
ABORIGINAL  
STUDENT ENGAGEMENT 
AND ACHIEVEMENT
EDUCATIONAL PRACTICES AND 
CULTURAL SUSTAINABILITY

Lorenzo Cherubini

Foreword by Lyn Trudeau

Sample Material © 2014 UBC Press



© UBC Press 2014

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval 
system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without prior written permission 
of the publisher.

Library and Archives Canada Cataloguing in Publication

Cherubini, Lorenzo, author
 Aboriginal student engagement and achievement : educational practices and  
cultural sustainability / Lorenzo Cherubini ; foreword by Lyn Trudeau.

Includes bibliographical references and index.
Issued in print and electronic formats.
ISBN 978-0-7748-2655-6 (bound). – ISBN 978-0-7748-2657-0 (pdf). –  
ISBN 978-0-7748-2658-7 (epub)

 1. Native peoples – Education – Ontario. 2. Native students – Ontario. 3. Academic 
achievement – Ontario. 4. Public schools – Ontario. I. Title.

E96.65.O58C54 2014 371.829’970713 C2014-905324-X 
   C2014-905325-8

 

UBC Press gratefully acknowledges the financial support for our publishing program 
of the Government of Canada (through the Canada Book Fund), the Canada Council 
for the Arts, and the British Columbia Arts Council.

The author would like to acknowledge the Social Sciences and Humanities Research 
Council of Canada (SSHRC) for its generous support of this and other projects.

UBC Press
The University of British Columbia
2029 West Mall
Vancouver, BC V6T 1Z2
www.ubcpress.ca

Sample Material © 2014 UBC Press



Contents

Foreword / ix
LYN TRUDEAU

Introduction / 3

 Part 1  Background

 1 Evoking the Past, Framing the Future / 9

 2 Setting the Story / 23

 Part 2  From Theory to Practice

 3 The Conversations / 35

 4 Subplots / 97

 5 Climax: Learning from the Stories / 119

Appendices / 165

Works Cited / 177

Index / 187

Sample Material © 2014 UBC Press



Foreword

It is late summer as I write this foreword. Before long, the tell-tale signs of 
autumn will be upon us. A cool breeze touches my skin, telling of change; 
new energy will soon be ushered in with the coming of a new season. I sit as 
Wind rustles softly … It is a good time to give voice to this work.

In many ways, this work displays a beautiful growth of Spirit. This 
growth stems from our Aboriginal communities reaching out to collabor-
ate with Western educational authorities in order to make old dreams new 
realities: our students, at least in the program and school featured in this 
book, are now receiving instruction that is culturally rooted and that nur-
tures a true sense of our identity, of who we inherently are. This book also 
speaks to holistic education by providing a thought-provoking analysis that 
takes a fresh look at what is working for Aboriginal youth as opposed to the 
all too often negative focus on what is not working.

Lorenzo Cherubini gets to the heart of what Aboriginal education seeks 
to be. He offers a holistic approach and takes into consideration all the con-
cerns that the Aboriginal learner needs to see addressed. He shows an 
understanding of, and a reverence for, our traditional ways, and it is due to 
a mutual respect that his works are able to move forward and be rewarding 
for all those involved. Dr. Cherubini has taken the time to be mindful of our 
practices and to forge good relationships with all the communities that 
played a role in this research endeavour. It has been a pleasure working 
alongside someone who welcomes our ways of knowing and encourages the 
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x Foreword

harmonious inclusion of all knowledges. Work that not only involves but 
also revolves around our teachings is always worth pursuing.

This work displays:

Strength of Courage …
Strength of Weakness …

Strength of Good Medicine …

Many peoples, Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal, gave selflessly of their 
time to develop and initiate positive stratagems to implement in the learn-
ing environment, thereby affording our Aboriginal youth a safe place to 
receive instruction and to learn. Only when we can identify and reflect on 
our weaknesses and areas of concern can we move forward with wisdom 
and insight. It is from this place that new strength and power is drawn. 
Good Medicine in Aboriginal culture is meant to speak to sources of heal-
ing and overall goodness and wellness. Medicines are received, given, and 
enacted.

This book speaks to educators, parents, community members, and policy 
makers alike and shows what can happen when we listen to one another and 
work together to create better learning environments and communities for 
all our children: engaging the Spirit engages the mind.

Wind has come to visit today, and for this I am thankful. Wind is a 
powerful spirit that echoes across all lands carrying the voice of our ancient 
ones, prayers to the open skies, and even carrying the power of change. 
Today Wind carries this Good Medicine towards a transformative season 
for Aboriginal youth in the realm of education.

All my relations,
Lyn Trudeau,

Ojibway, Eagle Clan
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Introduction

Canadian public education is experiencing decreases in enrolments and in-
creases in school closures. School-aged Aboriginal children are one of the 
few growing demographics within education, with one in five children be-
ing Aboriginal and 70 percent of the Canadian population now living in 
urban centres. Combined with the recent call for greater transparency, min-
istries of education across Canada are being asked to account for the dismal 
levels of completion rates, specifically among the Aboriginal student popu-
lation. This has contributed to various federal and provincial initiatives, 
and yet the increase in graduation rates across the country has been less 
than impressive. This book is a partial response to these inconsistencies.

One wonders to what degree colonialism still exists in provincially 
funded education in Ontario. A central theme of Aboriginal Student En
gagement and Achievement concerns the fact that the schooling experien-
ces of Aboriginal students are affected by colonialist factors that continue 
to marginalize them within public school culture. As Kanu (2011) suggests, 
formal education and Eurocentric scholarly practices promote and validate 
the knowledge paradigms of dominant groups. Despite various educational 
reforms intent on changing these experiences for Aboriginal students, pub-
lic school classrooms often continue to typify Eurocentric educational prin-
ciples, which fail to recognize the legitimacy of Aboriginal epistemologies 
or to adequately incorporate them into curricula. As Tharp et al. (1999, 15) 
suggest, there have been “waves of well-intentioned but misguided reform 
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4 Introduction

fads that have failed precisely because they are disconnected from the edu-
cational needs” of Indigenous students and so have resulted in “new rounds 
of discouragement.” For the most part, educational systems have not ac-
counted for Aboriginal students’ learning styles and preferences, nor have 
they defined students’ academic progress according to meaningful and cul-
turally appropriate benchmarks (Garcia 2008). Moreover, institutions re-
sponsible for teacher education in Canada and the United States have 
generally not paid adequate attention to the crisis of publicly funded educa-
tion as it relates to Aboriginal and American Indian/Alaska Native chil-
dren. Prospective teachers do not have the same awareness of the needs  
of Aboriginal students as they do of the needs of mainstream students,  
and, for this reason, they are unable to create culturally relevant learning 
environments for the former (Allington 2002; Reyhner and Hurtado 2008). 
Apart from Manitoba, no province or territory in Canada requires course-
work in Aboriginal education for credentialing its teachers. Against this 
background, Aboriginal Student Engagement and Achievement tells a poign-
ant story of how one school created a holistic and integrated educational 
space for Aboriginal students – a space that enabled the creation of a critical 
consciousness very much grounded in Aboriginal spiritual, emotional, in-
tellectual, and physical realities.

It should be noted that the word “Aboriginal” includes First Nations, 
Inuit, and Métis as the three main groups of peoples in Canada as per the 
Constitution Act, 1982. Although I refer to Aboriginal students, learners, 
communities, and worldviews throughout this book, this is not meant to 
negate the fact that each group is separate and unique in its traditions, cul-
tures, and histories (see Kanu 2011). Equally significant is the fact that the 
word “Aboriginal” is used in the Ontario First Nation, Métis, and Inuit 
Education Policy Framework (Ontario Ministry of Education 2007, 36), 
which defines Aboriginal peoples as “[t]he descendents of the original in-
habitants of North America. Section 35(2) of the Constitution Act, 1982, 
states: ‘In this Act, “Aboriginal peoples of Canada” includes the Indian, 
Inuit, and Métis peoples of Canada.’ These separate groups have unique 
heritages, languages, cultural practices, and spiritual beliefs. Their common 
link is their indigenous ancestry.” 

This book considers the current literature related to Aboriginal public 
education in Canada, the United States, and elsewhere and – through a 
detailed discussion of recent governmental policy and social and cultural 
trends related to Aboriginal education in Ontario and Canada – presents a 
story of change. The book shares a number of stories related to an inner-city 
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5Introduction

Aboriginal community that conceptualized and implemented a compre-
hensive response to the educational needs of Aboriginal learners, and it 
includes a number of key perspectives related to the Aboriginal Student 
Program (ASP) that can be helpful to other Aboriginal communities, boards 
of education, school administrators, educators, and policy makers as they 
envision their responses both to provincial policies and to the needs of 
Aboriginal students. What follows in the stories within the story of the  
ASP at Soaring Heights Secondary School (SHSS) is an exploration of mul-
tiple perspectives on Aboriginal education within a mainstream secondary 
school. They include observations on program reports and surveys as well 
as the narrative experiences of female and male Aboriginal students at-
tending SHSS, school and program administrators, youth counsellors, par-
ents, various non-Aboriginal faculty members working in the ASP, and  
the elder involved in the program. The respective narratives are framed  
in the voices of the participants themselves so that their stories can speak 
to the truths both of the ASP and of their experiences in it.

The stories of the various participants help us to understand how Ab-
original students internalize a sense of where they fit in the mainstream 
school culture in light of their own traditions, culture, and epistemologies. 
Aboriginal Student Engagement and Achievement, in many respects, ad-
dresses Briggs’s (2005, 20) recommendation that scholarly evidence must 
resonate with policy makers and practitioners alike by addressing “what has 
worked and what will work.” The intention is not to discredit the valiant 
efforts of educators, nor is it to suggest that educational and school policy 
is intentionally inattentive to epistemic diversity; rather, it is to contribute 
to evidence-based reform in educational circles within and beyond the 
Province of Ontario as a way of Indigenizing public school curricula. I con-
cur with Slavin (2007), who concludes that educators and policy makers 
will more readily consult with educational research before making signifi-
cant decisions about programs and practices when that research is evidence- 
based. This book, which in many ways is a narrative, invites you to consider 
the evidence provided by the socio-cultural location of Aboriginal students 
in the ASP at SHSS – evidence that indicates how they broadened their 
spiritual, traditional, and epistemic horizons. Ultimately, the discussions 
bring to light exemplary educational practices for Aboriginal peoples and 
indicate how teachers, school administrators, school communities, and 
educational policy makers can participate in sustaining these across schools 
and communities.
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