel a 
reptation ... " 

Carol - Yeah, well, stuff like that happens. As long as someone sits girls down and says "Okay". (like, they basically 
know what's going on in the community) "Yes there's going to be a Iot of talk. But it's up to you what you want to 
happen to your life. You don't have CO get pregnant So what if sorneone calls you a goddam slut for asking dl the 
guys that you sleep with to Wear to Wear condoms." 
Cass - Or k i n g  on the pill. 
Carol - Yeah. It's just getting that through CO them ..." You can enjoy sex but just as long as... [laughs] 
Cass - They see their friends having kids and they think it's the nom. It's kind of cool, or whatever. 

I want to find out what your opinion is on rvhy these kidr are Iiaving kids. Now you said a variery O$.. 

Carol -They want to get away. There's a whole bunch of different factors,They want to get away frorn their home life. 
Cass - Yeah. 
Carol - It's the nom. 

They want to get away fram their home life, they want to get out on their own. 
Carol - Exactly 

Therek ignorance of birth conrml. Is that correct? 
Carol - Yeah. 

There 's fear of using it. Is thut correct? 
Cass - Yeah. 
Carol - Fear of being called a dut. Whatever for? 

What else? 
Cass - The problem is that they're kids. 

1s ir? Like are we talking about some kind of a citfturai n o m  here roo? Is if .  .. (conziriued on next page) 



Community 

1. Strengths of the Community 

Though the preceding discussion of problerns may have created the opposite impression, the fact is that 

Whitedog can be a wonderful place to live and grow up in. When a supportive family context creates the proper 

environment, it can compare very favourably with any other community. 

It is a beautiful place to look at. Many homes have postcard-qudity views from their living roorn windows, of 

the Winnipeg River, small islands, and rolling, forested hills. 

Although a lack of leisure activities has been identified, especially for the girls, there are things to do, and 

members of both sexes could participate in many of them if the circumstances were right. Leisure pastimes that 

exist on an informa1 basis inciude pick-up garnes of football, baseball and volleyball. Some of the boys go into 

the bush frequently to hunt different kinds of game, and fishing is a common pursuit. The school gym is used 

very often for floor hockey after school. 

People who iike the cornmunity are very happy that the school is here (and recently added a grade 12 program) 

and that there is a big new arena in Whitedog. In addition, though much of it is ternporary, there is at present 

considerabte economic activity in the comrnunity and lots of employment opportunity: 

Carol - Oh y&! It is! Like a long tirne ago, you were manied off by whenever you had your period:"All right, you 
can have my daughter for, you know, a couple of pelts" [laughs]. 
Cass - "Or get out of my teepee"[laughs] 
Carol - That was the nom. Yeah. 

But is it normal now? Cause it alrnost seerns to be. 
Elaine - No! [laughs] 

Cause there 5. so many teenage parents in rhis community 
Carol - Well the reason why we don't think it's normal now is because we've taken on so many white values. 

So is it normal or what? 
Cass - Indians always had babies! It's not so rnuch because they've taken on white values! 
Carol - But society looks down on young girls having babies. Or, you know ... 

Does this, does Whitedog look down on these girls having kids? I mean ... 
Carol - No. 
Cass - No! it's completely just considered norma1:"Oh yeah. she shoutd have been pregnant a couple of years ago" 
Carol - Well, yeah:"Big deal. you're pregnant". 



Harry - What do 1 like about Whitedog? Weil right now, stuff is starting to happen now. Like 
houses being built and the road getting fixed up, and the arena, and the school, the green 
house. There's a lot of jobs now. 

The youth participants who had decided to make a permanent home in Wabaseemoong cited as their reasons 

such things as their farniliarity with the community, its environment and its people, their friendships, the peace 

and quiet to be found in a smail cornmunity, a feeling that this was the place they were connected to, where their 

roots and their families were. 

Several youth mentioned their jobs as reasons for wanting to stay, because the wages are good, andor  their work 

gives them persona1 satisfaction by offenng them a chance to do some good for the community and/or simply 

because the job is enjoyable. 

Another job-reIated factor was mentioned to me, but not aiways by those who liked the community. Some youth 

participants mentioned that the treaty status which they maintained by remziining on the reserve to work created 

for them an economicalIy superior situation, in the forrn of a tax-sheltered job that they would be unIikely to find 

anywhere else. Even some who feIt positively toward the community saw this as sometimes having negative 

consequences, in that it made them or their peers reluctant to venture outside the reserve.'" 

' You sourd like you 're not planning on leaving the reserve. You 're planning on sraying in Whitedog. Ho w corne ? 
John - Taxes 

Tares? Like itk jusr economically a lot better proposition for you. Is that the onfy reason? ifyou found yourse~suddenfy 
having to pay  tares wouià you feave? 

John - Yeah, 1 would. 
1s that right. 

John - Yeah. 
So you 're basically hem because itk jrist an econornically berter thing. 

John - Uh huh. 

Angela - They (people in Whitedog) think reserve life is so much easier than out there. 
Is that accurate I wonder? 

AngeIa - Hmmmrn 
Is reserve life easier than out rhere? 

Angela - It is; financially it's way easier and ... 1 don't know. 1 want to Ieave just to see if 1 can do it. I'm doing it for 
myself. kind of to show rnyself 1 can do it. And to show other kids they can do it too: "You know, you don't have to 
stay in Whitedog for the rest of your life and do something with the band or at the school or something like that. You 
can do something else." 



2. Community problems 

But while positive feelings toward the community were expressed by many participants, for some, dislike of the 

community is severe. Several participants had nearly nothing to say in response to a question like, "What do you 

Iike about Whitedog?"' And even those who did have positive things to say about the community did not 

necessarily wish to stay. In fact. onIy 7 of the 21 youth participants indicated that they intended to remain in the 

community permanently, although a further four who intended to leave allowed for either a probability of retum- 

ing or stated that they intended to return sorne day. One other participant stated that she was unsure of what she 

would do, feeling both an attraction and a repulsion for the communi ty. 

This leaves 9 of the youth I spoke with, nearly half, having stated a firm intention of ieaving and never retuming, 

or only returning to visit their families: 

Ian - I'm not going to stay here for the rest of my life. I'd rot here. 

Beth - There's nothing really to do ... I donTt like it in Whitedog. (1 plan to) finish school, and 
just get out of here (and never corne back). 

In response to the question "why do you want to leave?', these youth mentioned the boredom that arises from a 

very restricted range of leisure activities, plus violence on the reserve, and drinking, severai times pairing them, 

as in, 'peopIe get dmnk and get violent*. The extent of the sniff~ng problem was also cited as a reason to wish to 

leave . 

Beth - 1 guess 1 still do (enjoy drinking) but I don? want to drink. Especially now that I'm in 
Whitedog. It's not fun going drinking in Whitedog. People go al1 crazy and stuff like that. 
They'll drink for 3 days with their friends (and go) crazy. Shoot guns and stuff. 

Joan - When I'rn out there living in a white community I don? have to worry about a dmnk 
coming up to me and assaulting me or calling me narnes or whatever. 1 felt safer out there and 
when I was here 1 felt like I had to watch over my back al1 the time to make sure that 1 wasn't 
being attacked from behind. Like when I'rn here 1 kind of have to keep my eyes open in al1 
different directions. 

'' Oka); so  what d o  you dislike about Whitedog? 
Gwen - Everything [Iaughs] 



Joan (who intended to leave as soon as farnily circumstances allowed) also stated that this decision was partly 

motivated by concern for the welfate of her children, both right now and in the future. She believed that there 

was too strong a likelihood in the community that her children could becorne the victims of a physicai o r  sexual 

assault: 

Joan - Like I'm really worried about them k i n g  here right now, especially when they're at 
that age, (pre-teen) because there's so much sexuai abuse going on, you know, on young kids 
and ... 1 worry about that al1 the time. S o  even though they're playing outside I have to keep 
an eye on thern. 1 have to make sure 1 know where they are. They have to tell me where they 
are. If they leave the m a  and g o  somewhere they have to cal1 me where they are. If there's 
drinking o r  sniffing going on in that area 1 tell them to get out right away. 

In addition, she was concerned about the kinds of attitudes her children might leam. Probably her own experi- 

ences in this regard (pregnant at age 16, long experience of abuse from partner) contributed to her feelings that 

teenage pregnancy is difficult to avoid here, and that the community attitude toward spousal assault is not 

condemnatory enough to prevent kids from getting the message that it's normal: 

Joan - Once we leave here we're going on with our lives and we're going to do  what 1 feel is 
best for my farnily, and that's the way 1 have my kids thinking right now. 1 tell them that, if 
we stay here, you're not going to have a life. Like the next thing you know I'm going to have 
a 16 year old standing at my door with a grandchild in their hands. That's not what 1 want. 1 
tell my kids there's no way they're going to have kids at an early age. 

There is a lot of child abuse and al1 this in the community and automatically kids think hey, 
this is the way life is supposed to be, so 1 notice kids are picking up that same attitude and 
there are times where ... like my (son) hit his sister, punched her, and 1 got after him. I said 
never, ever, ever hit your sister again. If you want to hit a fernale, you corne and see me first 
and we'll see how hard you can hit. And 1 always chailenged them because 1 told thern 1 don? 
want you growing up to have the sarne attitude as your father. 1 don't want you mentally 
abusing your girlfriends or your wives when you get older, that's not how 1 want you to be. 1 
said, way back, Natives never treated their wives or their families like that. Back then, the 
men had a lot of respect for the women. And 1 said, 1 don't want you k i n g  the way peopIe 
are around here. 



It is important to note that this woman, like alrnost al1 of the youth whose dislike of the community makes them 

want to leave and never retum, expresses a strong regard for, and pnde in, Native culture'*. She, and several 

others of the 9, had participated in traditional ritual practices, and claimed to have both some knowledge of, and 

strong belief in, Native religion. Though a few indicated that these things, which 1 consider to be elements of a 

Native identity, are not important, they were definitely not the majority, even of this group. And most of this 

group indicated that they either intended to live on another reserve, or  expected to establish contacts with other 

Native people wherever they lived. 

Some participants expressed a dislike for the cornmunity because they believed that there had been a general 

dechne in parental standards for children, or at least a change in rearing patterns leaning toward excessive 

perrnissiveness. This is interesting in view of what some have said about traditional parenting styles. It has been 

claimed that amongst many Aboriginal people, respect for personal autonomy extended even to children, s o  that 

physical correction o r  punishment was never administered (Shkilnyk, 1985; Brant, 1982, 1990) Some felt that 

failures in child-rearing were Iinked to excessive materialism. Parents were so interested in making money that 

they no longer had time for their children. 

There was another way in which concem for children was responsible for a dislike of the community. One 

participant expressed aspirations for her children that could not easily be met in any community as small as 

Whitedog. Whitedog per se is not the problem here; it is simply that for this participant no small community, no 

matter what its atmosphere, could provide al1 the services to children that are available in larger centres. 

l n  Ideally, this wiil be your l m  year here then. 
Joan - HopefuIIy. Yeah. But 1 still believe in the cultural, you know, the traditional ways and that. 

So there are elements of your heritage and your culru re that you 're going tu try to hang on ro and pass on ro pour childreri. 
wherever they are. 

Joan - Yes. 
But  OU don k feel that they have a good lijè here. 

Joan - No 1 don't think so. 
Or that they couid. 

Joan - Yeah. 

At the same time she also had corne to have positive feelings toward what she considered to be "white" attitudes: 
Joan - 1 Iike to Say hello to everybody. that's just the way 1 am, 1 like to k fnendly. But 1 was stopped in the past because Nolan 
always thought I was trying to pick up some guy. He always said "what are you trying to do, pick him up?" and I'd say "no. I'm 
just being friendly". Because that was one thing that 1 Iearned in the White society, not to always think negative, but to always 
have a positive attitude and be friendIy. If you're nice to someone they'll be nice to you. So after a while 1 became friendly. 1 
don't know, 1 guess you could say ... 1 began to think White, 1 guess you could Say. And it didn't bother me. 



A further negative aspect of Wabaseemoong's size was mentioned by another participant, and, again, this is a 

criticism that c m  be levelled against virtually al1 small communities: a limitation in the possibility of meeting 

new people and the Iimited range of thoughts and attitudes one cm find in Wabaseemoong. 

Amongst al1 the youth and non-youth participants, the divisions within the cornmunity were frequently men- 

tioned as a major source of cornmunity problems. The mutual dislike of the fundamentalists and the traditionalist 

has already been discussed. The continuing identification of people by their community of origin is another 

problem, basicdly because of perceptions on al1 sides that inequdities in power, status or wealth exist along 

these lines. 

Fortunately, in view of how difficult it would be to settle the matter, the factuai b a i s  of these perceptions of 

unfair treatment is less important to this research than the existence of the perception. Some in the cornmunity 

will Say there is no bias for or against people from any of the three original comrnunities. But one does not have 

to look far to find people who believe that they are less weII off than others in some way because those others 

have gained control of one of the comrnunity institutions. 

Possible reasons for the continued existence of these perceptions were briefly speculated on in the History 

section of this paper. Family membership continues to be extremely important in this comrnunity. Therefore, 

even if nepotism wasn't k i n g  practiced, the presence of several members of the same family in an institution 

like the school, or the social services agency, would be suficient to make people Say that it is. The belief that 

those with power will act in the interests of their family and their community of origin, causes many to interpret 

the actions of those in power in that way, regardless of what they do. Family feuds are the result: 

Shirley - There's a lot of conflict with other families ...( on) this reserve. The way I've been 
brought up is like ... my sister goes like, "you shouldn't do stuff like that, dad will get mad at 
you, or mom won't like it or. .." stuff Iike that. And I'm always trying to please them and, 1 
don't know, I've been doing it al1 my life. 1 listen to thern and they Say, "don't even think of 
talking to this person" because OF their family. You know, stufF like that. And ... see I'm 
friends with Lloyd now and those kind of people right? Before, 1 could never ever talk to 
them. Never. Because of my family. The conflict between his family and my family. 

The causes of the f ivalies and divisions in the comrnunity are cornplex. Much of the hard feeling can be traced 

to the dismptions in the way of life of the Wabaseernoong people that began in e m e s t  with the relocation of 



One Man Lake. This highly visible single event, though, was o d y  the first of a whoIe series of more subtle and 

gradua1 developments (and a few other dramatic ones), that destroyed interfarnily economic equality and the 

mechanisms that maintained it. The gradua1 elimination of nearly ail traditional, resource-based subsistence 

pnctices and their replacement by government-based wages, or handouts in the form of social assistance, meant 

that the community became stratified shortly after the mergers with One Man Lake and Swan Lake took place. 

For the first tirne ever, people had to compete for the few lucrative, prestige jobs available. Those who obtained 

them (and their families) becarne visibiy better off than their neighbours (and their families). Materialism grew 

quickly. 

Another thing that grew quite quicldy was dependence. Those who were unable to secure the good jobs could 

get welfare payments. But those who got welfare had to ndically redefine themselves. No longer could they 

consider themselves independent and self-reliant. They had becorne the opposite. 

The result of al1 this is a cornmunity that is not a community. People do not cooperate: 

Edward - People don't work together around here. (They) like to be separate. And the 
fighting ... they're not together. It would be a lot better if they did work together, this place. 

Iris - There's a lot of things that go on around the reserve. Like there's jealousy, people trying 
to get ahead of each other. They put each other down. And 1 find that a lot of the time, no 
matter what you try to do in the community, people wil1 talk about it but they'll never go 
ahead and do it, complete the task, what they should be doing. People put each other down 
and they end up not doing things. 

Joan - 1 think that the first thing the reserve should work on is how to get dong. And 1 think 
that's what screws up a kid's mind. 1 honestly think that if parents can work alongside other 
people, if they c m  work as a team, 1 think this place would be a whole lot better. 

And, for whatever reason, a grudge, once established, can take a long time to overcome: 

Joan - 1 guess you could Say that people hold grudges against each other around here and they 
just don't know how to let go. They don't know how to let go of the pu t .  Like they'll say 
"Oh this person did me wrong in 1980, '79, whatever", and they'll still hold on to it. People 
are so immature around here [laughs]. It's reaily pathetic. And that's why 1 want so rnuch to 
get out of here, because if the reserve won? help itself the least 1 can do is get out of here and 
try to help my family. 



Envy and t-ivalry are prominent features of Whitedog. There is also a widespread perception that rnany people 

with good jobs are doing little to earn their money: 

Ian - And d l  the workers that work around here they have big boats and cars. 
Charles - Even if there's a program that goes on, they just drive around. The homemakers, I 
guess, they just drive around d l  day. 
Ian - Yeah they don't do anything. They should be fired, and hire new ones. Ones that wilI do 
something. 

Bill - I'm going to be the chief in 3 years [laughs]. I'm campaigning already [laughs]. Well, 
first of d l ,  I'm going to get rid of al1 the people, like excess baggage ...( 1'11) reorganize 
administration ... And put in systems where you'lI have accountability. 1 think that's the main 
thing to me. They (people in administration) are not redly doing their jobs. That's the prob- 
lem we have. Like Weechi-it-te-win, our organization, we have a personnel poiicy we follow 
and like, and 1 think our staff are redly good but when they see the band staff acting the way 
they do, and other people here they say why should we do this if they're not doing their jobs. 
That's the problem we're having now. 

This perception certainiv hris at least some basis in fact: 

Karen - Yes, yes. I admit 1 was (a slacker). (But) like, 1 feel really strongly about a situation 
that some of my clients were in, like the wife battering and a11 that shit. Deep down 1 knew 
very well they had no chance without other help, like from within the comrnunity. And that's 
what really discouraged me. I said like, welI fuck it then. 

The family feuds and divisions based on original community, the grudges that people nurse, the envy (or, on the 

other side, the condescension) and the feelings of heiplessness and hopelessness, al1 these things can make 

positive actions very difficult to achieve. 

Al1 three of the major institutions in the community (the band council, the social services agency, and the 

school) have their detractors, and al1 can experience difficulties from some faction or other in the community. 

One participant mentioned, for example, that often. after the band council passes a progressive motion, some 

group or other in the community will circulate petitions to have it overtumed. 



A number of participants expressed criticisms of the education authority and the school (see Education section). 

Others strongly dislike the social services agency. One person stated that Weechi-it-te-win is engaged in a power 

grab by virtue of a proposed restmcturing of community institutions, that, if successful, would make it very 

diffkult for people from One Man Lake to gain any kind of power in the community: 

Hal - They (Weechi-it-te-win) .... want power for themselves. Power hungry is the word.(I 
don't like) the actions they take, kind of steps they use. How they use their money. They've 
got a management board set up. a board of directors. You know. Yeah, they've got a big outfit 
here now. But 1 don't see what they're doing. They said they were here to help families with 
problems. You know, 1 had a drinking problem again, last year. They didn't fucking help me. 
1 helped myself. They said they're there to help everybody ... I went to a meeting, last week, 
and the structure that they're making ... they're going to take over everything. That's why I'rn 
going, I'm going to get the hell out of here. They're going to take over everything. Even the 
education part will be included in the structure. Weechi-it-te-win is going to be on top of al1 
the band programs. They've got so much power. 1 don't think any of us are going to get any 
power, because they've got so rnmy people under their wing. It's a long shot for anybody 
h m  One Man Lake to get into power. 

3. Goals for the Community 

Despite the conflicts, the opposition and the infighting, several people saw further increases in community 

jurisdiction over societal institutions as an important step in helping to build a better community, and people are 

working in that direction. The band council has identified a need for Wabaseemoong to expand its own police 

force. In addition to the enforcement ann, mernbers of the community believe there is a need for a comrnunity- 

based judiciai system: courts, jails, and perhaps most importantly, treatment centres: 

Chief Eric Fisher - We want to have 8 specid constables. That's one of Our problems, we 
cannot enforce Our bylaws. 

Josephine Mandamin - 1 wish to see some kind of detoxification facility here. 1 don't want to 
use the Kenora one because it's in Kenon and why should 1 create more trauma for the kids, 
when the problem with snifing is here. So  sending them off elsewhere, Alberta o r  what have 
you, Minneapolis, it creates more trauma, more probtems. (But) nobody is Iistening Brian, 
nobody, not even the judges o r  the courts. They could make recommendations on Our behalf. 
Jesus Christ we've done them a service. We've created jobs by keeping that goddarnned jail 
[in Kenora] full with Indians! 



The social services system, already largely under community control, continues to attempt to establish certain 

services at a local level, e.g. a shelter for battered women and their children. But there are problems with doing 

so, not the least of which is the possibility that some men in the community would violently object to their 

partner leaving, and would violently attempt to do something about it. The problern of fear of violence is so 

great that a study commissioned by the Wabaseemoong Women's Group this past summer that attempted to 

determine the extent of spousal assault and to hear proposals for ways of dealing with it (including proposals for 

the location of a shelter so that Native women did not have to go to Kenora) couId not be completed for lack of 

participation. Women simply would not complete the questionnaire and it was reported to me that the reason for 

this was f e u  that their having done so would become known to their partner. 

This situation helps to illustrate an important point that was a subtext in many of the interviews: the traditional 

institutions (the extended family was the child care agency, and the educational institution combined and was 

aIso an important community political unit) have been severely damaged or destroyed and one resuIt has been 

that many individuals have suffered psychological (and physical) damage. To be effective, the rebuilding process 

needs to operate at both an individual and an institutional leveI, and the individual part is every bit as important: 

Carol - They think this [econornic improvernent] will cure their social problems: like, "give 
me a job, I'rn on welfare. Give me a job and 1'11 start making money", and yet they still have 
this alcohol problem or this kind of social or emotional problem ... and 1 don't know ... they 
just need, somehow, you just need to get through to these people to start healing themselves, 
inside, before they c m  be of any service to the rest of the community, as a whole, to make it 
come up to where it should be socially. 'Cause there's too much suffering right now. 

It is for this reason that a number of participants believe that one of the goals of this community must be the 

psychological strengthening of the residents, especially the children: 

Freda - When 1 first came back [to Whitedog] 1 was taught by the older people: leadership 
skills. Like my self-esteem was so low, really low. But there was Iike two sides of me, the 
dark side and the bright side. 1 was into al1 kinds of cornmittees when 1 was 17 years old. And 
it was these older people that showed me how to organize events and stuff and then that's 
where 1 got into it. And what I've noticed around here is that there's really nobody showing 
the young teenagers how to do it. I've seen quite a few kids that show a lot of leadership 
skills but if only there was somebody there to take the time to show them. 

Somehow, and from somewhere, people need to rebuiId their self-esteem and self-confidence. Some believe this 

strengthening will, or should, corne from where it traditionally always has, the family and the elders. Others see 
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it as a role for the education system. 

Some did not state where the psychologicai healing will or should come from; they only said that it had to 

happen. Perhaps they believe (as 1 do) that it must occur everywhere. It is encouraging that some participants 

have reported that the healing is beginning on rnany fronts. Individuais are working to help themseives (with the 

support of the community and social instinitions), families are reaching out to each other and rising above old 

grudges, and people are rediscovering their traditions of respect and cooperation: 

Iris - 1 think coming back to the community and working [at Weech-it-te-win] for the commu- 
nity and families has given me a Iot of strength. Knowing the people in the community have 
the same kind of problems 1 have and they're surviving, they're working things out. And it's 
given me strength, you know: my problems are not as big as 1 thought they were and things 
are looking up in that way and we're talking about it more. 

Elaine - 1 was at  a meeting a couple of months ago in Winnipeg and this person got up, like, 
in a big boardroom, and looked at my mom and dad and said, "I'rn sony, whatever 1% done 
in the past" and so on, and they hugged and, well, like it was a family feud and it came 
together again and everybody was like shocked:"These people hugging!","Royal 
rumble"[laughs]. 

Edward - 1 like it here. It's nice. 1 like the school. 1 Iike being around a lot of native people, 
and nature, 1 like the environment. A lot of elders around here and that's what 1 Iike: lot of 
teaching on this reserve. 

Freda - I've had people on the reserve helping me. And I'd Iike to do that back with their 
children. Their brothers and their sisters. I'd like to go and help them. 

Several of the youth participants, even some of those who expressed negativity toward Whitedog want to work 

toward community betterment at home. They want to get more education and experience elsewhere and return to 

help rebuild the community through helping the youth: 

Angela - Say in ten years time, 1 want to come back here. To work with the younger people. 
You know, most of the people 1 talk to now, they want to move, then they want to come back 
here to work ... with the younger generation. And that's what 1 plan to do. Not right away 
though. 1 want to do stuff for myself: 1 want to travel, experience different things. (But) 1 
don't know if 1'11 be settling down here. It's not Whitedog. Like 1 love Whitedog. If I... if 
people were much better in Whitedog 1 would stay. 1 would spend the rest of my life here, 
raise my kids here. 



Education and the School 

1,Community Perceptions of the School 

Although it is under the control of an Education Authority made up of community members, it is highly probable 

that many in the community view the school as not really theirs. The older residents of the community experi- 

enced residential school (people as young as 29 had the rnajonty of their formal education there). Understand- 

ably, many saw school as a foreign institution that was forced upon them. Even the Islington Day School, from 

the time of its establishment until 1985, was a place operated by White people (i.e. Dept. of lndian Affairs), with 

White teachers who taught "White" subjects in English. And even today, though locally controlled, most of the 

school's teaching staff is still White, and English is stilI the language of instruction for nearly everything. For 

many parents, and for these reasons, the schooling their children receive is seen as the responsibility of the 

teacher. They don't believe that they should have anything to do with it: 

Irene Scott (Native language teacher) - The feeling 1 get is ... the parents think that the teach- 
ers aren't doing enough. Even though they (teachers) have the kids rnost of the day, they 
think they (teachers) should do something after hours. But the parents should take more 
responsibility. They should do their part. Before, when my children were here, 1 never really 
did come (to the school), because it was English. And because 1 went to a residential school 
and never saw my parents corne to a parent-teacher meeting. 

Probably many of the teachers who arrive in Whitedog and face their classes for the first time experience a 

feeling of panic, a recognition that they are unprepared to meet the challenges of this situation: 

Valerie Henry - For me it (first day teaching in Whitedog) was terrifying, yeah. 1 felt 1 wasn't 
prepared enough, 1 feh 1 didn't know enough. I thought, well you've got these 20 kids. You're 
supposed to take these kids that don? even know the letters of the alphabet and by June 
you're supposed to have them reading. Like that's pretty scary. 

The new teacher is a stranger to Wabaseemoong, and is often seen as a foreigner who knows little about the 

community and its people and who isn't going to be around long enough to learn. This perception, which is also 

held by the students, can make it difftcult for the teacher: 

George - The kids (cm) be against the teacher because they know that they're not from here 
and they're not going to be here for long. 
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On the other hand, it is true that the teachers' unfarniliarity reduces their effectiveness. It is nearly impossible for 

them to know in advance how the differences in cultural background between themselves and their students must 

be accomodated, and it can certainly be very difficult for them to find out if, as in the case of many p s t  teachers, 

they do not make an effort. And it has been true until very recently that teachers come for a year or two then 

Ieave. 

Most of the present staff has been at the school for about the past four years and sorne have been there even 

longer. This fact certainly has to be counted arnong the reasons why many of the students (and sorne in the 

administration) express positive feelings toward the teachers. By staying they have demonstrated a commitment 

to the school and the students, and they have had the opportunity to establish themselves in the community. 

Of course, not every student likes every teacher, (and some dislike them all) and in the community, the percep- 

tion that the teachers are too stand-offkh, that they don't involve themselves with the community, still lingers. 

But, since five of the present teaching stdT are involved in long terrn reIationships with members of the commu- 

nity, in most cases starting families andor adopting children, and since other teachers have been foster parents to 

community children for several years, 1 think this perception can to some extent be seen as a carryover from the 

many years when most teachers did, basically, keep to themselves, an illustration of the fact that old befiefs die 

hard. 

But stand-ofishness is not the only reason why people used to, and still do, criticize teachers. It was expressed 

to me that the present teachers have no commitment to the children, they are just going through the motions; 

they are really only in Wabaseemoong to gain experience that wilI improve their prospects on the job market, 

and to draw a pay cheque: 

Ian - Cause al1 they want is money. Al1 they want is to get paid. 1 don't think they do (care). 

Josephine Mandamin - 1 don? like to see people come here and practice, as far as education 
is concemed. 1 want certified, experienced teachers who have a commitment to provide an 
education for the Native people. But look at what we get. First year students who corne and 
practice. Once they get the expenence they go elsewhere. They never corne back to 
Whitedog. Never. 



In the past this was certainly an accusation with some basis, and even today it may be true for a few teachers. 

But the majority of the present staff appear committed to providing an education to the children of this commu- 

nity. 

Another criticism, more directed at the administration than at the teachers themsetves, but pertaining to the 

teachers nevertheless, is that the administration's happiness with the current teaching staff is resulting in their 

losing their priorities. In their efforts to retain the staff, it is claimed, they are forgetting about the children, even 

allowing children to be abused by the staff: 

Josephine Mandamin - They (the Education Authority) should be pulling up their socks, and 
be accommodating to the band members, and the kids of Whitedog, rather than focusing al1 
their attention on the teachers. When something happens in the schoot, where a kid's future is 
at stake, they're al1 very protective of the teachers. What about the kid who has to Iive with 
the situation and who will be troubled by it? The teacher is just a visitor here, he'll go. 

1 was informed that an dlegation of child abuse directed against a White teacher was investigated in the previous 

year and found to have no substance. 1 was also told that the bringer of this accusation was not satisfied with this 

and stilI intended to pursue the matter. But two natives of Whitedog told me that, in their work with children, 

they too had been groundlessly accused of child abuse, and had been persecuted by their accusers ever since. 

Without being much more closely familiar with the incidents and persondities involved, I cm do no more than 

to add that al1 three situations were cited by participants as exarnples of the kind of vendetta that people some- 

times pursue in this cornmunity. 

Despite the arnount of familiarity with the community that the present teachers have attained, there are still 

indications that there are elements of the culture that they have not learned: 

Irene Scott - It would be good for the teachers to have a knowledge of the cultural differences 
so they'd know what to expect. 1 don't blame them (for sometimes misunderstanding), you 
can't really teach a person right away. It takes time to understand. (And) they're trying. 
They'll ask me, they're comfortable. 1 tell them what 1 know, and if 1 don? know I'II say ask 
somebody else ... but they ask. 

Still, there is no formal means for teachers to educate themselves in this regard and perhaps there ought to be. A 

couple of participants felt that the teachers would benefit from the creation of a cultural training course, an effort 



by the education authority to help make new teachers (and even the present staff) more sensitive to the cultuta1 

differences they were likely to encounter: 

Carol - Well the other thing I'd like to see is, by the Education Authority, have a person s o n  
of. ... 

Elaine - Cultural orientation 

Caro1 - Onentate the white teachers 

Elaine - Maybe two weeks before the start of the school ye ar... 

Carol - 1 think it should be more. Or  throughout the year. 

2. The Importance of a Forma1 Education 

Research indicates that when children are encouraged and ailowed to simply read to their parents on a regular 

basis, the children's reading abilities improve (Smith, 1990). Parental support is very important to a child's 

school success and many in the cornrnunity know it: 

Joan - Well 1 think that the school is doing their darnedest to help these kids but after hours 
it's up to the parents to try to  teach their kids more. Like even to sit down and have them read 
a book. 

Chief Eric Fisher - 1 think that parents and grandparents are very important to how that child 
is raised. If the parents and family are supporting the child going to schooI they'll make their 
best efforts. 

Yet some participants perceived that there is far less involvement in children's education than there should be by 

people in the community: 

Trene Scott - Before, everybody felt the school was the White society. They didn't have a 
feeling that they belonged there. Somehow we have to let them know that they belong to the 
circIe too. But we may have to guide them 1 think, let them know how they can help. 



One of the ways that this lack of participation manifests itself is in the setting of policy. Though the members of 

the Education Authority themselves sornetimes question whether they are heading in the right direction, (that is, 

whether the policies they have in place that emphasize a conventional EngIish language education are right) they 

have to assume that they are fotlowing the wishes of  the majority because no one gives them any feedback: 

Valerie Henry - I mean we aiways wonder, at Education Authority meetings, are we doing the 
right thing? We seem to be because nobody seems to be telling us any different, but it does 
bother you in the Education Authority at times too. The comments are made every now and 
again. 

The students, too, are aware that there is a lower than optimal level of community support. Some student partici- 

pants expressed the belief that the lack of community support was a reason why new school programs such as 

outreach programs for dropouts, were not financially supported. They felt that the community's priorities were 

misplaced: 

Ian - Money doesn't grow on trees, but it could be found, if they wanted to do something 
about it [improving education]. 

Keith - Yeah, like the money they spent on the Zamboni for the arena, they could have put 
towards a school room. 

The fact is that some in the cornmunity still place rather a low value on schooling. The low average level of 

formal education in the community together with a growth in local control of institutions has resulted in people 

filting positions that would, in other communities, require considerably more formal edücational preparation 

than they have. Clearly, some of these people with low levels of f o m a l  training are performing their duties 

satisfactorily, and this fact, together with the view that school is a foreign institution, has made some of them 

express the opinion that education is not that important, at least, not compared to experience: 

Ron MacDonald (Director of Education) - You have, in a community like this, you have a 
group of people who look on education as  useless:" You don't need education, al1 you need 
is experience". People Say, " 1 learned by experience, I'm doing well. You don? need no  
education, to heil with the school," you know? Sorne people Say, no matter how educated you 
are, you may come out in the end without a job. That's their philosophy. Yes, that's the thing 
that you have to realize, that's stopping us from really progressing, from improving the 
education system. Like you have people out there who have a total disrespect for the educa- 
tion system. They are out there. It's unfortunate that sometimes we have to stop when we get 
something started because (of lack of support). 



This view is not shared by everyone, probably not by the majority. The introduction of grade 12 was something 

that the majority of the community saw the need for. It was hoped that a local grade 12 could help counter the 

extrernely high dropout rate, and this has been the effect. Last year, 3 students graduated from grade 12, and this 

year there will aimost certainly be more than that: 

Ron MacDonald - 1 envisioned that we someday would have grade 12 and here we are. 
Through the help of the community, the power of the community. That's what it takes. They 
wanted to see that. We had obstacles in our way from getting it. For example, well, ftrst of 
d l ,  the comrnunity was somewhat divided, but in the end the majority won and the majority 
wanted grade 11 and 12. It wasn't seen as just for the sake of having it. We felt that there was 
a need for it. The cornmunity felt that there was a strong need for having grade 11 and 12. 
Because what was happening was the graduating rate was very, very low. As soon as we got 
11 and 12 in the comrnunity, almost ail of them began to graduate. A very high level. 

High school completion no Ionger necessitates moving to a rather hostiie outside community. The availability of 

a complete secondary school education right in Wabaseemoong provides the comrnunity with a greater opportu- 

nity to feel that they own the educational institution. 

But the extended family is still seen, even by the director of education, as the ideal location for a culturai educa- 

tion. At the sarne time though, he recognized one very important reason that the extended family can no longer 

be expected to do this by itself: too rnuch cornpetition from outside influences: 

Ron MacDonald - The extended family is very important. You have to have that extended 
fmi ly  relationship, upbringing. You have to have that, because from there you pick up your 
language, your customs, your self-esteem. We try to (use this method of education in the 
community), we try to, but we're so overpowered with, overwhelmed with, other lifestyles, 
issues, that we get lost d o n g  the way. 

This, to me, is a critical point. The traditional role of the extended family in cultural and language education is 

well-known in the community. It is a k o  recognized that unfortunately, in many cases, probably the majority, the 

extended family is not able to fulfil this vital role because of incursions by the majority culture. The school, 

being under band control, cauld take over much of this role and help prevent further erosion of cultural and 

language knowledge in the face of oütside influences. But if people in the community insist on seeing it that 

way, the school itself is an outside influence. 



3. Students' Attitude toward Schooling 

Given the existence of the attitude towards the school and forma1 education that was stated above, it is not 

surprising that some youth don't place a very high vaiue on schooling. 

Ian - They (kids) want to be free. 1 wanted to be free. 

Charles - It's like you're in a prison (when you're in school). 

Edward - 1 was having a hard time trying to finish my high school. 1 don't know, 1 guess I 
wasn't mature enough. But I really feel like finishing now. 

Angela - 1 know that I've really messed up in the past. 1 could have been finished last year. 
It's just I'm so damn lazy [laughs]. (But) now that I'm older, 1 know a lot more than I did last 
year. (Before) 1 didn't give a ....[ laughs]. 1 mean, 1 was younger too. Now that I'm older, I'm 
thinking, this is getting Rdiculous, 1 should have been done a long t h e  ago. 

Hillary - Back then 1 skipped out a lot. I liked it (school), but 1 think 1 got too caught up with 
my friends, so 1 skipped with them. 

A low value for school either personally or  amongst peers (and a high value on peer relations) were the reasons 

given by several participants why they did not appiy themselves to their studies, andor  dropped out. Several 

youth cited immaturity as a factor in their seeing, and treating, school as not important, and certainly, this must 

be considered. But al1 children are "immature", and not every community has a high dropout rate. The fact that 

children in this community drop out seems again to indicate a less than optimum community IeveI of support for 

schooling. 

Participants also felt that many students find school borhg and that this causes them to lose interest. One reason 

some students find it boring is the Pace of cIassroorn learning. Students who gmsp what the teacher is trying to 

say, can find themselves hearing it over and over anyway, because others in the class aren't understanding it. On 

the other hand, for those who are experiencing probiems grasping the concepts, school is very frustmting: 

Angela - Boredom, maybe (is the main cause of dropping out). Kids are at the same thing 
every day. Same people every day. And ... 1 don't know, maybe they're just too fast. Yeah, 
some of the teachers are just way too fast for the kids. Trying to get everything done too 
quickly. For some kids. For me it's boring. 

Ian - They (students) don't know what they're doing. Teachers should explain more ... They 
should explain what the work is a11 about. 



Another possible reason for boredom with school wiis indirectly suggested by the principal: generally speaking, 

there is very little recognition in the classroom of the Anishnabe culture. The teachers, the classroom walls, the 

texts, and the course cumcula generally do not address the question of how the course is relevant to them. The 

use of culturally relevant material, or the linking of non-relevant curricula matenai with facts that are relevant, 

can rnake ail the difference. History, as it is taught in standard textbooks, can be boring to the students in 

Whitedog, but their own history, (i.e. Aboriginal history on al1 levels: local, tribal, and international) is some- 

thing they know little of and urgently wish to know: 

Valerie Henry - It (Aboriginal history) is fascinating, and they're rnissing out on so much. 
You see that's the thing that 1 would like the kids to know about. They don't know al1 that. 
Half the kids here are not ... they don? know. They don't know the history of their own area, 
the history of their people ... and they're so interested in it. They'll ask question after ques- 
tion: what was it like then, what did they do and how did they do it? 

Although it is probably found to some degree in al1 students who drop out, the belief that school is unimportant 

(and irrelevant) is not the only thing that causes students to leave. Problems with school that were linked to 

substance abuse were mentioned by several students as factors in their dropping out, or faiIing to cornplete a 

grade: 

Beth - I've been stupid in the past sometimes. I've been bad. I've made mistakes and stuff. 
Like doing, you know, dmgs, a bunch of drugs and that just kills your brain cells, makes you 
dumb. And, like dropping out of school and not getting anything done. Because 1 could've 
been finished high school by now if I'd kept going 

David - It (school) was al1 right. It was pretty nice. But 1 was kind of ... 1 was kind of drinking 
too much. 

Pregnancy and the responsibilities of parenthood were also cited as a frequent cause of dropping out: 

H i l l q  - 1 quit. Dropped out. 1 dropped out because 1 got pregnant 

Keith - My brother dropped out because his girlfriend was going to have a baby. But when 
he thinks back now, h e  wants to go back to school. 

Hal - 1 guess 1 did (make a mistake) on the education part [dropped out when his girlfnend 
becarne pregnant]. That really bothers me. 1 had an option to keep on going to school but 1 
didn't want it. My dad told me he would take care of us. (And) 1 wouldn't have minded but 
it's just that even though it wasn't my idea, 1 did it rnyself and I had to be responsible for it. 



Besides pregnancy and parenthood, relationships were associated with dropping out for several other reasons: 

fdIing in love and Iosing interest in school, being expected to care for andor assist parents or grandparents (see 

Culture section), or having to assume responsibility for siblings: 

Joan - 1 didn't finish (grade) nine. The reason 1 didn't finish school and 1 figured it  was time 
for me to corne home is my parents were neglecting my younger brothers and sisters and 1 felt 
that it was, 1 was needed at home to look after them. 

Personal motivation for school cornes from a conviction that school is important. A strong motivation for school 

can change the perception of the difficulty of school work and the level of affect for it: 

Edward - I didn't redize how easy school was. 1 used to think it was hard but that was just 
because 1 hated school, that's alf. 1 was bored with it ... It's so easy when you really think 
about it. High school is really easy. And now 1 can't get enough of it. Yeah, 1 can't wait to go 
back. 

Cornrnunity-supported efforts aimed at making schooI seem more important are likely to pay off in terrns of 

improved student performance, lower dropout rates, and even (at least potentially) lower levels of substance 

abuse and pregnancy among the young. The question of how community support for the school can be increased 

will be considered in the Discussion chapter. 

4. Perceived Strengths of the School 

At present, among the youth, criticisms of the school greatly outweigh favourable comments. Positive mention 

was made of only a few things, and only by some. The school's existence in the community was considered 

good, some liked the teachers, most liked the Native Language program, and a few were happy with the aca- 

demic situation in comparison with what is found elsewhere. 

The fact that high school can be completed in the community was already mentioned as offering the possibility 

for greater ownership of schooling arnongst the residents. It also means that the youth will be at a lower risk of 

exposure to racism. Racism was experienced by al1 the youth participants who attended the high schools in 

Kenon, although how negative the experience of racism was varied from youth to youth. For sevenl, the nega- 



tivity of the experience could be arneliorated by maintaining friendships with other Native youth. In fact, no one 

who went to school off reserve indicated to me that they had made friends with any White students. 

The participants' perceptions of the teachers have already been described, and the Native Ianguage program will 

be discussed in detail shortly. This leaves onIy a category of positive mention that 1 have labelied 'academic 

situation' to be considered. Many of the youth were quite aware that the school in Wabaseemoong was not like 

other schoois in other communities. For some, this was a good thing. Some liked its small class size in the upper 

grades. Sorne felt that the education provided in a Wabaseemoong classroom compared reasonably well with that 

found elsewhere. The availability of some support services in Ojibway (through teacher aides and the Native 

Language teacher) was rnentioned, as were the attempts by the school to recniit dropouts and provide them with 

remedial assistance. Some students liked the fact that school was easier in Wabaseemoong, and that the ciass- 

room atmosphere was more relaxed than elsewhere in their expenence. 

5. Perceived Weaknesses of the School. 

However, some of these same facts were cited by other students as deficiencies. Although sorne felt that there 

wasli't that much difference between the Wabaseemoong school and others in terms of academics, most felt 

otherwise and had experiences to back up their beliefs: 

Elaine - (The work the school is doing is) really shitty. They're just doing a bandage kind of 
operation, 1 think. Like they're not improving the curriculum. The kids that attend here, (and 
then) go to Kenora school get thrown back into an earlier grade or get thrown into special e d  
courses. Our grade 4 kids we pick up and take to town are put in grade 2 and - like they're the 
biggest kids in the class - they get cailed rubbers o r  jigs o r  stuff tike that. It's not fair to the 
kids. 1 think the education authonty should start looking at ways they could sort of. .. 

Carol - make the standards better 

Iris - In the last few years my children have been going to school in Kenora. And since I've 
moved them in to a more ... 1 don't know how you Say it ... academic setting, (1 find) that 
they've lost very much from going to school in the community (Whitedog). They haven't 
learned, because Whitedog, 1 find, is so far behind that it's like they're never going to catch 
up to that same standard as they should be getting, as Kenora. When my children were in 



school in Kenora, even though my daughter was in grade 3, my son was in grade 4,..when 
they did an assessment on both rny children they told me both my children had the 
Ieaming ... the achievement of junior kindergarten. 

The school is seen, even by some working there, as not doing a good job in things like the development of 

literacy skills: 

Jane - 1 find that the school is behind. 1 find that the kids don't seem to learn. That's what 1 
think. Because 1 find that my kids (grades 4 and 6) are still having a hard time leaming how 
to read. If 1 had it my way, and if 1 could just leave whenever 1 want, I'd take them out and 
put them in a White school, where they would be able to learn. 

It is the knowledge that such a gap exists that is partially responsible for some people's advocating increasing 

the school's concentration on English ski l1~ '~.  

Both in terrns of academic skills and in terms of giving the students a preparation to succeed off the reserve, the 

high school is seen as not doing the best possible job: 

Angela - That's what the school has to build. They have to give us more stuff to make us 
prepared for the society outside of the community. They aren't doing a very good job. 

Also, the small number of students in the upper grades means there is only a limited selection of courses avail- 

able. 

IySo the kids are getting a good preparation, a good education? 
John - Umm. 1 don't know. Like 1 think they have to teach more English. 

/S  t k t  right? SO when they graduate high school they're still not ready f o  take on college o r  university o r  something. 
John - Uh huh 

They still don 't have enough English skifls 
John - Right 

Okay. so i fyou were to make changes in the school you'd like tu see changes that would emphasize more English. 
John - Yes. Start earlier. Grade 3 or sornething. 

Doing what? 
John - Heavy duty English. 

Is that right? Still not enough English gening done here? 
John - Uh huh 

What does chat do to  Ojibway though? 
John - 1 reaIIy don't know. Well, like they speak Ojibway once they go home and with their friends. 



There was considerable agreement that, in general, there was much less discussion, and poorer discipline in 

Whitedog than in, for example, Kenora high schools. The students in Whitedog are seen as being poorly moti- 

vated. Poor teaching and a lack of community support are considered responsible for this situation20. 

6. Language Education 

As was mentioned in the Introduction, there are essentially two schools of thought with reference to language 

teaching in the school. One group argues that the school has to be almost completely concerned with teaching 

English and preparîng the students to succeed in the context of the larger society. This groups' main argument 

would seem to be that because most students have to leam English as a second language in addition to al1 the 

schooI subjects that a regular school offers anywhere, the students in Whitedog are required to add a difficult 

task to a job that dready takes most kids the better part of 12 years of their lives. Taking time away from that 

difficult task and that job to give the kids something that parents can or should give them, and that the school 

cannot or shouldn't (i.e. an education in Ojibway) is a mistake. 

The other school of thought is that the language (and the culture, too, but 1 am not considering it for the moment) 

is an essential aspect of the Anishnabe identity. As such. it should not be ignored in the school, for that can send 

the wrong message about the value of the Anishnabe identity in modem society. This group believes that the 

language is in danger of dying out and al1 possible means should be empIoyed to preserve and strengthen it. And 

if that means taking time away from English language instruction, so be it. It will not be time wasted: 

"Would pou raise your kids here? 
Angela - No. 

Why not? 
Angela - Well, if the education was better here. 

What would it take fur it to be better? 
Angela - The whole school system here has to change, academically has to change. Should be more courses 1 think. 
And more teachers, more motivation. 

More motivation. Okay. where does motivation corne from ? 
Angela - Mostly From .. .teache= 1 guess. 

Teachers. 
Angela - Well, yeah, the students, too. The students definitely have to get motivated. 

And teachers can motivate students. Who else, where else does srudent motivution corne fmm? 
Angela - The community. 



Carol - 1 don't think it (could be) totally Ojibway immersion (in the prïmary grades of 
Wabaseemoong school), because most of these kids are growing up speaking English now. 
Like my nephew is so lucky - well, not luckv - to grow up in Ojibway as a first language. 

EIaine - And bad English [laughs]. 

Carol - Bad English. But he's getting there. Like 1 remember talking like that. Most of these 
kids, they couldn't ... Like the Jones kids. They don't know how to speak Ojibway. At d l .  And 
there's tons like that. 1 think it should be half and half (EngIish and Ojibway instruction). 
Because the biggest part of our culture is our language and these kids are losing it. 

About certain things with reference to language and the school, there are no arguments. First, in 

Wabaseemoong, language is sometimes a banier to understanding between teacher and students. Some students, 

even in the higher grades, don't understand English (especialty written English) really well, and of course the 

teachers don't understand Ojibway at dl. 

Second, it was mentioned above that progress in class was too slow for some and too fast for others. Those for 

whom it is too fast are known to be those whose English Ianguage skills are weakest. The poorer one's English 

language skills then, the Iess likely one is to expenence school success: 

Valerie Henry - From what I've observed, yes (children who arrive in kindergarten speaking 
Ojibway as a first language are at a disadvantage). Because they don? have the background 
in English, because they haven't had English stories read to them since they were 2 or what- 
ever. Yes ic  is, because you're trying to catch up with everybody, who may have had 2 or 3 
years familiarity with that, with the words or the sounds. 

There is definitely an advantage (to speaking English as a first or only language). Maybe this is one of the 

reasons. The parents would probably recognize that and that's what 1 mean, one of the reasons that they were 

apologizing,"I'm sony but my child doesn't speak Ojibway". They realize that for themselves it was hard for 

them. So they had to make a very difficult choice: "Do 1 want my child to get an education and make it okay?" 

That means they have to give up their language. "Or do 1 let them keep their language and they'll never get an 

education?'. So then they made that choice based on what was best for their children. But it was a horrible 

choice to have to make. 



Third, the school is not universally successful in teaching English. Some children are learning to read, write ruid 

speak it quite wetl. Others are not learning it beyond a very rudimentary level, especially reading and writing 

skills. Many dropouts have poor English language skills". 

These points are not disputed. However, what is to be done about this situation is not agreed upon. For the 

English-only school side, rernedies appear to include more parental support for English (more English in the 

home, and less concern about the child's abilities in Ojibway). In some homes this is achieved by deliberately 

refraining from teaching Ojibway to the children. In other homes parents are not so much not teaching Ojibway 

as they are simply not taking steps to counteract the growing influence of English via the electronic media: 

Valerie Henry - 1 tatked to a few parents when they were bringing their children in to be 
registered [last year] and they dmost apologized to me, saying, "I'm sony my child wilI not 
be able to speak Ojibway, they can only speak English". And you could tell the parent did not 
feel happy about it. And, some reasons that were given to me at that time were the influence 
of the television of course, because they have so  much television in the community now and 
the kids are watching it so rnuch. That was the major reason. And probably because ... a lot of 
parents used to feel that if they didn't allow their children or teach their children to speak 
English or let them learn it, that they would be somehow failing their children. But it was sort 
of like giving up. The English was stressed so much h a t  they've lost the Ojibway now. 1 
don't know exactly what it was, if it was mostly TV or is it parents. It's a combination of TV 
and the parenta1 attitudes. They felt that somehow it was wrong if they didn't speak English. 
There was always an apologetic way. 1 can't ... 1 don't know ... it's just something 1 perceived 
myself, but 1 see it as a very bad thing. I really wish the Ojibway language was still there. 

There are homes where both Ianguages are emphasized, supported and spoken equally, but those homes would 

have to be considered a rninority. Even parents who speak Ojibway very well and who are proud of their lan- 

guage reported to me that their children don't speak it: 

Iris - As for my children, 1 guess 1 look forward . .Tm thankful that 1 know my language but 
my children don? speak it. But I always speak to them in Ojibway, and they understand me 
when 1 speak Ojibway. They don? speak it, but I've always encouraged them to learn. And I 

21  Speaking o f  dropouts who returned to school: 
John - And some o f  hem,  they just couldn't handle the work, even though it was basic stuff. 

It was still roo hani Why was thut? 
John -They were just starting again. they'd been out for a long time. Like they'd been in grade 5 and dropped out and 
now they were starting again 

And they were like 17 or sornething. Would they have done a lower grade. Should the work have been made easier? 
John - Not really. Basic stuff is really easy. It's about grade 6 work. 

Grade 6 work but it 5. called grade 9 basic. But it was still too hard though. Is that because they were speaking Ojibway berrer 
than English ? 

John - Yeah. 
-90- 



think it should be ..A should be taught in schooI. Cause if you go outside the community, then 
you're going to ... you know in non-Native communities they teach French, and 1 think they 
should teach ... Ojibway. 

Yet there were some among the youth who wanted to see the Ojibway language maintained, but lacked the 

abiIity in Ojibway to teach their children themselves, and nevertheless believed that it was not the school's job to 

assist in it. 

For the proponents of Engiish-only schooling though, the main thing was that the school had the teaching of 

English as a primary job, and it was failing to do  its job. The solution, as they saw it, was for the school to work 

harder at English. If time could be spared, then it would be ai1 right to give some Native Language instruction, or 

to expand what is already being done, but time, in their view, can not be spared. More and better teaching of 

English by the staff, or  perhaps more and better staff seerned to be the thinking of this group. 

But the proponents of Ojibway language instruction in the school are not recommending that the child should 

not be taught to speak, read and write English. They are not claiming that English skills are unimportant in 

today's world. What most of this group is saying is that Ojibway language skills are important too, just as 

important, and that the school is a necessary place for leaming Ojibway. 

The argument that maintaining Ojibway is important because it is an integral part of  a culturaI identity that is 

both extremely valuable and threatened has already been rnentioned. Another reason some believe it needs to be 

strengthened in the school is that it would give those students with already strong Ojibway skills the support and 

assistance they need to succeed in their school work. One participant implied that this language support is 

needed because the first Ianguage is the language you think in: 

Iris - 1 think ... every (Ojibway) child should be able to speak their language and to be taught 
their language. And ... the education should be transtated in their own Ianguage because that's 
the language they speak. 1 think they have a better idea, understanding, in their own language, 
than they d o  in English. 

There is a considerable body of research evidence now being assembled that shows the importance of literacy 

instmction in the child's first Ianguage and this matter will be raised again shortly. 



Incidentally, it was also pointed out that, at least in the Lake of the Woods region, the ability to speak Ojibway 

can improve one's job prospects. It is a great asset to anyone who wishes to work with the Anishnabe in the 

Kenora area. 

It seems clear that many of the proponents of Ojibway Ianguage teaching in the school have observed the present 

situation of decline in the use and quality of Ojibway and have decided that without action in the school, the 

decline witl continue. 

Angela - In my generation, like, it (Ojibway language) is weak now, but ... it could get 
stronger, 1 guess, if there were more Native teachers and more etders coming in (to the 
school). 

There are, then, many reasons underlying the fact that the majority of the participants would Iike to see an 

increase in the amount of Ojibway taught in the school. The amount of increase seen as desirable nnged a Iittle, 

but most believed that ideally, at least half of the instruction children received, through at least their pnmary 

years, would be in Ojibway. 

7. Literacy and the Ojibway Language 

Most participants expressed very positive feelings toward the native language program, wanted to see it ex- 

panded, and wanted to have more Native teachers in the school. There are strong reasons for believing that an 

expansion of Ojibway language instruction in the school would be very beneficial on a psychologicaI and (if the 

expansion is extended to Ojibway literacv instruction) an academic level, and this will be considered in detail in 

the Discussion. 

The principal of the school is aware that an increased role for Ojibway as the language of instruction would be 

or could be a positive step, but she identified what 1 feel are the two major baniers: lack of print material in 

Ojibway, and a lack of trained (or even untrained for that rnatter) Ojibway-speaking teachers: 



Valerie Henry - So many Native educators have (said) that the ideal situation would be to 
have al1 the learning done in the Ojibway, the native language. Have ail the books in the 
native language, the writing and reading, everything would be taught in the native language. 
But that would be so dam hard. Because you don? have the materials in the native ianguage. 
It would have to be al1 oral, which is the Ojibway tradition anyway. Eut then you're going to 
have to have the Native teachers. 

Severai youth participants and administrative personnel stated that there was a strong need for more native 

teachers. The Education Authority apparently supports this idea. 1 was told that the Education Authority wouId 

hire more Native, Ojibway-speaking teachers if it could, and that it does not insist at this time on a B.Ed. qualifi- 

cation. But, there are not very many people in the cornmunity at present with any IeveI of qualifications or 

training for the job. The principal felt that a one year certificate-level teacher preparation program for Natives 

would be justified given the success of a p s t  program of the type and the urgent need for more Native teachers. 

But, although the fact that the majority of the teachers are White is, for some, evidence that the school is still a 

foreign institution, it is believed that some in the cornmunity might object to increasing the numbers of Native 

teachers: 

Mctor - Some people here, other Natives, don't have any faitb in Natives. Others don't have 
any faith in White people. It goes both ways. 

One resident told the principal last year that there are already too many Native support staff in the school. 

Despite evidence that it would not be unanimously supported however, it seems unlikely that opposition to the 

presence of bilingual Ojibway teachers would be very great, providing that their qualifications were seen as 

satisfactory by most of the cornmunity. 

Some natives of Whitedog were hired in September 1993 for teaching positions: one for a primary class, and one 

to teach Native Language in the primary grades. This is an encouraging beginning, but there rernains a grave 

shortage of Native personnel willing and able to take on teaching duties. It would be very dificult at this time to 

fil1 rnany additional teaching vacancies with people from Wabaseemoong. 



The other potential banier to an expansion in the role of Ojibway in the classroom is that at present, there is very 

little printed material available in the language. And, to the best of my knowledge and from what I could learn 

from the Native Language teacher, there is not at present a generd agreement on the orthographie system that 

should be used if efforts to increase the availability of print material are to be made. 

While a superficial consideration would make the Roman alphabet the first choice for print materials in Ojibway 

(after all, children will have to leam the alphabet in order to read English), there appears to be a major flaw in 

that idea. Because of the structure of the language, words in Ojibway are seldom very short. Ojibway uses a 

system of affixes to modify words, and sentences consist of a few root words and firxes,  which are not easily 

separable from the root. Leaming to read Ojibway in Roman characters is apparently an onerous task. 

1 have heard that it was for this reason that Cree, a language with structural similarities to Ojibway, was first 

rendered into print by missionaries using a syllabic system that was invented for it. Syllabically rendered, the 

wordsentence particles of Cree are short, and c m  be comprehended by an expert at a glance. The same word/ 

sentence in aiphabetic script would be half a line of print long and a struggle for anyone to decipher. According 

to the Native Language teacher, the syllabic system used for Cree is readily adaptable to Ojibway. Her experi- 

ence with teaching Ojibway using the syllabic system has been positive. But not much material exists. 

Incidentally, before 1 spoke with the Native Language teacher, some students that 1 interviewed provided me 

with what 1 didn't know at the time was an ihstration of the importance of making your goals very clear to your 

students: these students believed that the Native Language teacher, because she was attempting to teach 

syllabics, was attempting to teach Cree. They were somewhat indignant about that, believing that it was essential 

to focus on Ojibway. 

Ojibway, then, is still primarily a spoken, as opposed to a written, language. Schools are not adapted to an 

emphasis on oral teaching. The syllabic system used for Cree is adaptable to Ojibway and the Native Language 

teacher knows syllabics, but at this time, it is believed, the community will is not there (even at the Education 

Authority level) for a dramatic expansion into a syllabics-based Ojibway litency program. Partly this is simply 

due to the fact that the community is not aware of syllabics, and partly it is due to the importance placed on 

giving the children an education like that of the Canadian majotity. However, and again this will be treated at 



length in the Discussion chapter, it is my belief that a literacy program in Ojibway is an essentiat component of 

the essential move into greater Native Language instruction in the school. 

8. Cultural Education 

Currently there is not much attention being given in the classroom to cultural education. Even Ojibway language 

education forrns only a small part of the school day. But not everyone believes that there is a place for Ojibway 

cultural education in the school. 

Different people give different reasons for this. First, as I mentioned earlier, it was reported to me that people 

who have embraced one of the fundamentdist sects currently operating in Wabaseemoong object to virtually any 

feature of traditional culture and do not want their children exposed to it. 

Others seemed to feel that the traditional methods of cultural education were somehow not compatible with the 

cIassroom. For example, several stated that the elders were the ones who passed on cultural and spiritual knowl- 

edge and, as was pointed out earlier, the eIders traditionally gauged what a young person could be told and what 

he or she was not ready for. This was an estimation probably based on the young person's current knowledge and 

maturity. Such an estimation is incompatible with a group setting. It is something that onIy parents and elders 

who are close to the child c m  make. Therefore, it is argued, parents must take the pnmary responsibility for 

cultural education. 

And the most spiritual or mystic aspects of traditional culture are of a highly individualistic nature. Not everyone 

goes as far, to the same depth, in their exploration and understanding of traditional shamanistic practices. Again, 

as mentioned earlier* some medicines and rituals are very powerful and are not to be treated lightly. 

Nevertheless, some people, while acknowIedging these things, still believe that an important aspect of the school 

experience of young Anishnabe children is teaching them as much as possible about their language and their 

cultural traditions. They feel that the Ianguage and the culture together make up the basis of a sense of identity: 



Iris - Culture. 1 think Culture is a very important part of their. ..their identity. And I think 
we're losing a lot of the language, we're losing a lot of the culture, and 1 think people should 
start having it in the school setting, having an eider coming in and talking about stones and 
just life itself, you know. 

And, as was the situation with language teaching, no one of this group was arguing for an exclusive focus on 

traditional culture. PeopIe who desired to see a much greater representation of Anishnabe culture in the school 

wanted to see the children provided with a bicultural education: 

Chief Eric Fisher - I think the school should be teaching kids to be proud of both cultures and 
to survive in both cultures. 

The school principal and the director of education don? believe that teaching culture is a waste of precious 

teaching time. They see it as providing children with the kind of knowledge necessary to enable thern to cope in 

the white world: 

Valerie Henry - They (children in Whitedog) need it (knowledge of traditional culture). If 
they don? have it they have less ability to cope with White culture. You have to know who 
you are first before you c m  take on the world. 

Ron MacDonald - 1 think the reason why we have this school is to prepare our children to 
becorne participants in the Iarger society. They get the education and they shouId be able to 
do any type of job as any person in Canada. Once they go through the educational system, it 
should prepare them to work anywhere or to continue on in education. But at the same time, 
when they're going through the system, they should be aware of who they are, their language, 
they have to keep their language, their customs. Just because they're going to school doesn't 
means they have to drop their identity. They have to keep it because it's really important who 
they are. 

Ideally, then, in the administration's eyes, there would be much, much more of Native culture in the 

classroom and the school: art, pow-wow singing, and story-telling. These things would enhance the child's self- 

esteem and give them pride in who they are and where they corne from. In expressing these ideas they are in 

basic agreement with the majority of the participants in this research. But community divisions have been 

operating to prevent that: 



Valene Henry - But there's the problem: the community is so divided and so many people 
want so many different things, if you did that (focused more on traditional culture), you can 
be dam sure you're going to offend a whole bunch of people. But just the visible signs ... it 
would be nice for people to be able to walk in here and know that this is a Native school. We 
went to a school in Wikwemikwon, Manitoulin Island and it was just a beautiful school, 
kindergarten to grade 4 and that's what they had. They had powwow dresses that the kids had 
made al1 over the wails and they had ... kids would learn how to make drearn catchers, things 
like that. I'm not saying exclusively that, but 1 do believe ... that very simple thing that most 
people believe: you have to have both. You have to have the Native culture and you aIso have 
to have enough to get by in the outside world because you have to be able to give the kid that 
choice. They have to be able to choose for themselves, "this is what 1 want". They have to 
have enough background to choose, "this is what I'm going to do for the rest of rny life. I'm 
going to go this way". But you can't deny them one or the other, and 1 really don? believe 
we're giving them enough of the native background. 

Other ways were identified for the school to place greater emphasis on the Anishnabe identity. Students saw a 

strong need for a course in Native history. That the students are interested in leaming more about who they are is 

clear to school personnel. For the higher grades, especially in courses like English and History, much more 

inclusion of content that refers to the world in which Native youth find themselves (i.e. that helps them to see 

how the material is relevant to their own experience) is seen as desirable. 1 must add that there is no real bamer 

to the construction of such cumcula, at least in English courses. 1 had no problem, for summer school in 1993, 

getting approval from the Ontario Ministry of Education for a level4G (grade 12 genenl) English course focus- 

ing exclusively on Native people, Native issues, and Native writers. 

Many students would like to l e m  bush skills. At present, the school gives students in the upper grades one week 

in the bush in the winter. The youths greatly enjoy this experience, but as actual training in traditional skills it is, 

of course, inadequate. 

For the school administration, the teaching of Native culture, if approached from the right perspective, could 

actually cure two major community problems. Placing the Ojibway culture within the context of teachings 

concerning al1 the aboriginal peoples of North and South America would help people to see that they are part of 

something very large and very important. This could both reduce the insular mentality of the people and help 

them to overcome family feuding: 

Ron MacDonald - Not only should they (students) know that they are Native people, the first 
people here, in the Western hemisphere, they have to go even further, they have to be globally 
educated about who they are. That's really important. A lot of the people around here think 
just Whitedog. Whitedog is the only place in the world. We can't think like that. We've been 
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brainwashed by the Indian Act and the Dept. of Indian Affairs to think like that. You have to 
think globally, like al1 of North and South America, that belongs to us, to Native people. 
That's how we've got to think. We can't just think Whitedog and a piece of property and 
~JY extended farnily. You have to g o  beyond that. And that's what our children lack here. 
They've got to be told that not only are they the landlords of this part of the world, but you 
have to get back to your culture, to your language in order to know who you are. 

9. Elders in the School 

Several participants who were very proud of their culture and who wanted to see a greater affirmation of it on al1 

levels saw an obstacle to teaching it in school: elders are the ones who have traditionally been responsible for 

the provision of a cultural education, and they believed there might be problems with getting elders in to the 

classroorn. For one thing, it was pointed out, alcoholism is widespread in the older genention. It was believed 

that not al1 students would have sufficient respect for the elders: 

John - When they bring in eIders to the classroom there's the odd few that don't listen. 
They're not interested. They see the elder as a drunk who doesn't know what he's talking 
about. 

It was also mentioned that some portion of the children in every ciassroom would not speak Ojibway sufficiently 

well to understand them. 

Nevertheless, several participants wanted to see a much greater presence of elders in the school. They felt that 

elders can and should come into the school to teach language and mythology. Even more importantly for sorne, 

the elders could use the school to fulfil their traditional role of providing guidance and counselling: 

Angela - There should be more elders coming in, you know, because a lot of things in the 
past tie up with things now. Things that can happen to a younger person, like suicide 
or. ..there should definitely be more elders corning in and talking to the kids. But they 
shouldn't be teaching stuff like ... well, yeah stuff like how to make a dmm, material things 1 
guess you could cal1 it, that kind of stuff. That's nice to know, but you don't necessarily need 
it now. (Elders can focus on) the person inside. What they are going through. More of a 
spiritual teaching. Not with saying "well this word means ..." Iike that kind of stuff, you won't 
be needing that in the future, if you're going to go out in the real world. Something like, 
where you could come back to a home base and gather your feelings and your thoughts, 
something of that sense, you know. 



Freda - There's lots in the school but about the only traditional thing 1 see in the school is just 
Native Language ... There was a thing here where the boys were poking the girls bums and 
teasing the girls in the classroorns about their privates. And 1 was talking to Roy (Macdonald) 
one time about that and he was teliing me that a long time ago this and that ... and that's what 
1 would Iike to hear, that's what 1 would like the students tci hear. Like even have the ladies 
come in. Roy's wife, she's got a lot to offer kids. And even though most of the elders drink 
and that, still they have a lot to offer. And 1 wouldn't mind seeing the elders come in and talk 
to the students. The elders could offer some things that would be helpful. And talk about 
motherhood and ail that ... 

The school principal believes that a return to certain cultural values and protocols is occumng and has gained 

rnomentum in the past 5 or 6 years, but some cultural elernents were quite severely darnaged. One of those is the 

traditional position of elders as teachers and providers of guidance. Refemng to elders for this is beginning to 

reoccur, but it is an exarnple of rebuilding a cultural element that was lost. She feels that the youth, some of 

whorn have taken an avid interest in traditionai culture, are perhaps in a position of leadership in this regard, 

since they are probably the most interested in this tradition and may even know more about it than rnany other 

people in the cornmunity: 

VaIerie Henry - You hear that al1 the time, especially the last 5 or 6 years: "talk to the elders". And that doesn't 

seem to happen here. It does happen sporadically. Like at a few board meetings they'll Say, "our elder tonight is 

so and so". And at the school they'll Say, "we'll cd1 in the elders to have thern do this", and they will have 

sorneone corne in to do things like ... it's almost like ... almost like the token elder every now and again. Almost 

like people aren't quite .... to me it's almost like it's a part of the culture that was destroyed or  taken away. The 

system was so totally destroyed that that is gone too. But that's sornething that has to be brought back. They 

know it's there. And the kids are more aware of it actudly, because they hear more of the stuff coming from the 

outside, which is sornething that they had here a long time ago and it's almost up to the youth to bnng it back 

themselves. 



10. Youth Concerns to be Addressed in the School 

This thesis has identified an historical process of cultural disintegration on al1 fronts, and has also shown that 

serious problems exist in the community with respect to gender relations, teenage pregnancy, and substance 

abuse. It is my belief, and the belief of many of the participants, that the problerns stem from the culturai disinte- 

gration. The cultural disintegration has had negative psychological effects and, in fact, the community's prob- 

lems are Iargely cumulative manifestations of the psychological ham to individuals that resulted from the 

destruction of the traditional culture and the imposition of another one. 

Participants expressed a belief that the school had the ability, and the duty, to address some of the psychoiogical 

needs of the youth. Decision-making skills, leadership, conflict-resolution skills, al! can be taught to sorne extent 

in the classroom. By teaching such skills, the schooI has enorrnous potential to assist in the rebuilding of the 

cornmunity : 

Valerie Henry - 1 think education is much much more than academics. It's putting forward al1 
the cultural stuff - to the extent that the community wants it. But - not only in Whitedog but 
a11 over the place, Canada, everywhere - schools have become more of a socid training 
ground too. Social skills, and how to get dong in a society, and how do you express your 
feelings, and that sort of thing. My philosophy is the school can help in that way. It c m  try to 
teach the kids how to deal with the problems they're going to face. Not only how to read, or 
how to do math, but problems arnongst each other. We've got an ideal training ground here; 
when kids get into fights on the school ground or in the class: conflict resolution. Teach 
them, how do you deal with each other, how do you deal with your feelings, your anger, your 
conflict. That to me is really important, because they're going to have to deal with al1 that, on 
the reserve and off. That's the only way you're going to survive here, and everywhere else. 
You have to leam al1 that first. It's sort of, how to face life 1 guess. How to accept the bad 
stuff with the good stuff. And teach them how to make decisions because nobody can make 
them for them, they have to make decisions for themselves and for their community. They 
have to take charge. 

Self-esteem is another area that school personnel see a potential for the school to work on. The education system 

is believed to be able to provide self-esteem enhancement on two possible leveis: directly, through educational 

success, or indirectly, through extracurricular a~ t iv i t i e s .~~  

" It should be noted however, îhat although it can be a very important source o f  self-esteem, excelling in sports will not by 
itself create a perception of the importance o f  education: 

Su how long were you out? 
Edward - Out of  school? Well, at least 3 years, like 1 wasn't out but 1 would g o  to school and wouldn't get 
any credits. 1 skipped a lot. I went to school in Kenora, and Whitefish for hockey, but it was just for the 
hockey. In both places 1 didn't go to school. 
Edward - Yeah. 
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The need for a community wide, multi-level effort both in terms of self-esteem enhancement and in terms of 

support for education was identified by school personnel: 

Ron MacDonald - If you can build somebody's self-esteem up, then that person may continue 
on and go for more education. But the way it is right now, like, education alone, the educa- 
tion system alone cannot solve that problem. It has to be a parental responsibility, a local 
responsibility, Iike, of everybody, it has to be a government responsibility, which includes 
chief and council, it has to be regional and eventually national. But we cannot depend on 
education alone. I'm stressing that point. Education cannot do everything. It has to be an 
effort from everybody, parents, governments, institutions. They have to work together. 

Some participants stated that the school did not offer enough recreational activities. They believed that a sports 

program was one way to help lower the drop out rate. However, they recognized that one reason why there was 

little in the way of intramural sports was that there had been probIems with them in the past. Fighting amongst 

players was cited as the reason for their discontinuation in the past. But the participants saw the prevention of 

such events through education as another goal for the school. 

At present, not many students in a class are willing to participate in classroom discussions or even to ask for 

help. Some will not even respond to a direct question. A number of reasons were suggested to explain the 

students' reluctance to speak, including being in awe of the teacher, and not wanting to appear stupid in front of 

the rest of the class by asking any dumb questions. Low self-esteem was seen as a major factor in this shyness: 

Elaine - Little kids, iike outside the classroom, they'd t d k  and yell and ... 
Carol - Yeah. they'd have their own persondity. But in the classroom they're different 
Cass - Because that white person, yeah ... 
Carol - And the rest of the class. They don? want to look, nobody wants to look stupid in a 
crowd [laughs] or sound stupid. 

Cass - And also they, they, well worship is a little too strong but this person (teacher) is 
something ... 
Elaine - Yeah, like, like, "Can 1 corne in and visit?"[iaughs] (refemng to a common practice 
of children in the community: visiting teachers in their apartments) 

Carol - Teachers are people that ... 
Elaine - Used to arrive and you'd look at them in awe ... 

Cass - Unusual, special or something 

Iris - 1 guess in rny case, a lot of times when 1 spoke 1 always thought people would think bad 
of me, or 1 might say something 1 shouldn't be saying or they were going to look at me 
differently. I was... really. very low self-esteem. Because of some of the violence in my home 



and the alcohol and al1 the problems ... not having things ... lack of employment, it c m  really 
bring someone down, and not have any respect for themselves. That's how it was for me. 1 
was afraid someone was going to laugh at me. ... 1 was wonied about what other people were 
going to think. 

Students proposed that new courses be offered that they saw as yielding primaily psychological benefits. 

Instruction in art and theatre courses, for example, could help build self-confidence. Sex education classes could 

both hel p boost self-es teem and reduce teenage pregnancy. 

There is strong support from some for the idea of developing a more native-onented overail education program. 

There is a belief that if the school fosters pride in culturai background, and makes use of traditional practices, 

such as seeking the counsel of elders and holding healing circles, the students will benefit psychologically. 

Several students felt that there were not enough counselling and guidance services in the school at this time. 

They felt there was a need for more counselling services as a way of making the importance of school clear. 

Again, as mentioned above, elders could play an important role in this regard. 

Career guidance services are insufficient. Students are not being exposed to career alternatives, are not being 

encouraged to evaluate their interests and explore the possibilities for a personally satisfying working career. 

The link between school success and a good career may be becoming more obvious. And, with the growth in 

high school completion there has corne a growth in the numbers of students wishing to pursue post-secondary 

education. However, of the participants planning to attain post-secondary training, few expressed a desire to 

attend university. A couple of youth participants were interested in being police officers and therefore aspired to 

police training programs (either provincial or RCMP). Several expressed an interest in a career in social work or 

a related field. Two stated that they were interested in forest resource management careers. Among these youth 

there was considerable uncertainty about how to obtain training for these careers, where such courses were 

offered, what their requirements were, and so forth. 

The frequency of mention of career choices relating to law enforcement, social work, and natural resource 

management probably reflects both the saiience of these kinds of jobs on the reserve, and their perceived impor- 

tance in the task of making this community better. 



1 raised the possibility of teaching as a career with sevenl  who expressed a desire for post-secondary education. 

None of the participants wanted to become teachers. Some saw the job as too dificult, and others simply did not 

feel that it was suited to their interests. 

It was stated earlier that teenage parenthood and a readiness to assume adult roles at an early age are elements of 

traditional culture to some extent. Some expressed to  me that the belief that school is not for "adults" (especially 

parents) may be changing: 

Paula - Traditionally, in my family anyway ... the husband stayed home and the wife. School 
was out if you were a parent. Some of the students corne from this background. And then if 
you have a child you're not supposed to g o  to  school, you can't. And somewhere along the 
way there's been a tum around. Some of the parents are realizing that education is the an- 
swer. And they're finding babysitters for their children so they can go. But the hard part on 
the reserve is finding reliable babysitters. 

However, before any significant numbers of people who dropped out will return, a variety of different supports 

have to be created o r  strengthened. A daycare for young mothers is needed in the school. 

An increase in the availability both of remedial education and counselling has to take place for people who 

dropped out for any reason. Without psychological and emotional support rnany will continue to feei they are 

unable to return. 

As a recent experience with attempting to recruit dropouts showed, many who drop out have a very low level of 

academic skills at present and have a long way to go. Partially at l e s t ,  this is due to weak English skills and 

strong abilities in Ojibway. On the other hand, sometimes retention of dropouts is difficult because they are 

experiencing ongoing social problems." 

23 Steve - For 9 basic we had about 18 kids to start with and by June we had two. 
Whar happened? 

Steve - Some of them got pregnant, sorne went to jail. 
How many pregnant? 

Steve - 9 basic: two pregnant. 
How many in jail? 

Steve - About 5 
5 wenr to Jail? 

Steve -And some of them. they just couldn't handle the work, even though it was basic stuff. 



Some of the older youth express deep regret that, because they became parents in their teens, they did not go 

further in their education and they say that they have very high aspirations for their children's education. Inter- 

estingly, of the two who expressed these feelings to me most strongly, one was comrnitted to remaining on the 

reserve and the other wanted to leave it as soon as farnily circumstances perrnitted. Yet, of these two, it was the 

former who believed that the school should concern itself excIusively with education in English. The latter felt 

that in Wabaseemoong, the school needed to devote more time to Ojibway cultural and Ianguage education. 

To summarize the results dealing with education, the main points are as fo1lows. There are numbers of people on 

the reserve who, for very different reasons, advocate that the school continue to opente as it has in the past, 

which is to Say, provide as close as possible a copy of the kind of education a student could expect to receive in, 

say, Kenora. Therefore, these people are d l  somewhat opposed to the idea of increasing the amount of Ojibway 

Ianguage teaching, and to other measures aimed at increasing the presence of tradition-based Anishnabe culture. 

Converts to fundamentalist protestant sects object because traditional beliefs and practices are wrong in their 

eyes. Some traditionalists object because they view the school and traditionai teaching as incompatibIe. Others, 

regardless of religion, believe that the school has to concern itseIf first, and forernost (and therefore, in view of 

the difficulty of the task, nearly exclusively) with a high quality standard education. 

However, the majority of youth 1 talked with, and the school personnel, were very clear in their desire to see a 

great deal more effort by the school in the direction of Anishnabe education. This means rnuch more Ojibway 

Ianguage instruction, more teaching of Ojibway (and al1 Aboriginal) history, mythology, ethics, and spintuaIity, a 

greater presence of Ojibway people (especially elders) in the school, and more concentration on the material and 

physical manifestations of Ojibway culture such as sweats, drumming, fine art, and the leaming of bush skills. 

The proponents of this latter view were largely of the opinion that in providing an education that gave equal 

treatment to the two cultures that the children were a part of, the school could be more successful in a wide 

variety of roles, including preparing the young for a successful and happy adult Iife and healing the community's 

divisions. 



DISCUSSION 

Culture, education and cultural imperialism 

The principal focus of this research was the education system in Wabaseemoong. However, it was considered 

necessary to describe at length many other aspects of the community. There are two reasons for this. First, 

without a thorough consideration of the issues, as was presented in the previous sections, the full understanding 

of the cornplexity of the situation that is necessary to an understanding of where this document is leading could 

not be achieved. Proposals for changes to the school in Wabaseemoong c m  only be understood, and responsibly 

made, if ail the factors, al1 the points of view with respect to those changes, are acknowledged and described. It 

is the belief of this researcher that an appropriate education is one that is cognizant of the total sociocultural 

situation of the individual for whom the education is intended. 

The second reason for descnbing the various aspects of the community that appeared in the resuIts section is that 

the researcher, and evidently rnany youth and others in the cornmunity, believes that an appropriate (and school- 

based) education addresses the developmental needs of the whole individual: not just the cognitive/academic 

development - though that is important - but the individual's emotional, psychological, spiritual, ethical, social, 

and physical development and growth as well. Assessing and selecting from the different means available for 

addressing these needs requires a knowledge of what the present situation is in the community. 

An education system does not exist in a vacuum; it exists in a community, which is made up of families and 

other institutions that also affect the various aspects of an individual just listed. Therefore, the educational 

endeavour must be sensitive to the input of the rest of the social environment in al1 the developmental areas. 

Ideally, in a comrnunity, there is a shared effort, shared goals, and a shared view of how to achieve them, so that 

the school system contributes to the development of the children as only one part of a cohesive social system of 

creating new, happy, responsible mernbers of a commrinity. Blit, wf,ere this community cohesion is absent, where 

there is no unanirnity of vision, where the fc:ces of cultural irnperiaiism have fragmented a fonnerly harmonic 

sociai system and desii-oyed traditiorial institutions white failing to replace them with viable alternatives, and 

where the result is confi ict, hopelessness, anger, and hurt, the education system, if it is to address the develop- 
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mental needs of the whole individual, must take these things into account and do what it can both for the indi- 

vidual and for the community. 

Al1 institutions in a unified culture work not just for the health of the individuais in it, but for the health and 

growth of the cuiture itself. When a culture has been harmed, 1 bdieve, al1 the institutions in that culture (the 

family, the educationd institution, the religious institutions, the justice system, social services systems etc.) need 

to work as hard as possibIe at mending the culture, for without a healthy culture, individuals cannot grow. 

In the recent history of this community, however, a number of the institutions that would ordinarily contnbute to 

its health were themselves part of the problem. In the traditional culture, several of the institutions listed above 

were invisible, in that the educational function, the judicial function, emergency child care, and social work, 

were aH performed by the family, extended family, clan, or community at different times depending on the nature 

of the need. The education function was almost exclusively a family responsibiiity. Separation of these different 

functions into visibie instiîutions with specialist practitioners was an aspect of the invasion of European culture. 

The school, the judicial system (of courts, poiice, and jails) and the social services agency were al1 elements of a 

foreign culture. Whether it was a part of their mandate or not, each of these institutions, in their historical 

relationships with Native people, acted in ways that were harmful to the traditionai culture. 

The residential school system represented the rnost delibente (though by no means the only) attempt by Whites 

to destroy Aboriginal culture, especially the religious/spiritual parts of it. Though it was in many ways a dismal, 

and sharneful, failure, in this respect it was a shameful success. It tore the fabric of Native culture into shreds, 

destroying many lives in the process. But it failed to make Aboriginal people into copies of White people, and 

eventually the failure was recognized (in large measure due to the efforts of Aboriginal people) and the attempt 

abandoned. 

But in Wabaseemoong, to continue the metaphor, some people held firm to the shreds of their culture. The 

destructive work of the residential schools was not as protracted in this region as in others. The residential 

school outside Kenora was closed at a time when many people with vivid mernories of traditionai culture were 

ctill only in their forties. Probably for a number of reasons - and, as 1 have said, the discontinuance of the adoles- 



cent vision quest must be counted one of them - the rnemories were not complete. Things were lost. But much 

was also retained, if only (as in cases like the shaking tent) the memory that the practice had existed and been 

powerful. 

Yet even as the residential schools (with their frontal assault on the spiritual side of culture) were being closed, 

modem Western materiaVeconomic culture was clashing with the Anishnabe's rneans of subsistence, with 

powerhl effect. A largely cashless, egalitarian economic order was slowly, but eventually completely, over- 

whelmed by a rnoney-based stratified one (cf Shkilnyk, 1979). Though Roy MacDonald, and other elders who 

knew the harmony of the other way of life, may decry its loss, I doubt if anyone in Wabaseemoong believes that 

a return to al1 the old ways is possible. 

Today, as a result of an increasing demand for self-government, some of the formerly White-controIIed institu- 

tions that were responsible for enormous h m  to Aboriginal societies are now under the control of Native 

peoples. Wabaseemoong was only one of the Aboriginal communities that lost many of its children 20 years ago, 

because of the actions of the Children's Aid Society (see York, 1989, for a discussion of this). Today, Weechi-it- 

te-win, an autonomous and Anishnabe-controtled body is responsible for child protection and al1 other aspects of 

social work in Wabaseemoong. The Wabaseemoong Education Authonty was created in the mid-1980's and the 

mnning of the school is compretely in its hands. A Native constabulary exists on the reserve, and pIans are 

underway to have a Native justice of the peace holding hearings in the cornmunity. 

These developments are al1 positive steps towards the rebuilding of an integrated community. But they are early 

steps, and many changes are still needed. Many of the participants 1 interviewed believe that more changes, and 

radical changes, to the education system in Whitedog are a necessary and vitally important part of that process. 

Taken as a whole, this community is still suffeting tembly. In the surnrner of 1993 there were 7 deaths. Al1 but 

one were suicides. One night, during the Christmas period just past, the air ambulance was called in on four 

separate occasions for emergency evacuation. Though it is certainly unusual to have this many in one night, 

emergency evacuations are by no means uncornmon. Violence, suicide and substance abuse continue at or near 

the tragically high levels they reached in the 1970's. 



These kinds of problems provide evidence (as well as a reason) that many people in Whitedog are not at al1 well- 

off psychologically. Though 1 perhaps gave the impression, in my description of the religious conflict, that 

Wabaseemoong is split into two camps, (the traditionai and the fundamentalist) the largest portion of the popula- 

tion is still probably the irreligious one. The residentiai schools and the missionaries, especiaily the former, 

succeeded, in the case of many Ojibway, in invalidating traditionai religious beliefs. But they did not at the same 

time succeed in replacing them with Christian ones, as evidenced by the very low participation rate in Christian 

churches in Whitedog in the '70s and '80s (also see Vecsey, 1983). 

When traditional subsistence patterns were also destroyed, many people found themselves in a void as f i r  as 

their identity was concemed. They knew they weren't White; there was pIenty of evidence for that. But they no 

longer had very much that was Native of which they could be proud. As a culture and as individuais, many 

Anishnabe did not know who they were. This lack of a positive identity is, 1 believe, an important elernent in 

understanding what has been happening in many Native communities and to many Native people. 

The Nature of an Identity and the Role of Culture in its Formation 

It is highly doubtful that many of the traditional subsistence practices can be brought back, at least, as the 

principal means of survival. Therefore, the components of a distinctly Anishnabe identity in Wabaseemoong will 

primarily have to be found in the non-economic aspects of culture. Though it is an artificial distinction, it is 

useful for a moment to divide non-econornic elements of culture into two categories: ethics and rules of behav- 

iour on the one hand, and spiritual beliefs and cultural rituals on the other. 

In preparing for this research, 1 examined a great deal of psychological, anthropological and other social scien- 

tific literature on the question of culture. Among other works 1 consulted, one by J. A. Mannette stands out for 

this point. In writing of White perceptions of Native culture she says: 
"(in White people) conditioned by ethnocentrism and Hollywood images of Plains warriors, 
no tepees, language Ioss and alcohol addiction are understood to mean 'no culture'. Thus, 
cultural sense is not made of extended families, humour and tribal thought"(Mannette, 1990, 
p510). Mannette argues that, difficult as it may be for some to see it, Native people stilI do 
have viable, living cultures. The cultures have evolved, and are evolving, to meet the present 
situation. 



Dr. Clare Brant, a Mohawk, also makes this point: in their ethics, or rules of behaviour, the Aboriginal peopIe of 

Canada everywhere still manifest a distinct point of view (Brant, 1982; 1990). There is nothing self-conscious 

about this. Native people began with a different world view than Europeans and no matter how much contact 

occurs will probably always differ in some ways because of it. In Whitedog, which has had far less contact than 

the Micmac communities of which Mannette wrote, and where the language is still alive, this fact is fairly 

obvious, though subtle enough that some short-tenn residents (e-g. teachers) have nevertheless failed to grasp it. 

However, it is in the area of cultural and spiritual ritual practices, a far more self-conscious and overt set of 

behaviours, that one can speak of a cultural revival. 1 contend that it is this kind of pnctice that has the greatest 

power to give a person an ethnic, or cultural, identity, a sense of belonging tu a group of people whose unique 

practices have value for that person. And 1 agree with Enkson (1963) (and numerous others:Banith and Man- 

ning(199 1 ); Gibbs and Huang( 1989); Rotheram and Phinney, ( 1987); Spencer and Markstrom- Adams ( 1990); 

Westermeyer (1979)) that a cultural identity of which a person can be proud is an important part of the ovenll 

identity that a person constmcts. In other words, one aspect of the self-definition that a person must forrnulate 

(though not necessarily consciously) in order to function succcssfully as an adult, is a statement about what 

group or groups he or she belongs to. Though al1 the different community-controlled institutions can help in 

restoring a strong sense of identity to the individuals in the community, clearly, the school (which, with the 

exception of the family, is the institution most concerned with the development of children into adults) is the 

place where the sense of identity can be most directly affected. 

"The internakation of a particular version of [the status] 'one who can walk' is one of the 
many steps in child development which (through the coincident experience of physical 
mastery and of cultural meaning, of functional pleasure and social prestige) contnbute on 
each step to a more realistic self-esteem. This self-esteem grows to be a conviction that one is 
leaming effective steps toward a tangible future, and is developing into a defined self within 
a social reality. The growing child must, at every step, derive a vitalizing sense of actuality 
from the awareness that his individual way of mastering experience (his ego synthesis) is a 
successful variant of a group identity." (Erikson, 1963, p.235) 

In other words, throughout the long course of development izto adulthood (and even afterwards, according to 

Erikson (1963))- physical, psychological and sociocultural factors will combine and be combined in such a way 

that the individual attains a functioning sense of identity, The functional sense of identity will require the adop- 

tion, and successful performance, of roles from within a culture's large, but limited, pool (e.g. the role of father 

will be enacted in accordance with the cultural expectations for that role, dong  with the other roles expected of a 

male aduIt). - 109 - 



Erikson argues that the sense of identity arises frorn the coincident experience of physical rnastery (in cu1turalIy 

prescribed roles and behaviors) and social prestige. In the introduction it was mentioned that other theorists have 

labelled a sense of physical mastery (i.e.the belief that one is perforrning weIl in a particular role) the sense of 

self-efficacy (Harter, 1988; Bandura, 1983) and give self-efficacy beliefs considerable importance both for 

feelings of self-esteem and for performance in a given role. 

The social prestige (or social support) element is equally important. RecalI frorn the introduction that Harter 

considered that the opinions about you of the significant others in your life were very important to your self- 

concept. If the significant others in your life value your performance in a given area then the quality of your 

performance will be important to your sense of who you are. 

Culturally-valued roles and behaviours are the ones that really matter in the formation of an identity. And the 

belief that you are performing well in a culturally-valued role contributes not just to psychological well-being 

but also to how well you perform that role. To use school subjects as an example, believing that you are good rit 

math can be both a source of pride (if the culture values math achievement) and an important factor in how good 

you actually are at math. The better you believe you are at a subject, the more you will like it, and the more 

likely you will be to work hard at it and therefore do well in it (Bandura, 1983). 

But what of settings where there are two, largely competing, sets of cultural expectations and two different role/ 

identity repertoires? Although they worked separateiy, anthropologists George and Louise Spindler, and Native 

psychologist Michele Marchand both identified, from their work with different Aboriginal groups, 5 possible 

identity styles that could arise from the need to reconcile the competing demands of two separate cultures. 

Spindler and Spindler (1 989) labelled the 5 main identity adaptations that Native people (or any members of  an 

ethnic minority) could make: assimilation, reaffirmation, withdrawal, constructive marginality, and 

biculturalism. Marchand (1990), labelled the five different kinds of ethnic identity: conforrnity, resistance/ 

immersion, dissonance, introspection, and synergistic articulation and awareness. To some extent, Marchand's 

description of the kinds of ethnic identity is couched in stage/developmental terms, that is, as phases in the 

developrnent of  the individual. However, she emphasized that, in characterizing the identity development of 

members of ethnic rninorities, it is not really possible to specify a characteristic developmental pattern, that not 

ail will go through al1 stages and that there is no terminal point in the development of ethnic identity (1 990). 
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There is considenble overlap between these two different descriptions of ethnic identity. What Marchand calls 

the confonnity stage is much like the Spindlers' assimilated identity. The individual in this case rejects the 

ethnic culture and is solely a member of the mainstream culture. 

The Spindlers' reaffirrnative identity is very sirnilar to Marchand's resistance/imrnersion stage. Both describe a 

situation where the minority person has attempted to embrace his or her own culture and to reject anything that 

reflects majority culture. 

Marchand's synergistic articulation and awareness stage is similar to the Spindler's bicultural identity. In both 

cases, the individual has made an effort to selectively endorse vaiues and so forth from both cultures, the main- 

Stream and the minonty. The individual defines him or herself as belonging to both cultures. 

Marchand's dissonance stage is similar to the Spindlers' withdrawal identity, where there is rejection of both 

cultures. Both Marchand and the Spindlers indicate that this state c m  be characterized by self-destructive behav- 

iour. 

Findly, Marchand's introspection stage is somewhat similar to the Spindlers' constructive rnarginality stage. In 

both descriptions the individual is neither firmIy attached to either culture, nor totally withdrawn from them. 

Instead, he or she has adopted a critical attitude toward both, a sort of "wry view" of them, to use the Spindlers' 

term. 

The School and Cultural Identity 

The Spindlers (1989) speculate that the different adaptations, or cultural identities, cm be at least partially 

affected by experiences in the school, though they are not deterrnined solely by them. They point out that for 

ethnic rninorities, as for the mainstream, situational self-efficacy (e.g. self-efficacy beliefs about school subjects) 

may be darnaged without major harm to one's overall self concept (or self-esteem) if there is little importance 

attached to the situation. However, they claim that school is a situation that is at least initiaIly important to most 

members of a rninority culture, and that an experience of failure there will result in some damage to self-esteem, 

at least until some adaptation has been made to one's identity. 
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Other writers though, have argued that school success may not be as important, (and is certainly less likely) for 

rnembers of certain ethnocultural rninorities compared to members of the majority culture. Ogbu (1988, 1992) 

has argued that, in North Arnenca, Blacks and Native people tend to have a different kind of cultural identity 

than d o  most other minority groups. Ogbu believes that, because neither of these groups willingly entered in to a 

relationship with the majority culture (Blacks first encountered North American majority culture Iargely as 

slaves and the majority culture's interactions with Natives can Iargely be characterized as attempts at cultural 

genocide), both groups tend to have an op~osit ional  identity towards the majority culture and its institutions. 

That is, many Natives partially define who they are by who they are not. To be Native is to be unlike Whites. 

Ogbu claims that with this frame of reference, sorne Natives regard success, or even willing participation, in 

majority institutions such as school as, by definition, a Ioss of their Native identity. The derogatory terrn "apple", 

for example, is applied by Native people to Native people who take on too many White values.(1988, 1992). 

While this view is consistent with sorne of the identity statuses identified by both the Spindlers and Marchand 

(Le. while Ogbu's views can help explain how Natives might dislike and reject either their own or the majority 

culture) it has not gone unchallenged. Tnteba (1 987) points out that this view does not provide insight into how 

some Native peopIe are able to succeed in school and yet maintain a positive view towards being Native. In fact, 

Trueba argues, accepting Ogbu's views ultimately ties the hands of educators. If sociocultural history is destiny, 

there is really nothing to be done (1987). If the formation of a Native ethnic identity reauires the rejection of 

school as a White institution then cleatly many Native students will not even want to succeed in school. 

That the school is still being seen by some in Whitedog as a White institution and an imposition was made clear 

in the Analysis chapter. There is an element in the community that views school success with at best consider- 

able ambivalence because they identify the school as something foreign and inirnical to who they are as Native 

people. 

But tfiis is not a universal view. Nearly al1 of the people 1 interviewed expressed what 1 believe to be sincere 

pride in the fact of being Anishnabe. But most of them had come to, or were overtly attempting to come to, a 

relationship with both cultures, both sets of expectations, that was individually satisfjhg.  For each, that meant 

establishing what domains of their lives were Anishnabe, what ones Canadian mainstream, and what ones 

demanded a combination and reconciliation of the two. 



The school is seen by them as capable of assisting children toward the adaptation of a positive attitude to both 

cultures, in other words, toward a bicultural identity. While this identityhttitude is not the only one that can give 

Native children psychological satisfaction, most of the participants in this research saw it as the best one. 

But not al1 of the participants and certainly not everyone in the community believe that the school c m  and 

should assist in the development of positive attitudes toward both cuitures. The different beliefs were presented 

in the preceding sections. Recast in terrns of identity theory, it cm be stated that opposition to the teaching of 

both cultures in the school comes from people with one of two identity styles and that furtherrnore support for 

the school as the venue for teaching both cultures only comes from those with a bicultural identity style or 

orientation. Those who hoId assimilated identities (in Wabaseemoong this group would principally be made up 

of converts to Christian fundamentaiism) want Iittle o r  nothing to do  with their traditional culture. Those who 

hold reaffirmative identities (many of the traditionalists) at best do not see the school as the correct venue for 

cultural education and sometimes even view it with hostility, as an agent of White cultural imperialism to be 

resisted. 

No support for the school, no matter how constituted, can be expected of people wiic, have withdrawal identities 

since people who can be characterized in this way view nothing very positively. Nor can people who are intro- 

spected (to use Marchand's label) or marginal (to use the Spindlers' label) with respect to a cultural identity be 

looked to as active advocates of any particuiar form of schooling. 

Therefore, it is only those who are expressing a degree of biculturalism in their ethnic identities that are advocat- 

ing a biculturd school system. Yet, as 1 stated above, this identity adaptation while potentially difficult to attain 

(cf Katz, 1979, who argues that the two cultures are so  different as to make reconciliation between the two 

utterly impossible) seems to me the most tenable of ail the ethnic identity styles that a school c m  work to foster. 

Whitedog is still a nearly totally Ojibway community, where the language is still widely spoken and where the 

prevailing ethics and mles of behaviour originated in the ancestral culture. It is therefore difficult, though not 

impossible, to maintain an identity that says that many, if not all. of the elements of the ancestral culture are bad 

and wrong. Furthemore, even if parents believe that an assimilated identity is the right kind of identity for their 

children to develop, the children themselves are likely to question it in the adolescent period, as they try to 



define their own identities. It is argued that most youth, in any culture, do not adopt their parents' values without 

f'Ïrst going through a penod of values exploration (Harter, 1988; Erikson, 1963). It would seem to be a legitimate 

role of the school to set forth the values of the two cultures that the children of Wabaseemoong are exposed to. 

Others did not want to see the school teaching the Native culture more because they had corne to hold a 

reaffirrnative identity. The participants who expressed this identity were not actually hostile to the school, but 

their emphasis on Native culture led them to feel that they should learn about the traditionai culture by tndi- 

tionai means, that they should teach their children about the Anishnabe culture themselves, and that the family 

was where al1 children should leam about the culture, since the family had always been the source of knowledge 

about Anishnabe culture. That some are able to do this was clear from the results. Those who have other means 

of exploring the Anishnabe culture do not need (or want) the school to help them do so. In their view, the school 

cm present the values of the other culture and the youth c m  choose between them. 

However, while this point of view has some validity, it is functional as a means of Ieming about both cultures 

only for those youth who have access to traditional sources of knowledge outside the school. The results show 

that numerous participants have limited or no access to such sources, that they feel deficient in their knowledge 

of Anishnabe culture and strongly desire to learn more. For these participants, the school is the Iogical venue for 

such learning. And some participants even suggested methods whereby the school could be sensitive not just to 

the cultural knowledge, but to the traditional means of transmitting it. 

ldentity theory can also be used to help to some extent in the understanding of the different positions that were 

expressed with regard to Ojibway language instruction in the school. Again, those with assimilated and 

reaffirrnative identities express negativity toward it, although for different reasons. Assimilated people would 

tend to regard the Ojibway language as unimportant in the modern world. Reaffirrnative people see instruction in 

the traditional language as a traditional family responsibility. 

But from the bicultural point of view a greater level of instruction in Ojibway is highly desirable. If more repre- 

sentation of Ojibway culture can be seen as important and beneficial and, as a number of participants maintain, 

language and culture are difficult to separate, it would seem that presentation of Ojibway culture in the school is 

best done through the Ojibway language. 



Furthemore, if the children of reaffmnatively-onented families (and withdrawal-oriented families) feel hostility 

toward white culture, this dislike, which rnust inevitably be directed toward the Wabaseemoong school (as 

presently constituted) and towards the activities taking place there, can be lessened through an increase in the 

presence of Ojibway culture through greater Ojibway language instruction. 

Language and Education 

However, another objection to Ojibway language instruction in the school c m  be mentioned that has less to do 

with identity style (although those participants 1 consider to have bicultural identities tended not to express it) 

and more to do with beliefs about education. That was the belief that time spent on teaching Ojibway was time 

taken away from the difficult tasks of learning to read, write, and even speak, English. [Since culture and lan- 

p a g e  are always closely related, this argument is also applicable to the teaching of traditional culture and was 

expressed by participants in that connection as well]. 

On the face of it, this argument has ment, and a cursory exarnination of the experience of French immersion 

instruction in English Canadian schools would seem to support the notion that teaching school entirely in a 

language that the child does not arrive speaking can be done successfully. For some, the fact that some children 

in the upper grades in Whitedog School (and many of the ones who dropped out) still do not speak English well, 

and write and read it even worse, is taken as evidence either that the school is not doing a good job of teaching 

them English, or that the parents are not providing home support, or that the child is for some reason personaily 

incapable of leming this task (Le. "leaming disabled"). 

Any or al1 of these explanations is potentially true for a given child. However, the apparently logical concIusion 

that some draw from the fact of children's low success in learning language skiIls, that English has to be given 

more emphasis (taught better, encouraged at home, remediated more fùlly), may not be the correct one. 

The great success of French immersion prograrns in Canada initially clouded the issues, but a comparative 

examination of this effort to teach reading and writing in a second language and others elsewhere in the world 

and in Canada, now seems to yield some compelling evidence for a new way of looking at the requirements for 

successful literacy instruction in a second language. 
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Wood (1988) claims that the way language is used in the classroom is quite different from the way it is used 

anywhere else. Among other things, the classroom is the first, if not the only, place where children will be 

required to use language that is not highly context-ernbedded, in other words, where they will have to rely on 

language alone to convey and receive ideas. 

Children whose spoken first Ianguage is not Standard English but is either another Ianguage or a different dialect 

of English, have, as Haring and McConnick (1986) point out, an additional dimension added to the problem of 

learning the special kind of language that is found in schoo1:"they are faced with learning a second language 

while receiving academic instruction in that languaje1'(p103). Learning the kind of Ianguage associated with 

academic instruction is diff~cult enough even when you speak the language that forms its basis (Wood, 1988), 

but when the academic language and the basis for comprehending it must be acquired at the same time, it is not 

surprising that many find the task insunnountabIe. 

In the U.S., where English is the language of school instruction, children whose first language is not EnpIish 

comprise much Iarger proportions of classes for the "rnentally retarded", "learning disabled" and "speech 

impaired" than their nurnbers in the population would warrant (Hardman et al, 1990). And, whereas an estimated 

7-10% of the population has some kind of language learning problem, 20% of Spanish-first-language, bilingual 

children exhibited "inadequate language skills in their native l anma~e  and in English" (Haring and McConnick, 

1986, pl03 emphasis added). A similu finding is reported for the children of Finnish immigrants in Sweden. 

While parents and teachers rated the children's spoken Swedish as fluent, the children perfomed very poorly on 

tests in Swedish and in fact were "proficient in neither Finnish (first Language) nor Swedish (second language)" 

(CSTA report, 1989). It seems that, contrary to the generally positive Canadian experience with French immer- 

sion teaching for English-speaking children (CSTA report, 1989), bilingualism can be associated with actual 

performance deficits in school for some groups. 

The difference, it is claimed between the positive French immersion experience in Canada, and the negative 

second language leaming experience of minority first language school children, is largely owing to the Iiteracy 

skills instruction in the first language that middle class English children are receiving at home while they learn 

French in school. When children, for any reason, are not taught to read their first language (the Ianguage they are 

best able to think in), they will experience far greater difficulty becoming Iiterate in a second language than they 

would have if they had been taught literacy skills in their rnother tongue (CSTA report, 1989). 
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Because of the difficulties that have been found to be associated with trying to teach children to be literate in a 

second language when they are not literate in their first, there is good reason to believe that strong academic 

benefits would result from providing Ojibway children in Wabaseemoong with literacy instruction in Ojibway. 

Teaching minority first language literacy skills either before or concurrently with the teaching of majority 

second language literacy, is now believed to be the most effective way of teaching minority first language 

children (CSTA report, 1989). 

Although this argument (that the kind of language that is associated with school tasks, and literacy development, 

is diflerent from everyday speech and therefore needs to be acquired in the native tongue before it can be trans- 

ferred to a second one) has some solid evidence behind it, it may not be the whole story of why and how chil- 

dren Iearn, or fail to learn, to read a second language. As some critics have pointed out, this argument fails to 

take into account:"ethnic, cultural, social, political, comrnunity, teacher expectations, motivation, attitude and 

home factorsW(Baker, 1988, p 180). 

Instead, writers such as CoIes (1987), Bettelheim and Zelan (1982) and Smith (1985; 1992) have argued that a 

large part of the explmation for how children learn to read (and more importantly, do not learn) are precisely to 

be found in those factors. For both Bettelheim and Zelan, and Smith, motivation and attitude are critical and both 

of these factors are heavily influenced by the significant others in Our lives. Smith states his law of learning 

as:"we l e m  from the company we keep"(1992, p432). To Smith, "Social interactions bring about the growth of 

learning ... [~nconscious, continuai and effortless learning goes on throughout life. And it is al1 achieved with- 

out a method of instniction"(p434). Thus, "...children l e m  to read and write if they join the 'literacy club', 

literally identifying themselves with people who read and writeW(p434), and they don? l e m  to read if they 

don't. So, clearly, if the children's company (with the exception of teachers) doesn't read and if the "literacy 

club" is seen as a foreign institution, there will be no motivation for the child to join it (and possibly resistance 

to joining). 

Coles, in The Learnin~ Mystique (1987), makes a radical argument concerning learning disabilities. He clairns 

that there is virtually no solid evidence for the existence of neurological dysfunction in so-called Iearning disa- 

bled children. Instead social and cultural factors by themselves deserve serious consideration as sufficient 

explanations of learning difficulties: 



"According to the interactivity theory [proposed by Coles), systemic economic, social, and 
cultural conditions are the principal influences contributing to learning failure. These condi- 
tions are not sociologicai abstractions that can be optionally added to or separated from 
psychological explanations or anaiyses of narrower, more lirnited interactions. Every aspect 
of learning failure, even an interaction between a student and a teacher in the most minute 
detail of literacy education, is related to these broader conditions."(p209) 

Summary 

This document has taken Coles's argument very seriously. It has attempted to show that psychoIogica1 considera- 

tions and educational psychological considerations cannot be examined in a vacuum. Instead, the question of 

addressing the individual needs of the student through the construction of an appropriate education can only be 

deah with through careful analysis of the socioçultural environment and its histoncal development. This does 

not, however, take away from the importance of psychological considerations: a strictly sociological analysis of 

the education system in this community might have failed to recognize the source of the various disagreements 

regarding appropriate education and perhaps even have failed to see that some of the apparent agreements in this 

area actually have as their source two extremely different positions. 

Formulating appropriate education requires understanding identity and understanding identity requires under- 

standing culture. To address the developmental needs of students it is necessary to examine what the individual's 

psychological and educational needs are. But that will not be clearly understood without a clear idea of what the 

individual's ecology is. When both psychologicai and sociocultural considerations are addressed, then and only 

then can the question "what constitutes an appropriate education" be addressed. 



PROPOSALS FOR CHANGE 

While there is an element in the community that does not wish to see any change in the school, rnany partici- 

pants believed that change is needed. Most of the changes that were proposed by participants can be seen as 

tending to have one overall effect: the greater integration of the school and the comrnunity. 

Changes that participants desired to see inc'tuded much greater participation in the educational effort by people 

from the community (Native teachers, Native support staff and elders), much greater representation of 

Anishnabe culture in the school (course content to irnprove the students' language ability, and their knowledge 

of Ojibway history, religion, and cultural ritual; opportunities to l e m  and use culturally relevant art forms, and 

traditional subsistence skills), and more efforts by the school to acknowledge and help confront the special 

problerns of the community and the developmental needs of the youth in the community (academic remediation, 

psychological counselling, personality skills instruction, sexuality and gender issues education, substance abuse 

education, and career counselling). 

It has been argued in this research that these changes would benefit the students and the comrnunity. What 

follows are some ideas and suggestions for ways in which the changes could be implemented. Some of them are 

my own ideas, but rnany were proposed by the participants. It is strongly hoped that the community will use 

them as the basis for a thorough discussion of the question: how c m  the school serve the needs of the children 

and the community. 

More Native Teachers 

School-level action: Teaching as a career can and should be one important focus of a career education program 

(see below for career education recommendations). In order to have more Native teachers in the classroom there 

must be more qualified Native teachers available. An increase in the number of Native teachers, then, begins 

with increasing the number of young people who want this career. 



Cornmunity-level action: Every step the community takes towards making the schooi a true part of the commu- 

nity will help encourage children to see the school as being as much a part of their Iives as Weechi-it-te-win has 

become. One rnethod of achieving a greater integration of community and school that was proposed was the 

creation of a liaison cornmittee that would have the responsibility of actively soliciting greater comrnunity input 

and participation in the school and actively communicating the school's concerns, aims and debates to the 

comrnunity. 

Other actions: 

Funding: Present post-secondary funding leveIs are having the effect of discouraging eligible students from 

pursuing lengthy post-secondary education. Four or five years of trying to live on the alIowance that is presently 

available is seen by some as too dificult, and they are opting instead for one- or two-year programs, or on-the- 

job inservice courses. An increase in the student living allowance is necessary before more students will see the 

attainment of undergraduate or higher degrees as a worthwhile effort compared to the option presently avaiiable 

to them: being hired for a job for which they are underqualified, paid a full salary and being gradually given 

greater academic training through part-tirne courses and in-service education. 

Training programs: If education is seen as a priority area for action by Aboriginal peoples on a Nationat level, 

then one proposa1 for increasing the nurnbers of Native teachers in the school (and thus the numbers of role 

models/examples of the advantages of higher education) that could be implemented simuttaneousiy with, or in 

lieu of, an increase in student allowances for Native students is the creation of more special short-term training 

programs for Native students who wish to become teachers (a two or three year program for those intending to 

become primary or rniddle school teachers, for example). 

More Native Support Staff 

School-level action: The school is limited in how much more it c m  do in this regard. There are already several 

comrnunity members working in the school in various support capacities (teacher's aides, tutors, administrative 

support etc.). Greater encouragement of present staff to take on more roles and responsibilities in the classroom 
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could help fil1 the need for more Native teachers, but this will involve both more training of present staff and 

revision of present classroom programs. 

Training programs: Summer training prograrns for support staff are presently being utilized, so it is anticipated 

that there will be a continual increase in staff expertise. However, teacher training programs seldom address the 

question of negotiating roles for cIassroom support staff, and the special needs and roles for Native support staff 

is something the new teacher is alrnost certain to be unprepared for. Participants suggested that incoming teach- 

ers would benefit from a course that familiarized them with the community. It is arguable that non-Native teach- 

ers considering working with Native students in a reserve setting should receive at least a semester-length course 

in preparation. 

Greater Presence of Elders 

School-level action: At present, in Wabaseemoong school, space is severely Iimited. Classes are k i n g  held in 

windowless rooms originally intended for equipment stonge, in the former office space of the administration, 

and in what was formerly the home economics class space. There is a clear need for a major expansion of the 

present building. If a space could be found, however, (and portable classrooms may be the only option at this 

time) a roorn for elders was seen by several participants as desirable. Elders could be hired as part-time counsel- 

lors or as support staff, depending on budgetary considerations. Participants envisaged them fulfilling both roles. 

If it were possible to hire elders (or to have them volunteer to come to the school for that matter), they could 

assist both in an expansion of Ojibway Ianguage instruction and in the reaim of psychological and spiritual 

counsefling. Participants believed that elders could make an important contribution in areas such as gender 

relations and substance abuse control. 

Community-level action: Elders should not be expected to work 40 hour weeks. It is probable, however, that 

many would welcome the opportunity to contribute on a part-time bais  to the education and developrnent of the 

youth of the community. Community encouragement and support for a program whereby elders fulfilled a 

traditional role within the school setting would almost certainly be needed in order for this kind of a program to 

have success. The liaison committee suggested above could solicit input in this regard. 
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More Native Language Courses; Greater efforts to teach literacy skills in Ojibway 

School-Ievel action: A drarnatic expansion in the amount of Ojibway language instruction in the school is very 

difficult at this time because of a lack of community will, a lack of trained Ojibway-speaking teachers, a lack of 

texts, and even a lack of agreement as to the kind of script to use in teaching Ojibway literacy. There is a decided 

lirnit to what the school can do in this regard without changes in these other areas. Measures to increase the 

number of Ojibway-speaking personnel in the school have been discussed. But changes in al1 the other areas just 

identified must occur in concert. It may be possible for the Education Authority to obtain funding for a cumcu- 

Ium development program in Ojibway language and literacy (for exarnple, the trust fund could be utilized) but it 

is argued that the effort would be more escient and more effective if it was launched at a greater-than-comrnu- 

nity level (see below). 

Community-level action: A dialogue must be begun in Wabaseemoong that would educate the community 

members about the options, and the possible costs and benefits of each, before the community-wide support 

needed for a change in programming at the school can be obtained. It is the belief of this researcher that there is 

probably not a majority level of support arnong the older community members for a great increase in the amount 

of Ojibway language instruction in the school, although there is considerable support amongst the youth. The 

resistance to an increase is likely to &se owing to the three kinds of belief about Ojibway language instruction 

mentioned earlier (Le. 1)it is not important or desirable, 2) it is a job for the family not the school, andor 3) it 

would take time away from the difficult job of learning English). The counter-arguments need to be aired so that, 

it is to be hoped, people will change their minds and corne to see Ojibway language and literacv instruction as 

very important parts of a school education. 

Community support will increase the likelihood of other possible benefits from improvements in Ojibway 

language and literacy skills among the Young. Ojibway speaking parents will be able to take an interest in their 

child's reading if that reading is done in Ojibway and is about culturally-relevant subjects. Since parental in- 

volvement in a child's education is among the most important factors in the child's educational success, this 

single stcp alone has great potential. 



Other action: 

RegionaVTreaty/Tribai-Level action: While it appears that a syllabic system is the one most amenable to render- 

ing Ojibway in print, the use of any script system will only really be worthwhiIe if it is adopted at a larger-than- 

cornmunity level. Attempts to foster the development of Ojibway literacy skills in Wabaseemoong will be 

harnpered (and even rather meaningless) unIess and until Ojibway-speaking communities can agree to use their 

language for print communication. 

I believe that the Ojibway language may be faced with extinction if it does not becorne more of a written Ian- 

guage. And a culture without its language is also headed for extinction. Thus, it seems important that, at the 

highest possible Ievel, Anishnabe people, through deciding on a script system and taking steps to encourage it 

everywhere, set into motion a process whereby schoolbooks (history, Iiterature etc.) are available in Ojibway. If 

such a rnove cannot be decided on for the Anishnabe Nation as a whole, then perhaps it can be agreed to 

amongst the signatories to Treaty 3. Or perhaps the Lake of the Woods-region bands can form a multi-band 

educational organization similar to Weechi-it-te-win, the social services agency. 

Course changes - The addition of rnuch more directly relevant material to the 

present curricula of the Wabaseernoong School 

School-level action: While the developrnent and implementation of courses that are much more cognizant of 

Anishnabe culture would be an important part of an expanded Native language program, it does not have to be 

dependant on that expansion. There is far more interesting, useful educational material available about the Lake 

of the Woods region Ojibway, and the Anishnabe nation, (and for that matter, about Algonkian-speaking peoples 

in general and al1 the other Aboriginal peoples of North and South America) than is k i n g  used today in 

Wabaseemoong School. 

And, where the material is not available in a form or at a level where it can be used irnmediately in the class- 

room, there are no ovenvhelming irnpediments to creating it. Local historians and elders c m  provide a weaIth of 

material (although to be used in English, rnuch would have to be translated) and there are a considerable number 



of scholarly texts available on Ojibway life, culture, history, myths, religion and so forth. If - in cooperation with 

the provincial library system - the Wabaseemoong community Iibrary and the Wabaseemoong school set out to 

build a collection of al1 printed material dealing with the Anishnabe, a considerable arnount could b e  obtained 

quite quickly. 

After that, a variety of  measures are possible. in the higher grades, the students themselves could assume the 

responsibility for developing material dealing with different aspects of the culture, thus developing their own 

research and writing skills. Development of ri unit or a whole course dealing with some aspect of culture could 

be part of a teacher's duties for the year. Within a few years a great deal could be assembled. Many school 

subjects could easily take on much more local retevance. 

Community-level action: Under the proper initiatives from the school, a local cumculum development project 

could involve community members in many ways. While perhaps no single individual is expert in the commu- 

nity on every aspect of traditional culture, probably nearly every aspect of it is known by someone in the com- 

munity. Not only, then, couid historical and culturai information be contributed by community members, but the 

many skills that were developed over the years that are now in grave danger of disappearing could be  actively 

promoted and taught in the school. All the skiils associated with survival in the bush, skills associated with 

clothes-making, and traditional knowledge about plants and animals and their use in medicine, could be revived 

and passed on, if those who still retain this knowledge were asked to contribute to the school. 

Other actions: 

RegionaVTreatyA'ribal-level action: While much can be done right in the community, much more could be 

achieved if these activities were coordinated at a higher level of organization. And, although much o f  this 

material would facilitate a Native IanguageRVative studies program on resewe schools, there is no need to wait 

until the Native Language program is fully developed. This material can certainly be incorporated into most 

reserve school cumcula in English. In fact, even if the Native Language program expanded greatly, it is argued 

that school materials in English wouId still benefit from a more overt effort at being relevant to the cultural 

situation of the students. 



Addressing the non-academic needs of the youth and helping to rebuild the cornmunity 

a) Career counselling 

School-level action: Some provincial school programs have courses that focus overtly on al1 aspects of the 

psychological needs of the students. One such program, in place in Nova Scotia, has career development coun- 

selling as one of its units. Students are taught a number of skills, and exposed to a number of the different kinds 

of resources available to them, that will help them to choose satisfying careers. This kind of prograrn needs to be 

developed in Wabaseemoong. 

Some information and some support is available to students who want to explore their career and post-secondary 

education options but a far more active approach is needed in order for children to be aware of al1 the different 

kinds of opportunities that are available (for careers both on and off the reserve). A career counsellor in the 

school could organize career days and bnng in various people (ideally Native people) who are currently in 

different careers to talk to students about them. A career counsellor could also, with budget support, create a 

career resource centre, where students could go on an individuai basis to learn about different fields and the 

advantages of pursuing post-secondary education. 

Because of the present shortage of trained Native personnel in this field any career counsellor the Education 

Authority could hire today would probably not be Aboriginal and would almost certainly not be a native of 

Wabaseemoong. But the Education Authonty could contract outside personnel to set up career development 

programs and train Native staff to run them. Career counselling is usually performed by people with Master's 

degrees, but sufficient training to enable a person to administer and interpret such career interest surveys as the 

Holland Self-Directed Search, to operate and demonstrate software programs related to career search, and to mn 

a self-set-ve career information centre could require not more than one year. 



b) Psychological development and counseiiing 

School-level action: Severai participants indicated that they (or others they knew) Iacked, or had lacked in their 

youth, self-esteem. In the discussion section self-esteem was shown to be influenced by the kind of cultural 

identity that one fashioned for oneself and by the beliefs that one constructed about one's ability to perform in 

culturally-vaiued fields. At this time the school teaches almost nothing except the u s u d  school subjects found in 

any school and teaches them in English. At this time, then, the school can assist students only in the aspect of 

their identity that deals with their relationship to the Euro-Canadian culture. It can only influence whether the 

student selects an identity that includes positive o r  negative feelings with regard to it. Students who experience 

success in school can easily believe that they will be able to cope with the Euro-Canadian culture and are not too 

likely to regard it with a great d e d  of  animosity. After d l ,  part of their self-esteem can be based in their ability to 

perforrn in a fieId that is vaIued by that culture. 

But, unfortunately, while it is improving, the school is not able to give d l ,  or even most, of its students the 

chance to build self-esteem in this way. Many students, simply because they cùme from non-[iterate, Ojibway- 

speaking households, are unable to keep up with the rest of the class, and experience fadure in school subjects. 

Failure in school, especially protracted faiiure and the stigmatization that results from being seen to fail, is very 

unpleasant and the student can be forgiven if he o r  she wishes to withdraw from the situation as soon as possible. 

If the only experiences a young Anishnabe has with Euro-Canadian culture are failure in  school and derision in 

Kenora, it does not seern very probable that this person will adopt an identity style that features positive feelings 

toward it. If, in addition, he or she cornes from a home where the parents are abusive or alcoholic, it will be 

difficult, in the absence of other influences, for this person to develop positive feelings towards the Native 

culture. The seIf-deswctive withdrawal identity is the most likely adaptation for that young person. 

Unless the school is able to provide positive role models, and positive roles, from the Anishnabe culture some 

students are going to find it difficult to come in contact with them. And, if the school cannot provide Ojibway- 

speaking students with a good chance to succeed in school, then school will not be a source of self-esteem (and 

the consequence will be a disvaluation of either the school or the self). Thus, what numerous participants saw as 

a need for the school to do something about the psychological adjustment of the youth in the community can be 

argued as a need for the school to provide opportunities for Anishnabe youth to value their language and their 

culture (and to leam about their culture). 
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But affirming Anishnabe culture and the Ojibway language does not mean that there is no need for, or role for. 

English language courses and material informed by Western psychology as well. What has been viewed as the 

misfortune of Ojibway youth, that they are almost inevitably going to be influenced by two quite different 

cultures (Katz, 1979), c m  also be viewed as their advantage. Modem schools often offer sex-education courses, 

substance abuse avoidance courses and other courses that specifically target some of the non-academic needs of 

students and offer methods of building self-confidence and assertiveness, leadership skills, and independence. 

Some of the techniques that have been developed for such training have been shown to be quite powerful and 

effective, and when they are tempered by cultural knowledge and sensitivity (cf Ponzetti and Abrahamson, 1990; 

Parker, 1990) they could prove highly beneficial in this setting too. 

One participant 1 spoke with who was very proud of, and knowledgeabIe about, her Anishnabe heritage, culture 

and language, nevertheless to1d me that she had benefitted greatly from receiving counseliing from a White 

counselling psychologist. Such bicultural identities as the one she, and others 1 intewiewed, seemed to have 

developed appeared to me to offer the greatest possibility for a successful and happy life. 

National-level action: 1 also believe what Josephine Mandamin and Valerie Heny expressed to me to be true: 

learning about, and learning to appreciate, another culture, is a task for children from al1 cultural backgrounds in 

Canadian society today. A very meaningful educational experience could be had for many if exchange programs 

were implemented. Children from Kenora would greatly benefit from Ieaming about the positive side of life in 

Whitedog, about the different cultural values and practices of the Anishnabe, and from simply getting to know 

Native children their own age. Whitedog children too would benefit from seeing other places and learning about 

other ways. 
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APPENDIX 

Letter of Permission/Participant Consent Form 

A community case study of First Nations youth, sponsored by the Royal Commission on Aboriginal People, is 

being conducted in Whitedog. The study calls for the participants to be involved in one or  two interviews. The 

interviews will Vary in length from between half an hour to 3 hours long. 

1 am interested in learning what young Native people think about themselves and their world, what interests 

them, what makes them happy, what they look forward to, what they see as problems, and what they think can be 

done to solve these problems. 1 am particularly interested in their views on education. 

This information will be included in the report 1 will send to the Royal Commission in October. That report will 

then be used as one part of a report on the Aboriginal Youth of Canada, which will be submitted to the Govern- 

ment of Canada in 1994. In addition, 1 wish to use this information in my Master's thesis, which 1 will submit to 

my thesis cornmittee at Mt. St. Vincent University in Halifax, Nova Scotia. 

1 believe that, if you decide to participate in this research, you wiII enjoy the interviews, but if you decide at any 

tirne during the interview that you do not wish to continue I will not try to force you to CO-operate. The inter- 

views will be tape recorded. You will be free to tell me to turn off the tape at any time. 

The information 1 gather from the interview will be for research purposes only. Your name will not be released to 

anyone. If I quote any material that you give me, 1 will do so in a way that will prevent identification. In other 

words, you will remain anonymous. 

The chief and council have given me their approval to conduct this study. 1 will file copies of al1 my reports (but 

not copies of the interviews. They are confidentid.) with the chief and council and will take direction from them 

in the matter of modifications, deletions etc. The interim report is due to the Commission in late August and the 

chief and council wiI1 receive it for comments no Iater than the 25th of August. The final report is due in late 

October. 1 intend to submit it to the chief and council for comments no later than the 7th of October. If you have 

any questions in this matter you can contact me at the Wabaseemoong School, 927-2034 or 927-2286. Yau may 

also raise any concerns you have about this research with the chief (927-2068), or with the Royal Commission on 

Aboriginal People (6 13) 943-8784. 

Yours tnily 



Consent Form 

1, am willing to participate in a study of Native Youth as described in the above 

letter. 1 also consent to the reporting of the results of the study, with the understanding that information will be 

rinonymous so  that no identification o f  any particular young person c m  be made. 

(signed) 

(date) 




