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First NatioNs, Métis & 
iNuit EducatioN

Every year, People for Education conducts an Annual School 
Survey. Distributed to all of Ontario’s 4,900 publicly funded 
elementary and secondary schools, the survey asks principals 
for information on resources and programs in the school and 
about the school’s connection with its community.

In 2012, 1018 schools responded to the survey. This report 
is an excerpt from the 2012 Annual Report on Ontario’s 
Publicly Funded Schools.

UrgEnt action nEEdEd to sUPPort aborginal 
stUdEnts 

There is significant evidence that Aboriginal 2 children—par-
ticularly those living on-reserve—are receiving educational 
services and funding that is markedly inferior to other Cana-
dian children.3

Everyone agrees that education is the key to brighter futures, 
stronger communities and strengthened cultural identities 
for Aboriginal peoples. But action to ensure that a brighter 
future becomes a reality has fallen desperately short of what 
is needed.

thE challEngEs

There are a number of key concerns affecting Aboriginal 
students, including overcoming the history of residential 
schools,4 a strong perception of racism in our schools,5  
few Aboriginal teachers, and an ongoing need to ensure 
curriculum and pedagogy reflect and incorporate Aboriginal 
cultures.6

To complicate matters, education for First Nations students 
who live on-reserve is federally funded and administered by 
individual First Nations. Kindergarten to grade 12 education 
for First Nations who live off-reserve, and for all Métis and 
Inuit students, is provincially funded and part of the provin-
cial education system.

aboriginal stUdEnts in Provincially fUndEd 
schools

Of the 65,110 Aboriginal students in Ontario, 80% attend 
provincially funded schools in Ontario school boards.7 This 
includes one-third of First Nations students who live on-
reserve. The cost of their education is covered by tuition 
grants paid for by the federal government and negotiated 
between individual First Nations and school boards. 

Since 2007, Ontario school boards have been supported by 
a provincial First Nations, Métis and Inuit Education Policy 
Framework.8 Under the Framework, school boards receive 
approximately $40 million in supplementary funding to 
support the unique needs of Aboriginal students, based on 
whether a board has a higher proportion of Aboriginal stu-
dents (7.5% or more).9

To ensure that funding and programming are appropriate, 
the province has asked school boards to develop voluntary 
self-identification programs for Aboriginal peoples. Sixty-
eight of 72 boards have done so, up from fewer than 10 in 
2006.10 

 QUick facts for 2011/12

 in elementary schools where 7.5% or more of the 
students are aboriginal:

•	 the average enrolment is 190 students. the 
provincial average in all elementary schools is 318 
students;

•	 17% report that they never connect with aboriginal 
organizations; and

•	 an average of 22% of students have special needs, 
compared to the provincial average of 18%.

a report from People for Education

The key to solving the challenges facing Canada’s aboriginal 
communities is ensuring the education of [our] young people.1

http://www.peopleforeducation.ca/wp-content/uploads/2012/05/Annual-Report-2012-web.pdf
http://www.peopleforeducation.ca/wp-content/uploads/2012/05/Annual-Report-2012-web.pdf
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UniQUE fEatUrEs in schools with a highEr 
ProPortion of aboriginal stUdEnts

In 13% of elementary schools, Aboriginal students make up 
7.5% or more of the student population. Although almost 
half of First Nations students live in large urban areas,11 the 
schools with a high proportion of Aboriginal students are 
mostly located in the province’s north. 

There are a number of unique features in these schools, 
compared to those with a lower proportion of Aboriginal 
students:

•	 The average school size is 190 students, far below the 
provincial average of 318 students. 

•	 Because funding is closely tied to the number of students 
in a school, these schools are far less likely to have special 
education teachers; teacher-librarians; music, physical 
health and education teachers; or any other specialists.  

•	 A higher-than-average proportion of students are 
receiving special education support (22%).

•	 Schools with more Aboriginal students are more likely to 
connect with Aboriginal organizations, but 17% of schools 
with more than 7.5% students who are Aboriginal report 
that they “never” do.

Overall, schools with a higher proportion of Aboriginal stu-
dents are more likely to have full-day kindergarten, family 
support programs and on-site childcare for kindergarten and 
preschool children. 

On the other hand, principals in these schools are less likely 
to report that they have early-intervention activities for 
writing, and less likely to report that they are successful or 
very successful in engaging school councils and parents. 

EdUcation that valUEs and tEachEs aboUt 
aboriginal cUltUrEs and sharEd history 

In a recent study, nearly two-thirds of adult urban Aboriginal 
participants reported they learned “almost nothing” about 
Aboriginal people, history and culture in elementary school.12 
Initiatives such as the Métis Nation Educational Toolkit and 
related lesson plans,13 ongoing provincial curriculum review, 
and increased offerings of Native Studies and Native lan-
guages courses 14 may help affirm and support Aboriginal 
cultures and teach all students about shared histories and 
continuing relationships.

first nations EdUcation on-rEsErvE

Under the Canadian Constitution, the federal government 
has responsibility for education on-reserve. Since the 1970s, 
almost all schools on-reserve (just over 90 in Ontario) have 
been operated by individual First Nations and funded by the 
federal government.15  

school is a time for dreams and every kid deserves this.

Shannen Koostachin, 15, Attawapiskat First Nation

Education is a crucial part of the inherent right to self-
government of Aboriginal peoples,16 and “Indian control of 
Indian education” has been a rallying call for decades.17 

A number of studies have pointed to massive discrepancies 
in funding and policy for students living on-reserve:

•	 A 2005 Department of Indian Affairs and Northern Devel-
opment (DIAND) report showed that instructional expen-
ditures per student for on-reserve education ranged from 
$5,500 to $7,500, significantly below average provincial 
per-student expenditures of $6,800 to $8,400. This gap 
is magnified by additional cost factors, including remote-
ness, high levels of special education need and overall 
socio-economic disadvantage in Aboriginal communities.18

•	 Increases to federal funding for reserves have been 
capped at 2% per year.19 In contrast, education funding in 
Ontario has increased by an average of 4.6% per year since 
2003.

•	 The federal government has no mechanism to relate 
funding to need.20 For example, in 2009, the Parliamentary 
Budget Officer estimated the required capital cost for 
schools on-reserve at a minimum of $287 million,  
but the federal government budgeted a maximum of  
$123 million.21 At that time, less than half of school  
buildings on-reserve were in “good” condition, and 21% 
were “not inspected.”



People for Education © 2012   3

Most major reviews of Aboriginal education on-reserve 22 
have called for the development of legislation in consulta-
tion with First Nations. The goals of legislation are to clearly 
define federal responsibility to provide equitable educa-
tion, and provide a framework for the development of First 
Nations educational authorities, which could provide school-
board-type services in areas such as special education and 
curriculum development.

Recently, the Drummond Commission on the Reform of 
Ontario’s Public Services recommended that the province, 
in the absence of federal action, top up funding for First 
Nations students on-reserve so that it was comparable to 
per-pupil funding in provincial schools. The recommendation 
was disregarded.23

rEcommEndations

Education is critical for the future of First Nations, Métis and 
Inuit communities. High-quality, enriched education that 
builds on the strength of Aboriginal cultures is an important 
part of overcoming the legacy of colonialism for the next 
generation.

People for Education recommends that:

•	 schools with a high percentage of Aboriginal stu-
dents have special education, childcare, arts and 
physical education resources that are at or above  
the provincial average.

•	 the provincial government follow the recommenda-
tion of the Drummond Commission on the Reform 
of Ontario’s Public Services, and, in the absence of 
federal action, provide top-up funding to ensure that 
First Nations schools on-reserve are funded at a level 
comparable to other schools in Ontario.

•	 schools with a high percentage of Aboriginal stu-
dents work with Aboriginal organizations to ensure 
that Aboriginal students and their families have 
cultural support and role models to support them 
through school.
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People for Education is a registered charity that works to support 
public education in ontario’s English, French and catholic schools.

For more information, contact us:
phone: 416-534-0100 email: info@peopleforeducation.ca
web: http://www.peopleforeducation.ca
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