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First Nations Partnership Programs:
Incorporating Culture in ECE Training

BY JESSICA BALL

ood advice to early child-
G hood educators is to take

stock of the community in
which they are working, learn about
the cultural values and goals for
children’s development among the
parents who bring their children to
programs, and involve parents as
much as possible in programs. This
article describes the ongoing evolu-
tion of a unique training program
in British Columbia that was initi-
ated by First Nations that helps early
childhood educators put this advice
into practice during their training
program. It is called the First Na-
tions Partnership Programs. To
date, 126 First Nations community
members, mostly living in rural and
remote communities in B.C., have
completed or are currently enrolled
in the two-year, university-accred-
ited training program.

The program is delivered through
university-community partnerships
involving an initiating First Nation,
which hosts and particpates in the
delivery of the program in their
community, and a curriculum de-
velopment and community liaison
team based in the School of Child
and Youth Care at the University of
Victoria. The program includes 15
classroom-based courses and five
practica courses. The curriculum is
university-accredited and approved
by the Ministry of Health. It meets
requirements for the Ministry of
Health ECE Basic Certification,
Post-Basic Certifications in Caring

for Children with Special Needs and
Caring for Infants and Toddlers, as
well as a University of Victoria Di-
ploma in Child and Youth Care.

Two-thirds of the graduates of eight
completed First Nations Partner-
ship Programs in BC and Saskatch-
ewan are now working in their own
communities, delivering a range of
culturally rich services to young
children and their families. This is
asuccess story that has gone beyond
good advice, beyond the books, and
beyond training classrooms, to sup-

port First Nations goals for commu-
nity development with a vision for
the well-being of young First Na-
tions children as the driving force.

Strengthening Community
Capacity for Early Childhood
Education

All of the First Nations initiating the
training programs had the same
goal: to strengthen the capacity of
community members to meet the
developmental needs of young chil-
dren, youth, and families. Diane
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Bigfoot, the Treaty 8 administra-
tor, explains, “We have a real need
in our communities for more sup-
port to families, to provide safe and
stimulating places for the children
to go to, where they can learn and
develop and get together with other
children, and learn their culture, all
within the context of child care pro-
grams run by our own community
members.”

Some First Nations emphasized the
community’s capacity to offer a
regular program of centre-based,
high-quality child care in order to
enable parents to further their per-
sonal healing and development,
pursue education and training, or
join the labour force. Christine Leo,
the Mount Currie First Nation,
employment and training officer,
says, “Capacity increased in our
community not only because all but
one of the students finished the
whole program, but also because
parents will be able to take advan-
tage of employment and training
opportunities now that there is a
good daycare right here.”

Incorporating Cultural
Knowledge in ECE Training

Like many Indigenous people
around the globe, the First Nations
partners sought an approach to
training that would both honour
knowledge passed down through
generations and sustain and revital-
ize cultural concepts and practices.
At the same time, they wanted train-
ing that included knowledge from
child care and development re-
search. As the late Louis Opikokew,
who was an intergenerational
facilitator for the Meadow Lake
Tribal Council that took a leading role
in the first partnership program ex-
plained, “It’s like two sides of an ea-
gle’s feathers. Both are needed to fly.”

Lois Andrews, a graduate of the
Mount Currie First Nation Partner-
ship Program, spoke about the im-
portance of learning from Elders:
“We can't learn everything from our
books. We have to learn from our
Elders too as to how to raise our
children, and then they’ll learn how
to raise their children, and it goes
on from there. So it’s like applying
two worlds as one.”

A Bicultural, Open-architecture
Training Curriculum

A unigue approach to curriculum
design, delivery, and application in
practice evolved over the course of
the partnership programs. All of the
20 university-accredited courses in
the two-year diploma program are
designed with an “open architec-
ture,” requiring community input
into course content and community
involvement throughout the teach-
ing and learning process. Instruc-
tors and Elders who teach the pro-
gram facilitate talk with community
members about their own contem-
porary and historical child care
practices and about European-her-
itage theories, research, and practice
models for early childhood educa-
tion. Alan Pence, the founding co-
ordinator, First Nations Partnership
Programs, worked with Meadow
Lake Tribal Council in Saskatch-
ewan to pioneer this approach and
coined the term generative curricu-
lum model to describe it. As he ex-
plains, “The curriculum involves re-
specting diverse knowledge bases
and seeking to understand their
sources. The emphasis is on the
process of learning, rather than the
transferral of information. When
we innovated the generative cur-
riculum model, we came to under-
stand all participants as learners,
and all as teachers.”

One example of the partnership
process is that instructors in this
training program meet University
of Victoria criteria for instructional
appointment, but they are recruited
and employed by the members of
the First Nation community that is
taking the lead in community-based
program delivery. About 20 percent
of the instructors to date have been
First Nations. Although half of the
curriculum for each course is pro-
vided by a university-based team,
there is no requirement that students
will adopt the ideas and practice
models contained there. At first, non-
Indigenous instructors find many as-
pects of the program a challenge. As
a former instructor from the
Meadow Lake Tribal Council
explains,“When the classes started,
| felt like an experienced rookie. |
had never taught generatively be-
fore,and | felt like | was sitting back-
wards in my desk.”

Elders’ contributions and the stu-
dents’ own experiences as First Na-
tions children and caregivers are a
critical source of knowledge about
childhood and ideas about commu-
nity-appropriate practice. Liz
Burtch, a former instructor with the
Tlazt'en Nation Partnership Pro-
gram says, “A non-First Nations in-
structor can never really know what
the experiences of the students have
been like, or the experience of liv-
ing in the community, either as a
child or as someone caring for chil-
dren. You can visit, you can work
there every day and still not have
awareness of many things. It is re-
ally important to be aware of not
knowing and open to learning from
the students and the Elders.”

The open-ended, co-constructed
curriculum model encourages and
accommaodates variations from one
community partner to another with
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regard to the assumptions, goals,
ideas, and circumstances that shape
child care. The bicultural and open-
ended curriculum model success-
fully responds to the First Nations
partners’ search for a culturally spe-
cific alternative to prevailing “pan-
aboriginal” training programs’ cul-
tural add-ons to mainstream cur-
riculum. Elders’ involvement in co-
constructing the training curricu-
lum results in a good fit between the
attitudes and skills reinforced
through the training program and
the specific goals, needs, and cir-
cumstances of the children and
families in the particular cultural
communities represented by stu-
dents in the program.

Closing the Gap: Community-
based Delivery

No one needs to leave his or her
community in order to access the
training program. The program is
operated by First Nations adminis-
trators and instructors in the
partnering community. Because the
training program is delivered in the
community, many community
members in addition to the regis-
tered students can participate in
program delivery processes. Evalu-
ation research on this training pro-
gram has shown that this leads to
the consolidation of an inclusive,
enduring, mutually supportive
community of learners.

Louise Underwood, an inter-
generational facilitator for the
Cowichan Tribes Partnership Pro-
gram, explains, “In order to ensure
that our culture would be reflected
in the structure of children’s serv-
ices, we had to bring the training
program to the community and bring
the community into the training pro-
gram. It was like a big circle.”

Students enjoy high levels of social

support and practical assistance as
a result of remaining with family
and friends. They do not experience
the family disruptions and culture
shock that often deter First Nations
students from seeking or complet-
ing post-secondary education. Be-
cause the community is actively in-
volved in co-creating and delivering
the program, the First Nations stu-
dents experience high levels of com-
munity support and participation
in programs for children and fami-
lies that they initiate following pro-
gram completion. Amelia Stark,
administrator of the Tl'azt’en Na-
tion Partnership Program says, “Be-
cause they didn’t have to leave to
take their training, the students
never forgot that their community
needed them to complete the pro-
gram. And what they learned fit
with the community, because they
had the community right here to
test out their ideas and get feed-
back.”

Building Bicultural Bridges

Each partnership involves students
from several neighbouring First
Nations who come together to form
a cohort sufficiently large (10 to 20
students) to support classroom-
based instruction and to make the
program cost-effective. In many
cases, the consortium approach
needed to make program delivery
feasible stimulates unprecedented
forms of collaboration among
neighbouring First Nations com-
munities. They work together to
pool funding, call upon participa-
tion by Elders from each student’s
community, and actively support
each community member who is
sponsored to take the training, and
to plan career-relevant work oppor-
tunities for students when they
complete their training. Lisa Ster-

ling, a former instructor with the
Nzen'man’ Child and Family Serv-
ices explains, “This program didn’t
give students their Indigenous
voice. They already had that. What
it gave them was an opportunity to
use that voice and, as a group of
Indigenous people, to hear each
other and to learn together. To
evaluate Western ideas and explore
Indigenous values and what those
could mean for child care practice.
And then to decide and create for
themselves how to bring their In-
digenous viewpoints into models
that combined many viewpoints on
how to promote children’s develop-
ment and cultural identity.”

During the program, searching out,
placing, and supervising studentsin
a number of practicum settings in
the local area also stimulates new
relationships, often between First
Nations and non-First Nations pro-
grams and practitioners. In this way,
community-based program deliv-
ery builds or fortifies bridges be-
tween cultural communities. For-
mal and informal regional networks
of ECE practitioners and related
professionals are also strengthened
by increasing representation by First
Nations practitioners. Indeed, many
of the graduates of the First Nations
Partnership Programs can regularly
be seen as participants and present-
ers in the ECEBC Annual Confer-
ence, the Early Years Biannual Con-
ference, and ECD forums, as well as
in conferences and meetings held by
the Aboriginal Child Care Society
and Aboriginal Head Start.

A Healing Journey

In addition to the joy of succeeding
in a challenging post-secondary di-
ploma program, most graduates
have described major personal
transformations and healing that
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¢ Children’s programs in women’s
safe houses

* Youth services

+ School-based teacher assistance/
learning support

+ After-school care programs

Culturally Sustaining Child
Care Practices

As Nancy Anderson, a program
graduate from the Treaty 8 Tribal
Association Partnership Program
says, “I couldn’t wait to put into
practice some of the ideas | devel-
oped during the program for inte-
grating our values and our Cree lan-
guage into my own program. The
children at Cree-ative Daycare are
developing their abilities to use our
language and know our culture.”

Secrets of Success

Ongoing evaluations of this ap-
proach show that the combined ef-
fects of the following program ele-
ments, embedded in acommunity-
driven agenda, are causally related
to positive program outcomes.

1. Partnership, involving reciprocal
guided participation of willing
community and institutional
partners.

2. Community-based delivery that
enabled access and community
inclusion in all phases of pro-

gram planning, delivery, and fol-
low-up.

3. Student cohort involvement in
capacity building that was always
accountable to — and supported
by — the community.

4. Open architecture curriculum
that depended upon cultural in-
put by community members.

5. Intergenerational facilitation of
cultural teaching and learning
involving Elders.

The key learning from the experi-
ence of 10 First Nations Partnership
Programs is that ECE training and
child care programs that are serv-
ing specific communities need to
understand acommunity’s sense of
itself and its goals for supporting
child and family development.
What students learn, and the skills
they develop, must fit with the
communities’ understanding of
childhood, and their goals for the
development of their children.
Training and services need to build
on existing strengths and respond
positively to the desire of parents
and community leaders for child
care program to reflect and rein-
force their children’s cultural iden-
tity, pride, and knowledge. The role
of instructors who partner with
communities is to support commu-
nities to strengthen their capacity
to push forward their own agendas
toward self-identified goals.

Mount Currie

Our work at Univeristy of Victoria
with First Nations Partnership Pro-
grams has taught us that being re-
sponsive to cultural communities
such as First Nations means more
than letting community members
voice their concerns or preferences,
more than acknowledging diversity,
and more than arranging a welcom-
ing environment in mainstream
ECE programs of training or serv-
ices to accommodate indigenous
participants. We need to open up
the foundations of what ECE prac-
titioners learn in their training pro-
grams about culture and commu-
nity development, how optimal
child care and development is de-
fined, and how communities can
play leading roles in strengthening
community-driven capacities to
support the well-being of young
children and families.
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