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4 Integrating Aboriginal Perspectives into 
the School Curriculum: Layering at Five 
Levels of Classroom Practice 

This chapter describes how the elements of Aboriginal cultural sociali
zation captured in the previous chapter, along with other Aboriginal 
perspectives from Indigenous scholarly literature, were integrated into 
the Manitoba Grade 9 Social Studies curriculum in two public schools 
with a mixture of Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal students. Beginning 
with a brief articulation of the challenge of defining I Aboriginal per
spectives,' it goes on to describe the guiding principles used for the 
integration process, the context of the integration, and the specific pro
cedures of integration. Aboriginal perspectives were integrated at five 
levels of classroom practice: (a) at the level of lesson planning when 
learning outcomes are set; (b) at the level of curriculum content and 
learning resources; (c) at the level of instructional methods/strategies; 
(d) at the level of assessment of learning; and (e) as a philosophical 
underpinning of ~e curriculum. Each of these five levels is described, 
providing teachers with procedural ideas and guidelines that they may 
find useful for their own integration effort. Although the examples and 
discussions are based on Social Studies, the basic framework (i.e., the 
five levels at which integration can occur) is applicable to other subject 
areas while allowing for individual adaptations. 

Defining' Aboriginal Perspectives': The Challenge of Definition 

The integration of Aboriginal perspectives into any school curriculum 
has to begin with some kind of agreement as to what I Aboriginal per
spectives' are. Within the broad field of Indigenous studies diverse 
definitions of the term I Aboriginal perspectives' exist, and as the lit
erature on Aboriginal formal education shows, Native parents and 
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leaders have different perspectives on what constitutes appropriate 
Aboriginal .content for school curricula. For example, although some 
parents prerer to see their children taught strictly in the old ways, oth
ers see the need for Aboriginal children to be able to function effec
tively in both Native and non-Native worlds and develop usable skills 
for today's job market (see e.g., Friesen & Friesen, 2002). Such diversi
ty of opinion is likely to create confusion for some people, but I would 
argue that this is not necessarily a bad thing because the plethora of 
definitions and understandings of Aboriginal perspectives demon
strate a dynamic variety of voices on this topic. These voices intro
duce diverse interpretations by drawing on specific modes of thought, 
particular ideologies, and unique political and cultural experiences. 
Indeed, considering the radical differences among Aboriginal peoples 
and their cultures and experiences, one would be surprised if they 
spoke with only one voice. 

While it is·important to preserve these differences, we also have to 
acknowledge that some kind of agreement, at least on language form, 
needs to be achieved if Aboriginal perspectives are to be incorporated 
in a standardized school curriculum. The development of such lan
guage will have to take into account local Aboriginal communities and 
Ornstein and Hawkins' (2004) observation that 'Our languages and use 
of terms vary with regard to the scope and intent of meaning' (p. 12). 
For the scope and intent of our research, the term 'Aboriginal perspec
tives' was understood as curriculum content/materials, instructional 
and assessment methods/strategies, and interaction patterns that 
Manitoba's Aboriginal peoples see as reflecting their experiences, his
tories, cultures, traditional know ledges, and values. These perspectives 
would develop positive self-identity for Aboriginal students and help 
non-Aboriginal peoples develop healthy understanding of and respect 
for Aboriginal histories, cultures, and contemporary life styles (Mani
toba Education, 2003). 

Guiding Principles for Integrating Aboriginal Perspectives 

Although clear about what we meant by Aboriginal perspectives, I, as a 
non-Aboriginal person, was acutely aware of my lack of expertise in the 
history and culture of Aboriginal peoples. Neither I nor my two Abo
riginal graduate research assistants helping me with the integration 
effort had prior experience in incorporating Aboriginal perspectives 
into a mainstream, regular curriculum. We looked around for examples 
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of such integration but found nothing more than a few lesson plans, at 
the time, that were being developed under British Columbia's initiative 
Shared Learnings: Integrating BC Aboriginal Content K-10, on the website 
of the B.C. Ministry of Education, materials that were very specific to 
the First Nations communities living in British Columbia. 

Ultimately, the guiding principles for our integration effort were 
informed by postcolonial frameworks, in particular the work of Homi 
Bhabha (1990; 1994) to suggest that in order to produce significant 
change in perspective and understanding implied in the call for the 
integration of Aboriginal perspectives, integration itself would have to 
be viewed as existing in a 'third space' (Bhabha (1990). Bhabha describes 
the third space as a space of negotiation and hybridity. He writes: 'All 
forms of culture are constantly in a process of hybridity - this third 
space between two originary moments displaces the histories that con
stitute it, and sets up new structures of authority, new political initia
tives, which are inadequately understood through received wisdom' 
(p. 210). The third space, far from being a site for the re-inscription of 
essentialist narratives of culture, is a liminal space for interaction, con
flict, and mutual assimilation that every encounter between cultures 
involves. As Richardson (2008) explains, it is a location characterized 
not by liberal notions of compromise and consensus but by cultural dis
location and displacement, and the 'enunciation of cultural difference' 
(p. 129). Bhabha himself notes the challenge comprising the disruptive 
nature of this process, describing it as 'very difficult, even impossible 
and counterproductive, to try to fit together different forms of culture 
(and civic life) and to pretend that they can easily co-exist' (Bhabha, 
1990, p. 210). In the third space, then, there are moments of encounter, 
dislocation, and negotiation as 'pre-given ethnic or cultural traits set 
in the fixed tablet of tradition' (Bhabha, 1994, p. 2) are disrupted. In a 
curricular sense, disruption can lead students and teachers to question 
their taken-for-granted world views and to begin to open themselves to 
diverse perspectives and conceptions of what it means to live with the 
'other' in an increasingly pluralistic school environment. 

Inspired by Bhabha's postcolonial framework of the third space, 
our guiding principles for integration were drawn from scholars like 
Friesen and Friesen (2002) who view integration as a mixing of ideas, 
a coming together of minds with an appreciation for alternative ways 
of thinking. Native Australian scholar, Martin Nakata, describes this 
meeting site as the 'cultural interface' which is: 

'The intersection of Western and Indigenous domains ... the place 
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where we live and learn, the place that conditions our lives, the place 
that shapes our futures and, more to the point, the place where we are 
active agents in our own lives - where we make decisions - our lived 
world' (Nakata, 2002, p . 285). 

Like Bhabha, Nakata suggests that this meeting place implies recog
nition of the complexities and tensions at the cross-cultural interfaces 
and the need for negotiation between Indigenous knowledge I perspec
tives and Western knowledge systems so that meanings are reframed 
and reinterpreted. Attending to these cross-cultural negotiations and 
the pedagogical practices they imply are profoundly challenging for 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous educators alike. It also implies that 
genuine transformation would only occur if Aboriginal perspectives 
were designed and developed in collaboration with local Aboriginal 
communities and infused throughout teachers' curricula and pedago
gies. We therefore expanded our circle to include Aboriginal educators 
from the Manitoba Aboriginal Education Directorate who provided 
valuable advice and support, and Aboriginal resource persons at the 
First Nations Education Resource Centre in Winnipeg, who provided 
culturally appropriate curriculum materials like videos and storybooks 
on loan to us. We found additional resources such as print materials 
on current Aboriginal topics from reputable Aboriginal websites, books 
and articles by Aboriginal scholars, and more videos from other Abo
riginal education resource centres around Winnipeg. Most importantly, 
we used research data such as those presented in Chapter 3 on the nine 
aspects and sub-aspects of Aboriginal cultural socialization which Abo
riginal students had reported as influencing their learning in the public 
school system. By integrating Aboriginal content/themes/perspectives 
into the curriculum, we hoped to 'complicate' the curriculum by help
ing students to view textbook events, themes, and issues from diverse 
perspectives and develop the transformed consciousness needed to 
bring change in perspectives. 

The Context of Integration 

The context of our integration effort was a two-year study (2003-2005)
the second of the three research studies reported in this book- in which 
we collaborated with classroom teachers to integrate Aboriginal per
spectives into their Social Studies curricula and document the impact 
of this integration on school success for the Aboriginal students in their 
classrooms. Our three research questions for this particular study were: 
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1. What are the most effective ways of integrating Aboriginal perspec
tives into the curriculum of urban public high schools? 

2. How does such integration impact on academic achievement, class 
attendance/participation, and school retention among urban Abo
riginal students in the public high school system? 

3. What are the critical elements of instruction that appear to affect 
academic achievement, class attendance/participation, and school 
retention among urban Aboriginal students? 

The study was carried out in two inner city high schools (we will 
call them School X and School Y), selected for their mix of non-Abo
riginal and Aboriginal students and predominantly dominant culture 
teachers (mainly Anglo-Canadian). Close to 33 per cent of the 1100 
students in School X and 52 per cent of the 810 students in School Y 
were of Aboriginal descent. Data collection occurred in the four Grade 
9 Social Studies classrooms in the schools over two academic years. In 
the 2003/2004 academic year in School X, one Grade 9 Social Studies 
class was enriched by the integration of curriculum content, resources, 
instructional and assessment methods, and interaction patterns iden
tified as successful with Aboriginal students (hereafter referred to as 
the 'enriched' classroom) and one was not (the 'regular' classroom). 
Enrichment materials were provided by us, the researchers, and the 
class teacher. Similar procedures were implemented in School Y over 
the 2004/2005 academic year. The intent was to document, analyse, 
and describe educational outcomes (in terms of academic performance, 
class attendance/participation, and school retention) among Aborigi
nal students in classrooms where Aboriginal perspectives were consist
ently integrated into the prescribed curriculum, and classrooms where 
no such integration occurred. 

Research participants in the two schools consisted of 64 Aborigi
nal students (34 from the enriched classrooms and 30 from the regu
lar classrooms), 20 non-Aboriginal students and the four dominant 
culture (Anglo-Canadian) Social Studies teachers teaching these stu
dents. Like the majority of the students in these schools, the students 
in the study were all from similar low socio-economic backgrounds. 
75 per cent of the Aboriginal students taking part in the study report
ed having access to help and support at home with schoolwork if 
needed, suggesting that a low-income background does not neces
sarily preclude involvement by Aboriginal families in the education 
of their children. Prior to beginning the study, the teachers reported 
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that students were assigned randomly to their Social Studies classes 
with respect to overall academic ability, and did not know beforehand 
about the differences in the content and approach to teaching in the 
Social Studies classrooms. 

The four teachers had similar qualifications (a bachelor's degree 
with a major in history or geography) and each had over 10 years 
Social Studies teaching experience in the Grade 9 classroom. The 
teachers reported similar goals in their teaching of Social Studies, 
namely, the development of students' conceptual understanding of 
topics/ideas/concepts and higher-order thinking, and the ability of 
students to apply learning beyond the lesson. All four teachers used 
the same textbook and taught the same unit topics twice per week in 
their respective classrooms. 

What set the teachers and their classrooms apart was their under
standing of, and approaches to, the integration of Aboriginal per
spectives into the curriculum. While they all expressed the belief that 
Aboriginal perspectives should be integrated into school curricula, the 
two teachers in the enriched classrooms placed such integration at the 
centre of their teaching, believing it to be a philosophical underpinning 
of the curriculum. When the integration of Aboriginal perspectives is 
believed to be a philosophical underpinning of the curriculum, it ceases 
to be an occasional add-on activity in the classroom and becomes an 
integral part of daily curriculum implementation. We had welcomed 
these two teachers' classrooms for enrichment for our study because of 
their strong belief that it is the teacher's responsibility to do what he or 
she can to motivate students to learn. To be able to live this belief for 
his Aboriginal students, one of these two teachers willingly attended 
workshops to enhance his knowledge and understanding of Aborigi
nal issues and histories and routinely used resources and pedagogical 
approaches found to be effective with Aboriginal students. The other 
teacher admitted to not integrating Aboriginal materials as much but 
was willing to participate in our study so that she could learn where to 
look for Aboriginal materials to integrate and also learn new teaching 
methods. 

On the other hand, the teachers who taught Social Studies in the 
regular classrooms understood integration as occasionally adding 
Aboriginal content to 'the real curriculum,' which remained funda
mentally Eurocentric. One of them pointed out during an interview 
that although he believed that inclusion 'was the way to go' he still felt 
uncomfortable singling out Aboriginal perspectives for consistent inte-
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gration into the curriculum because 'doing so would be unfair to the 
other ethnic minority students in the class' (interview, 21 Aug. 2004). 
The other teacher revealed that the lack of easily available student level 
Aboriginal material for use with his class or time to adapt materials for 
students meant that he could not include Aboriginal materials beyond 
what was given in the textbook. 

The drawback, however, to including only what is given in the 
school textbook/ curriculum is that such material typically represents 
what King (2001) calls 'marginalizing knowledge/ a form of curricu
lum information that can include 'selected 'multicultural' content that 
simultaneously distorts both the historical and social reality people 
actually experienced' (p. 274). As Swartz (1992) suggests, such a curric
ulum is a 'master script' from which all other accounts and perspectives 
are omitted unless they can be disempowered through misrepresenta
tion. Critical race theorists see this kind of official knowledge of the 
school curriculum as 'a culturally specific artifact designed to maintain 
the current social order' (Ladson-Billings, 2004, p. 59). Except where a 
teacher is trained in double reading the code, distorted information is 
passed on to students inadvertently. 

The contrast between how these two 'regular' teachers and the 
'enrichment' teachers perceived integration and how these perceptions 
were enacted in their pedagogies and interactions with students are 
described in more detail in Chapter 5. Suffice it to state at this point that 
there were sufficient differences between the two sets of classrooms to 
yield a rich and complex database and to warrant our use of the regular 
classrooms as a frame of reference in our discussion of students' out
comes in the enriched classroom, especially how different pedagogical 
styles and teacher personalities may produce different outcomes. 

Integrating Aboriginal Perspectives: Layering at Five Levels of 
Classroom Practice 

The following sections describe five levels or layers of classroom prac
tice at which we integrated Aboriginal perspectives in the enriched 
classrooms. Prior to the commencement of the academic year in each 
school, during the months of July and August (Phase 1 of the research in 
each school), we (the researcher, her two Aboriginal graduate research 
assistants, and the teachers whose classrooms were selected for enrich
ment) worked collaboratively to integrate the nine aspects of Aboriginal 
culture and other Aboriginal perspectives into the instructional plan-
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ning of the Grade 9 Social Studies curriculum units (the teachers were 
given stipends for this summer work). Drawing partly on suggestions 
from the Manitoba Ministry of Education document Integrating Abo
riginal perspectives into curricula (2003), we integrated Aboriginal per
spectives at five levels: (a) as student learning outcomes for each unit 
and lesson; (b) as instructional methods/strategies; (c) as curriculum 
content and learning resources/materials; (d) as assessment of student 
learning; and (e) as a philosophical underpinning of the curriculum. 

What follows are some specific examples of how Aboriginal perspec
tives were integrated at each of these five levels, once the teaching units 
for the academic year had been identified by each teacher. 

Integration at the Level of Student Learning Outcomes 

A key feature of any rational curriculum or lesson planning is some 
idea of what is to be accomplished. Educators characteristically 
describe these intended accomplishments as their goals, objectives, or 
intended learning outcomes. Although there are several limitations to 
stating intended educational accomplishments/learning outcomes (for 
example, critics have argued that we can only know what we wanted 
to accomplish after the completion of our act of instruction. See Eisner, 
2009, for more limitations), prior identification of learning outcomes 
provides the goals toward which the lesson or the curriculum is aimed 
and facilitates the selection and organization of content and learning 
activities. We figured that, especially for teachers learning how to inte
grate Aboriginal perspectives into their curriculum units and lessons, 
educational objectives or intended learning outcomes with an Aborigi
nal focus would perform a useful function. At best they could serve 
as heuristic devices that provide initiating consequences which can be 
modified or even altered as instructional activities unfold in the class
room. We, therefore, decided to identify Aboriginal perspectives for 
integration as student learning outcomes at the lesson planning stage. 
The crucial consideration here was that the teachers' planning proc
esses came to include the ongoing question about how their curricular 
content, resources, and pedagogies related to and included Aboriginal 
peoples in positive and empowering ways. 

Selection of the learning outcomes we integrated was guided by the 
curriculum topic, suggestions/advice from our Aboriginal consult
ants, and research of existing literature - for example, literature such 
as the RCAP Final Report, the Manitoba Ministry of Education docu-
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ment Integrating Aboriginal perspectives into school curricula and similar 
documents emerging in other Canadian provinces (for example, Brit
ish Columbia's Shared Learning: Integrating BC Aboriginal Content K-10), 
the CAAS Proposed Learning Expectations (see reference list for their 
current website/URL), and our own research among Aboriginal stu
dents (presented in Chapter 3). Inspired by these sources, we targeted 
certain values, beliefs, practices, issues, and historical events reported 
as common and important among many Aboriginal communities and 
integrated them as learning outcomes for all students. Students were 
expected to demonstrate understanding/ awareness of the following 
Aboriginal perspectives, among others: 

The importance of respect for humans and non-humans in Aborigi
nal culture; holism - meaning the inter-relationships and connections 
between and among all things as fundamental to sense-making, and 
the holistic nature of knowledge and learning as comprising the physi
cal, mental, emotional, and spiritual dimensions; the vital role of elders 
in the education of Aboriginal youth; the importance of experiential 
learning (i.e., the belief that knowledge is found in life itself and cannot 
be received as a codified canon); the importance of family and commu
nity to Aboriginal identity; the importance of oral tradition and its role 
in transforming and preserving Aboriginal history and cultural values; 
the effects of racism and stereotypes on Aboriginal peoples; the vari
ous effects of European contact and settlement on Aboriginal peoples; 
the inter-generational effects of the residential school system; the ten 
major treaties between the Canadian govemment.and Aboriginal peo
ples; the ramifications of the 1763 Royal Proclamation; the 1969 White 
Paper and the Aboriginal response to its proposals; economic develop
ment opportunities; Aboriginal self-government; contributions of Abo
riginal peoples to Canadian society; and spirituality - an integral part 
of life for many Aboriginal peoples which has been excluded from the 
education of Aboriginal students in the Canadian public school system. 
Because of its vital role in the learning, development, and identity for
mation of Aboriginal students, the concept of spirituality - as explored 
in our research - needs some elaboration. 

Spirituality, its healing effect, and the crucial role it plays in human 
experience, including the experience of learning, have been well doc
umented in the literature on Aboriginal education (see, for example, 
Cajete, 1994; Couture, 1991; Curwen-Doige, 2003; Forbes, 1979). For 
Aboriginal peoples spirituality is about meaning making, the belief in 
a higher power or purpose, a sense of wholeness, healing, the intercon-
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nected of all things, the ongoing development of one's identity includ
ing cultural identity, and how people construct knowledge through 
cultural symbols, images, music, and so on. Latino writer, David Aba
los (cited in Tisdell, 2007), writing about some of the ravages of coloni
zation, describes spirituality as playing a powerful role in healing from 
internalized oppression. He refers to spirituality as the 'sacred face' in 
the attempt by those experiencing internalized oppression to create and 
sustain positive social change that is grounded in their own cultural 
community and practices. From this description, we could see why 
spirituality is important to many Aboriginal peoples, as exemplified in 
Aboriginal cultural practices such as the sweat lodge, and the pipe and 
drumming ceremonies. 

For Aboriginal scholars concerned with culturally appropriate edu
cation there is an intricate connection between .spirituality and learn
ing that teachers need to understand in order to provide empowering 
education for all students through appropriate attitudes toward stu
dents. As these scholars point out, this understanding is indispensable 
to an understanding of the missing link between traditional Aborigi
nal education and the Western system of education which is secular 
and appears to be oblivious to the spirituality that infuses Aboriginal 
epistemology and hence culturally appropriate education for Abo
riginal students. To understand the necessity of spirituality in learn
ing and education for Aboriginal students we need to explore, briefly, 
Aboriginal epistemology to discover the foundation of spirituality in 
learning. For this, I tum to Aboriginal scholars/ educators for what they 
know that teachers need to know in order to work well with Aboriginal 
students. 

Ermine (1995) describes spirituality as 'the inner space, that uni
verse of being within each person that is synonymous with the soul, 
the spirit, the self, or the being. The priceless core within each of us' 
(p.103). One's spirituality, as Curwen-Doige (2003) elaborates, is the 
inner resource that enables one to know oneself and to find mean
ing for oneself in connection to one's surroundings. Connections are 
made through the cognitive and affective perceptions and actions of 
the human mind, body, and spirit. According to Couture (1991) living 
in the relationship between these connections is 'the manifest spir
itual ground of Native being' (p.59). The Native mind, according to 
Couture, is therefore a 'mind-in-community' (p.59) and relationships 
are foundational to Native being and becoming. Comparing Western 
knowing prevalent in the school system and traditional Indian know-
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ing Couture writes that traditional Indian knowing consists of expe
riencing matter and spirit as inseparable realities 'non-dualistically 
apprehended' (p. 57). He explains: 'The mode of indigenous knowing 
is a non-dualistic process - it transcends the usual opposition between 
rational knowledge and intuition, spiritual insight and physical 
behavior. It is inclusive of all reality. As a process of thinking and per
ceiving, it is irreducible. Its scope and focus are on what goes togeth
er' (p. 57). For Aboriginal peoples, therefore, the process of knowing 
consists of looking for holism or connections among parts in order to 
make meaning. It's an 'expression of an individual's spirituality in 
relationship, not an expression of an objectified system of beliefs or a 
religion' (Curwen-Doige, 2003, p. 147). It is a way of knowing that is 
intra-personal, subjective, holistic, spiritual, and transformative com
pared to Western/mainstream approaches to learning that are secular, 
fragmented, neutral or objective. Therefore, an Aboriginal student's 
spirituality must be respected and encouraged in his/her education 
if learning is to occur. With regard to curriculum and pedagogy, this 
suggests three principles: that teachers (a) accept and validate Abo
riginal epistemology as a basis for learning; (b) endeavour to create a 
relational and safe learning environment that students value and trust; 
and (c) promote authentic dialogue (see Curwen-Doige, 2003 for elab
orations on these principles). Authentic dialogue, according to Cajete 
(1994), is about the social, economic, and political situations directly 
affecting people's lives; it is dialogue that is readily seen as relevant 
because what is learned is connected to the cultural orientations as 
perceived by the people themselves. 

Native-American educator Forbes (1979) places spirituality at the 
centre of education, arguing that 'knowledge without the spiritual core 
is a very dangerous thing' (p. 11) because learning remains at the super
ficial level where ideas can be formed without the influence of morals 
and values. Meaningful education, for Forbes, is 'learning ... how to live 
a life of the utmost spiritual quality' (p. 11). Hence, as Curwen-Doige 
deduces, the connection between learning and moral values is funda
mental to Aboriginal identity. For Mi'kmaq educator, Marie Battiste, 
spiritual connection is a vital Aboriginal value that must be incorporat
ed into the education of Aboriginal students. However, as she informs 
us, too often the presentation of Aboriginal social and cultural frames 
of reference in classrooms are done without an underlying understand
ing of the 'philosophical foundations of spiritual interconnected reali
ties' (Battiste, 1998, p . 27), making the education of Aboriginal students 
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'a secular experience with fragmented knowledge imported from other 
societies and cultures' (p. 21). 

Because it has been excluded from the education of Aboriginal stu
dents in the Canadian public school system, spirituality became an 
integral part of our integration effort, especially at the critical stage of 
formulating student learning outcomes. 

In particular, two important voices in our research considered it effi
cacious to identify Aboriginal student learning outcomes for each unit 
of study and integrate those outcomes at the lesson planning stage: the 
Aboriginal research assistants and the enrichment teachers in whose 
classrooms the integration occurred. Although the Aboriginal research 
assistants strongly believed that Aboriginal ways of knowing are per
sonal and experiential and, therefore, difficult if not impossible to cap
ture beforehand in the form of prescribed learning outcomes, they also 
recognized that getting Aboriginal perspectives into mainstream cur
ricula meant co-existing in the third space where traditional culture 
is disrupted and recreated in order to remain relevant in the modem 
world. From their point of view, therefore, prior identification and 
integration of Aboriginal perspectives as learning outcomes not only 
highlights those perspectives that are fundamental to sense making 
and hence worthy of teaching and learning in the classroom, it also 
provides direction and focus for teachers, particularly outlining what 
students are expected to know and be able to accomplish from an Abo
riginal perspective. They saw this as true not only for Social Studies but 
also for the other school subjects. 

From the perspective of the enrichment teachers, targeting any cul
tural group's perspectives as learning outcomes at the outset was sim
ply sound pedagogical practice because it places students at the centre 
of the teaching processes- who they are, their values and aspirations 
and how these can be achieved. One of the teachers (who admitted to 
being 'wedged to Ralph Tyler's Objective Model of curriculum devel
opment') commented, 'I always keep my students in mind when I set 
learning goals and when I select content, resource materials and plan 
learning activities ... and these goals feature prominently in my assess
ments. I never forget the links.' This claim was certainly authenticated 
by what we observed in this teacher's classroom. Intended learning 
outcomes were shared and discussed with students at the beginning 
of each lesson because 'I believe that discussing learning objectives 
informs the students about what I am trying to accomplish in the les
son and how they can help me get there. It's one way of getting them 
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involved in their learning ... It also shows all students that Aboriginal 
outcomes are an important part of the learning objectives in our class' 
(interview excerpt). Students were required to fill out exit slips list
ing the learning outcomes that had been achieved and any additional 
learning that they had experienced during the lesson. In addition we 
(the researchers) were frequently invited to provide feedback on the 
extent to which intended learning outcomes had been addressed and to 
discuss other elements and unplanned outcomes of the lesson. By tak
ing unplanned learning outcomes into account, this teacher was able 
to make allowance for the emergence of the newness embedded in the 
lived experience of each lesson rather than making learning objectives 
purely controllable calculations. Hence an important effect of integrat
ing at the level of learning outcomes is that it is student-focused and 
it helps the students and the teacher to keep their minds firmly on the 
'ball' while remaining alert to the potential of the present. 

Teachers intending to integrate Aboriginal perspectives at the level 
of student learning outcomes must, therefore, examine the learning 
outcomes listed in the curriculum guides/ documents pertaining to 
the subject areas they teach and, where missing, specify and integrate 
Aboriginal learning outcomes into their units and lessons. While the 
sample Aboriginal learning outcomes listed above pertain largely to 
the subject area of Social Studies and the specific Grade 9 Social Studies 
topics taught during our study, the values and beliefs exemplified in 
some of the topics - for example, the importance of respect in Aborigi
nal cultures, the role of elders in the education of Aboriginal youth, the 
importance of experiential learning, and spirituality can be applied to 
any subject area. 

Other learning outcomes viable for integration into specific subject 
areas can also be explored. A few examples from Manitoba for high 
school classrooms are:1 

English Language Arts. Students will: 
• demonstrate an understanding of the importance of oral tradition in 

Aboriginal cultures 
• demonstrate an understanding of the protocols associated with 

Aboriginal oral tradition (e.g., listening, showing respect when 
someone is speaking, appropriate times of year to tell particular 
stories, etc.) 

• analyse selected books/ readings so as to demonstrate an under
standing of the social, cultural, or political issues affecting Abo-
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riginal peoples portrayed in the books/readings (e.g., racism, 
stereotyping, land claims, health and life styles) 

• evaluate the appropriateness of the portrayal of Aboriginal peoples 
in various media 

Mathematics. Students will: 
• describe the use of geometry in traditional Aboriginal structures 
• demonstrate awareness of Aboriginal peoples' traditional tech

niques for measurement and estimation 
• identify examples of the concepts of parallels, balance, and symme

try in Aboriginal artwork and architecture 

Music. Students will: 
• describe the role of traditional music in Aboriginal societies 
• identify traditional Aboriginal music 
• demonstrate awareness of the protocols associated with the per

formance of traditional Aboriginal songs 
• demonstrate awareness of Aboriginal pe_oples' involvement in the 

contemporary music industry 

Physical education. Students will: 
• demonstrate awareness of and willingness to participate in tradi-

tional Aboriginal games and dances 
• identify Aboriginal role models in different sports 
• demonstrate awareness of the health benefits of physical activity 
• evaluate the use of Aboriginal images in sports 

Science. Students will: 
• demonstrate awareness of Aboriginal contributions to science and 

technology 
• demonstrate understanding of the physics principles associated 

with various traditional Aboriginal technologies 
• understand and appreciate traditional Aboriginal knowledge of the 

land, plants, and cycles of the ecosystem 
• identify examples of traditional medicine used by local Aboriginal 

peoples 

Art. Students will: 
• demonstrate an understanding of various types of Aborigipal art 

and their origins 
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• describe various aspects of the work of an Aboriginal artist (e.g., 
theme, style, traditional design elements) 

• analyse similarities and differences in the work of contemporary 
Aboriginal artists 

An important thing to remember is that these learning outcomes and 
other Aboriginal perspectives should not be treated as an add-on or as 
supplementary to the 'core curriculum.' They must be legitimized by 
placing them at the centre of the curriculum, alongside the convention
ally prescribed curriculum topics. 

Integration at the Level of Curriculum Content and Learning Resources 

In their study of in-school determinants of educational success for 
Aboriginal students, Bernard Schissel and Terry Wotherspoon (2003) 
observed that, despite improvements, two recurrent problems are still 
prominent in the effort to improve the educational status and attain
ment of Aboriginal peoples: (a) the absence of content material that 
incorporates Aboriginal peoples and their histories, values, cultures, 
and practices in many school curricula; and (b) the frequently reiter
ated concern among Aboriginal peoples that an anti-Aboriginal bias 
remains in many school materials and pedagogical practices. Both 
problems have been described as not only producing the personal and 
social isolation, marginalization, and boredom that Aboriginal students 
experience, they also deny Aboriginal students the opportunity to vali
date their identities and heritage, thereby contributing to school failure 
and dropout among Aboriginal students (Kanu, 2002; Schissel & Woth
erspoon, 2003; Tanner et al, 1995). 

In the light of these observations, Aboriginal content materials and 
learning resources were copiously and consistently integrated into the 
Social Studies curriculum of the enriched classrooms. We visited librar
ies and Aboriginal education resource centres in Winnipeg in search of 
Aboriginal resources and found and integrated materials such as the 
following: Native literature including stories written by First Nations 
authors (e.g., Culleton, 1995; Johnson, 1990; Moses & Goldie, 1992; 
Olsen et al.,2001; Roman, 1998) were used to complement Social Studies 
units and to validate Aboriginal spirituality and other cultural beliefs. 
For example, First Nations origin/creation stories (often dismissed in 
the school curriculum as mere myths), stories describing Native cer
emonies, and stories depicting the holistic and interconnected nature of 
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Aboriginal identity were integrated into the Grade 9 unit on Canadian 
identity. Through skillful use of teacher questions these materials were 
reinterpreted so that students could get a different perspective from 
an Aboriginal viewpoint. Videos and print material on Native histo
ry /issues/perspectives that enhanced certain Social Studies unit were 
incorporated. Some examples are, videos on the various ways in which 
European contact had an impact on Aboriginal lives (e.g., diseases, par
ticipation in wars, residential schools, new culture and religion, and 
adaptation and change); print materials on major federal Indian poli
cies and their effects on Aboriginal peoples; materials on treaties/treaty 
honourings/treaty violations; materials on the Indian Act regulations 
and how they impacted the lives of Aboriginal peoples (e.g., human 
rights violations, destruction of Aboriginal cultural practices, racism); 
and materials on Aboriginal accomplishments, contributions, agency, 
and the struggle for Aboriginal self-determination today. Other Abo
riginal content materials, particularly materials and perspectives that 
were absent from the curriculum or that were told from the viewpoints 
of Aboriginal peoples were integrated. These materials provided coun
terstories to what was presented in the textbook. For example, Aborigi
nal governing structures prior to European contact (e.g., the Iroquois 
Confederacy and the Great Law of Peace and its influence on democ
racy) were incorporated into the unit on Government and Federalism, 
to counter the myth that Aboriginal peoples had no organized form of 
government before the arrival of Europeans. Counter story-telling 'aims 
to cast doubt on the validity of accepted premises or myths, especially 
ones held by the majority' (Delgado & Stephancic, 2001, p. 144). Based 
on the premise that society constructs social reality in ways that pro
mote its own self-interests or those of the elites, counter story-telling is 
a means of exposing, challenging, and critiquing normalized privileged 
discourses, the discourses of the majority. Counter stqry-telling there
fore serves as a means of giving voice to marginalized groups (DeCuir 
& Dixon, 2004). 

Our aggressive integration of Aboriginal materials into every unit 
was intended to add breadth and depth to students' understanding 
of the content of those units, to facilitate contrapuntal readings (Said, 
1993) of the curriculiun content (that is, to read and understand the 
content material from the perspective of the 'other,' usually the colo
nized and the subjugated) and to promote the development of higher 
order cognitive skills such as reasoning and drawing conclusions based 
on multiple sources of evidence and multiple interpretations of reality. 
It was also intended to raise students' critical consciousness by help-
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ing them to challenge and redefine the knowledge presented in their 
textbook. 

Integration at the Level of Instructional Methods/Strategies: 

Mere addition or exposure to Aboriginal content material and resources 
without learning experiences that incorporate Aboriginal pedagogical 
methods would be ineffective for achieving targeted learning out
comes and building genuine cultural understanding among students. 
Learning experience refers to the interaction between the learner and 
the external conditions in the environment (e.g., content material and 
resources) through which the desired outcomes are attained. Compat
ibility between the targeted outcomes and the teaching methods and 
strategies utilized to achieve these outcomes is of critical importance. 
In our study, therefore, lesson activities in the enriched classrooms were 
planned in ways that allowed the integration of instructional methods 
and interaction patterns which have been documented as effective 
in the teaching/learning of Aboriginal students. For example, where 
appropriate, stories were used as a teaching method to enhance stu
dents' understanding of curriculum content; sharing/talking circles 
were utilized to facilitate classroom discussion on an equal, respectful 
and non-threatening basis; learning scaffolds that helped students proc
ess and understand social studies concepts were provided in the form 
of concept frames, graphic organizers, information processing maps, 
and illustrations and examples from Native culture/experience; field 
trips to a Pow-wow, an Aboriginal art gallery, and a sweat-lodge were 
arranged through an Aboriginal elder; community support through 
small group work and classroom visits by knowledgeable guest speak
ers from Native communities were features of the Social Studies lessons; 
and opportunities for kinesthetic, visual, and auditory learning were 
provided. Also present were individual work and collaborative group 
projects that provided plenty of opportunity for independent decision
making and problem solving, both of which are listed as valued peda
gogical goals in Aboriginal child rearing (see Manitoba Education & 
Youth, 2003). 'Silencing,' in which students are denied the opportunity 
to discuss and examine their concerns and interests, has been a power
ful form of school control that often leads to marginalization and disen
gagement (see Wotherspoon, 1998). Therefore, students in the enriched 
classroom were given ample opportunity to voice their opinions, dis
cuss issues of interest to them, and examine their experiences. 

Language issues are fundamental to effective learning in the content 
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areas; yet the most recent review of the literature on this topic Ganzen, 
2008) suggests that very few teachers explicitly teach the language/ 
discourse of their subject areas to students, thereby seriously compro
mising students' understanding of content/ concepts in these areas. 
Linguistic analysis by Schleppegrell and colleagues (2004) demon
strates that reading and writing make unique demands on students in 
general and that the language of history textbooks can be particularly 
difficult for students, requiring Social Studies teachers to explicitly 
teach their students the grammatical features of history language to 
develop learner proficiency in reading and writing. Therefore, in teach
ing the Social Studies content/concepts and in setting tests/examina
tions during our research, care was taken both to teach the grammatical 
features of Social Studies language in the text materials we used and 
to eliminate or minimize any unnecessary complexity in the use of the 
English language that might interfere with students' understanding of 
the concepts or test items (for example, simpler words and shorter sen
tences were often used). 

Integration at the Level of Assessment Methods/Strategies 

Assessment practices do far more than provide information; they also 
shape people's understanding about what is important to learn, what 
learning is, and who learners are. Emerging conceptions of learning, 
especially those based in socio-cultural and cognitive studies, have sub
stantial implications for educational assessment. Socio-cultural studies 
of learning construe learning in the interaction between learners and 
their environments, including all the conceptual tools (e.g., language 
of instruction), physical tools (e.g., computers, books, etc.), and other 
people - all of which serve as resources for or constraints on learning 
(see Moss, 2007). 

Whereas the emphasis in cognitive studies of learning is on the way 
knowledge is represented, organized, and processed in the mind, the 
emphasis in socio-cultural studies of learning is on participation and 
performance assessment where the acquired knowledge is deemed as 
meaningful and useful. Learning in this latter sense entails becoming 
a person and a member of a community for whom such knowledge 
is meaningful and useful. Thus, as Lave and Wenge (1991, p. 53) put 
it, 'learning involves the construction of identities.' Along these lines 
Indigenous educators (e.g., Demmert, 2001) have argued that school 
assessment standards have the potential to be a powerful tool for Indig-
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enous communities if these communities become involved in the devel
opment of culturally responsive assessment procedures. For example, 
Indigenous youth from reservation communities have a number of 
cultural predispositions that may impede their success on standard
ized assessment tests (see Rhodes, 1994). These predispositions include 
norms such as taking time to reflect so that decisions and choices are 
made slowly and accurately (which may result in Native students not 
completing tests in the given amount of time), and helping others in 
need (which may distract Native students where individual work is 
required). More recently Nelson-Barber and Trumbull (2007) have add
ed a 'cultural validity' dimension to this argument, explaining why cul
tural validity is so important: 

Because socio-cultural groups create meaning from experience in cul
turally determined ways, individuals have predisposed notions of how 
to respond to questions, solve problems, and so forth. It follows that 
these predispositions. influence the ways in which they respond to test 
items (p. 134). 

In highlighting the implications of socio-cultural theories of learning 
for assessment, Gipps (2002, p. 76) writes: 'The requirement is to assess 
process as well as product; the conception must be dynamic rather than 
static; and attention must be paid to the social and cultural context of 
both learning and assessment.' 

Clearly, a socio-cultural approach to assessment challenges our con
ception of assessment as a distinct component of learning. As Deland
sheere (in Moss, 2007) explains: 'we are moving from an educational 
practice of assessment where we have defined a priori what we are 
looking for, to an educational practice where we are participating in 
activitie~ in which we formulate representations to better understand 
and transform the world around us.' To understand assessment for this 
transformation in the context of Aboriginal education is to not allow 
test-driven accountability to blind us to authentic indicators of learning 
for Aboriginal peoples. This means using practices that are consistent 
with norms in Aboriginal communities, that provide space for students 
to assess their own progress, and that allow students alternative ways 
of demonstrating knowledge and skill. 

Taking into account these socio-cultural and cognitive discourses 
of assessment and the Manitoba standards of student assessment, 
we applied the following assessment strategies in the enriched class
rooms. Strategies such as the use of journals and portfolio artifacts, 
which allowed students to reflect on classroom activities and their own 



114 Integrating Aboriginal Perspectives into the School Curriculum 

progress, were included as tools for assessing student learning. Also 
included were students' written assigrunents and class work, and class 
presentations of collaborative inquiry projects. Many of these projects 
were on Aboriginal peoples and issues (e.g., the early economic activi
ties of Aboriginal peoples in Canada's six physical regions, the position 
of the major political parties on Aboriginal issues, and how the legal 
system relates to Aboriginal peoples). Other assessment tools included 
story I drama performances, and traditional paper and pencil tests test
ing students' academic skills and higher order thinking. To enhance 
the chances for student success on the tests and exams, the enrichment 
teachers carried out extensive reviews of previously taught content 
material and skills just before each test/ exam and students in both the 
enriched and the regular classrooms were given ample time for reading 
and writing the tests/exams. 

Integration as a Philosophical Underpinning of the Curriculum 

As stated earlier, when the integration of Aboriginal perspectives is 
approached as a philosophical underpinning of the curriculum, it is 
no longer seen an occasional add-on activity in the classroom; instead, 
it becomes an integral part of daily curriculum implementation. Per
haps one reason for the commitment of one of the enrichment teachers 
in particular was his belief in the transformative power of integration 
'to enhance students' understanding of Aboriginal culture and issues, 
increase the self-esteem and pride of Aboriginal students, and alleviate 
ignorance and racism among dominant cultural groups' (interview, 24 
Aug. 2004). For this reason, he integrated Aboriginal perspectives into 
not only the Social Studies course but also his other teaching courses 
and his extra-curricular activities with students. For instance, because of 
the increase in diabetes among Aboriginal youth, this teacher reported 
encouraging more Aboriginal students to participate in gym and other 
physical activities: 'The students love lacrosse, so I stay after school to 
play it with them' (interview, 24 Aug. 2004). 

Everywhere on the walls of his classroom were pictures, illustra
tions and pithy sayings reflecting Aboriginal spiritual values such as 
the Seven Sacred Teachings (Wisdom, Respect, Love, Courage, Humil
ity, Truth, and Honesty). There was an enlightening poem explaining 
the Aboriginal practice of 'smudging' (e.g., 'We smudge our eyes so 
that we'll only see the truth in others; We smudge our whole being so 
that we may portray the good parts of ourselves through actions'). Dis-
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played in the other enrichment teacher's classroom was a poster enti
tled 'Great Peoples of the Past' with portraits and accomplishments of 
Inca, Aztec and other Indians among other prominent explorers, inven
tors, artists, and architects, and there was a huge wall map showing the 
names of North America's First Peoples and where they are located. 
Prominently displayed on what the teacher called a 'Consciousness 
Cupboard' were George Ancona's vividly illustrated book on the pow
wow, Diane Hoyt-Goldsmith's 'Potlatch: Tsimshiam Celebration,' and 
Basil Johnson's 'Ojibway Ceremonies.' Students were often asked to do 
research projects that required them to utilize these resources.· 

The foregoing five approaches to the integration of Aboriginal per
spectives continued throughout the academic year in each school as the 
Social Studies units were being taught. No such integration was carried 
out in the regular classrooms. The next chapter discusses the effects of 
these integration efforts on academic achievement, class attendance/ 
participation, and school retention among the Aboriginal students in 
the enriched classes compared to those in the regular classes. 

Summary 

This chapter has described five levels or layers of classroom practice at 
which the integration of Aboriginal perspectives could occur. These are: 
integration as (a) student learning outcomes for curriculum units and 
lessons; (b) instructional methods/strategies; (c) curriculum content 
and learning resources/materials; (d) assessment of student learning; 
and (e) as a philosophical underpinning of the curriculum. It is evident 
from these integration approaches that teachers are not being asked to 
create a program or '1 new curriculum. Rather, integration of Aboriginal 
perspectives might best be understood as consistently adding layers to 
what teachers are currently doing in their classrooms. Integration will 
be implemented in classrooms most richly if teachers understand it as 
existing in Bhabha's third space of negotiation and hybridity and as 
a way of thinking or 'habit of mind' - that is, that their planning and 
instructional and assessment processes come to include ongoing ques
tions about how the curriculum content they are teaching can be made 
to include Aboriginal peoples in positive and empowering ways. The 
teacher in the enriched classroom in School Y expressed this spirit dur
ing ail interview with a member of our research team: 

At first, I did not see how I was going to be able to incorporate Aboriginal 
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cultural knowledge and perspectives into every unit of the Social Studies 
curriculum I was teaching. Then I reminded myself again that the integra
tion of Aboriginal perspectives was for the benefit of all of us - after all 
Aboriginal culture and history is Canadian culture and history. There are 
Aboriginal accomplishments, values, histories, and struggles that are not 
in the Social Studies curriculum and that I can include. When I began to 
warm up to this thought, for the first time, ideas about available resources 
started flowing in my mind and through my participation in this study, I 
have come to realize that it's difficult but not as difficult as I had feared ... 
No one is asking me to re-write my entire curriculum. Instead, I need to 
develop a new habit of mind so that the integration of Aboriginal perspec
tives becomes part of my planning, my resource collection, and my teach
ing- I shall do this, not only to enrich everyone's understanding but also 
to finally welcome my Aboriginal students in the classroom.' 

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION 

1. Do you agree with the author's guiding principle that integration is 
a mixing of ideas, a coming together of minds, and negotiations at 
cross-cultural interfaces? Provide reasons for your answer. 

2. What do you think of the five levels/approaches to the integra
tion of Aboriginal perspectives described in this chapter? List the 
strengths of integrating at each level and the areas needing im
provement. 

3. Do you know of other approaches that have been used to integrate 
Aboriginal perspectives into school curricula? If so, what are those 
approaches and how effective are they for increasing learning and 
school retention among Aboriginal students? 

4. Reflect on the five levels of integration presented in this chapter in 
connection with your subject area(s). At which of these levels do 
you foresee the most difficulty with integrating Aboriginal perspec
tives into your subject areas? 

5. What is your position on the integration of spirituality into the 
school curriculum? 

NOTES 

1 This list is adapted from the Manitoba Ministry of Education's (2003) 
document Integrating Aboriginal perspectives into curricula. See it for learn-
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ing outcomes for more subject areas and the CAAS document Learning 
about Walking in Beauty (2003) for more Aboriginal learning outcomes 
that you may find useful for incorporation in your unit or lesson 
topics. 
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