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by Shari Buchan andZngrid "education is not a neutral activity. It 

Johnson is profoundly (ix). Apple 
argues that decisions about what con- 

Cet article explore les problemes stitutes "official" or "legitimate" 
inhkrents b la culture, aupouvoir etau knowledge are political decisions. 
genre dans l2ducation des rtgions du 

The curriculum itself is 
always a choice from a 
wider universeofknow- 
ledge and values. Thus, 
schooling is deeply im- 
plicated in cultural poli- 
tics, with some groups 
having the power to de- 
clare their knowledge, 
values, and histories 
(i.e., "official knowl- 
edge"), while others are 
marginalized. (xi) 

Gail Geltner, "Out from Under, '"984. 

Nord et examine comment ['Pducation 
peut itre transformbepour assurer que 
les institutions, les plans de cours et le 
procbdb selon lequel ces mtrnes plans 
sont transmis, correspondent auxprio- 
ritbs des PremiPres Nations du Nord. 

Whatever else education is about, it 
is also about power.' Power is mani- 
fest in such questions as what consti- 
tutes knowledge, who are the experts 
who possess this knowledge, and who 
decides what should be taught and 
how it should be taught. With refer- 
ence to First Nations education in 
Canada, Michael Apple points out 

A similar observation is 
made by Kevin Keefe, who 
also points out that power 
is exercised in what is ex- 
cluded, as well as in what is 
included. In his words, 
"powerful learning also 
sometimes happens in the 
gaps and silences of the 
school [or university] cur- 
riculum" (8). 

This exercise of power 
applies within as well as 
acrosscultures. Within any 
given culture or society, 

some have more power than others- 
some are dominant or central, and 
some are marginalized or "other." 
"Others" include women, Aboriginal 
peoples, and visible minority groups. 
Decisions about what constitutes 
knowledge thus reflect not only the 
ideas of the dominant culture, but 
the ideas of the dominant group(s) 
within that culture. 

Apple also observes that transform- 
ing the existing educational system, 
and then defending those changes 
against those who are opposed, re- 
quires that we think politically. If 
education is political, then educa- 

tional change is equally political. 
We argue that such changes and 

shifts in power are necessary in north- 
ern educational institutions so that 
they will reflect the knowledge, val- 
ues, and experiences of those they 
serve. By and large, educational insti- 
tutions have not reflected the experi- 
ences of First Nations people. Criti- 
cisms of traditional western educa- 
tion systems are wide-ranging and 
increasingly well-placed. Classroom 
teaching has failed to accommodate 
First Nations knowledge and ways of 
transmitting that knowledge. As well, 
what is defined as "official knowl- 
edge" has primarily reflected the ideas 
of male members of the dominant 
culture, thus ex~ludin~women as well. 

The changes we propose require 
more than revising existing curricu- 
lum. Rather, they call for a "revi- 
sioning" or rethinking of the funda- 
mental questions about what consti- 
tutes knowledge and who possesses 
the expertise to articulate that knowl- 
edge. This requires changes in what is 
taught, and in the structure and val- 
ues of the classroom as well. It also 
involves a shift in the balanceofpower 
in classrooms and institutions, and 
greater involvement ofthe larger com- 
munity in the design and delivery of 
programs. 

We do not, however, advocate a 
complete rejection ofthe existing sys- 
tem.2 What we propose is a redistri- 
bution ofpower within existingstruc- 
tures to strike a balance between cul- 
turallgender values, goals, and ideals. 
This approach reflects the views of 
Yukon First Nations elders who de- 
sire the incorporation of Yukon-spe- 
cific historical and cultural content 
into the college curricula. They also 
advocate the inclusion of traditional 
teaching and learning methods, the 
involvement of First Nations educa- 
tors, and the assurance of equality 

and balance between cultures in the 
classroom. 
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In the northern Canadian context, 
power relations in education have 
been manifest in the colonial nature 
of formal education. First Nations 
people have not been consulted in the 
planning oftheir education and what 
is taught (and how it is taught) has 
little to do with their cultures and 
societies. The colonial nature of the 
educational process in many loca- 
tions has been well documented (see, 
for example, Chambers; Perely). 

Northern peo- 

"Northern ~ e o ~ & ? s  ples had one 
L L 

had one way of way of educat- 
ing their chil- 

educating their chiIdren dren and the 
and the southerners newlv-arrived 

had another." southerners had 
another. When 
societies with 

radically different approaches to 
all forms of social practice rub 
up against one another, the so- 
cial fabric ofeach may wear thin. 
Eventually, Western institu- 
tional and social practices--of 
which education is simply one- 
were to dominate. This domina- 
tion has torn the social fabric of 
aboriginal societies in the North. 
(Chambers 48) 

Historically, the exercise of power 
by thedominant group has meant the 
exclusion ofFirst Nations people from 
participation in public schools and 
segregation into residential institu- 
tions. The purpose of these institu- 
tions was to force the assimilation of 
First Nations children into non-Na- 
tive culture and society. While Abo- 
riginal cultures persisted in spite of 
such practices, their negative impact 
in the North and elsewhere has been 
well documented (King; Bull). Many 
students who attended residential 
schools ". . . suffered serious crises in 
their personal and cultural identities 
as a result of their residential school 
experience" (King qtd. in Chambers 
50). 

While separate institutions are no 
longer the norm, exclusion andsegre- 
gation have continued through pri- 
vileging western, print-based knowl- 

edge over the oral traditions which 
are central to First Nations cultures, 
and the exclusion or rnarginalization 
of First Nations culture from aca- 
demic content and process. Tradi- 
tional First Nations teachers, most 
often the elders who are carriers of 
knowledge, are usually not viewed as 
"qualified" because they do not hold 
recognized academic degrees. As well, 
attempts to create a more "inclusive" 
environment have generally resulted 
in teaching about the culture, rather 
than teaching from within the cul- 
ture (Kawagley and Barnhardt). This 
has filled some of the "gaps and si- 
lences" (Keefe), but has not addressed 
power imbalances in educational in- 
stitutions. 

The consequences of these various 
practices have been manifold. One 
such consequence has been the "high 
attrition and low achievement ofFirst 
Nations people in the present educa- 
tional system" (MacDonald 107). 
Compared with other Canadians, 
Aboriginal Canadians are less likely 
to complete high school and conse- 
quently less likely to carry on to post- 
secondary education. This pattern is 
evident in the Canadian North and 
across the globe (see Kawagley and 
Barnhardt; Keefe; MacDonald). 

With the advent of the women's 
movement, questions have also been 
raised about the educational mar- 
ginalization of women and girls. 
Much like First Nations people, 
women, too, have been excluded from 
certain types of schooling because 
traditional structures have favoured 
middle and upper-class white males. 
Reynolds notes: 

This continues to occur because 
the distribution ofpower within 
educational bureaucracies is 
based on traditions that have a 
long history and are supported 
by existing structures that have 
remained relatively resistant to 
attempts at change. (272) 

In the Canadian North and else- 
where, this exclusion has taken the 
form of separate schools or separate 
courses/programs of study.3 More 

recently, exclusion has been evident 
in limited curriculum content about 
women's lives and experiences, and 
in a lack of feminist analysis. As with 
First Nations curriculum, attempts 
at reform have often resulted in teach- 
ing about women, rather than teach- 
ing from a feminist perspective. Ob- 
viously, women's studies courses and 
programs have been the exception. 
Nonetheless, many advocates ofwom- 
en's studies note that feminist schol- 
arship has not been adequately inte- 
grated into the general curriculum 
(Elenes). As a result, women often 
feel alienated in the academic cul- 
ture. They may "lose" their voices, 
and fail to become completely en- 
gaged in the academic enterprise. And, 
while women are entering and gradu- 
ating from post-secondary institu- 
tions in increasing numbers (Rey- 
nolds) they remain underrepresented 
in many post-secondary pursuits and 
occupational categories. 

It is important to acknowledge that 
there are significant differences be- 
tween the experiences ofwomen and 
First Nations people (as groups) in 
their encounters with educational 
institutions. However, there are sig- 
nificant parallels. In both cases, the 
educational settings reflect a domi- 
nant culture that is, in some sense, 
"alien" to both women and First 
Nations people. What is taught and 
how it is taught reflect dominant 
paradigms, which have generally failed 
to take the different perceptions, 
knowledge, and learning styles of 
women and First Nations people into 
account. 

If educational institutions are to 
meet the needs of all students, the 
content and structure of our schools 
must be changed. As Gaskell et al. 
state: 

the experiences of women (and 
of First Nations people, work- 
ing class people, visible minori- 
ties and other disadvantaged 
groups) must be incorporated 
into the curriculum. [Students] 
from all these groups must come 
to feel that schools are for and 
about them, not just for and 
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about privileged white males. 

(104) 

What is required is what we have 
chosen to call a"revisioning" ofnorth- 
ern education, or what has also been 
called a "paradigm shift" (Kawagley 
and Barnhardt)-a "different sort of 
education" (Keefe 3). 

The creation of a course entitled 
"Women in Indigenous Societies" at - 
Yukon College provides one exam- 

ple of how this 
task might be ac- 

Zfinstitutions are complished. The 

to meet the needr of all bringS to- 
gether the issues students, the content of culture and 

and structure of our gender and is a 
schooh must be changed. core component 

of the women's 
studies program 

offered at the college. As well, the 
college is working to integrate the 
wisdom and worldview of First Na- 
tions through the appointment of a 
Vice-President First Nations (VPFN) 
and the creation of a number of pro- 
grams specifically for First Nations 
students.4 

Rather than adopting the "indi- 
vidual-as-expert" approach usually 
used in curriculum development, 
course development involved a col- 
laborative approach. Under the di- 
rection of the VPFN, a group of First 
Nations women provided direction 
on course content, format, and deliv- 
ery. Someofthesewomen later taught 
segments ofthe course. All the women 
involved were informed, taught, or 
groomed by elders for their role in 
this field. 

From its earliest conception, it was 
recognized that the course must be 
grounded in Yukon First Nations 
culture and history, yet employ a 
global perspective as well. The essen- 
tial elements of the course were iden- 
tified, including the need to under- 
stand traditional and modern roles 
(e.g., political, family roles), and a 
commitment to balance, healing, and 
wellness. A great deal of emphasis 
was placed on oral tradition as the 
foundation of the course. 

The objectives for the course in- 

clude (1) to empower students on an 
individual level, as well as to motivate 
them to work toward community 
change; (2) to teach the roles of indig- 
enous women via oral traditions; (3) 
to provide a cross-cultural education 
for non-native students; (4) to inspire 
students to think about issues in a 
different way; and (5) to inspire stu- 
dents to seek out their own stories 
and to further their own learning 
outside the classroom. 

Ingrid Johnson, a Yukon First Na- 
tions woman, was contracted to pre- 
pare a course outline, syllabus, and 
reading list. Under the direction of 
the group, the course was designed 
and subject to the review of the devel- 
opment committee, the college, and 
other institutions over a period of 
months. To  reflect the important as- 
pects of the process, a set ofprinciples 
was included in the course syllabus, 
and became a central reference point 
in the presentation of the course. 
These principles are as follows: 

*"principles of the circle" will be 
adapted for use in the class;5 

*the course will be based around 
oral history. An environment of re- 
spect, listening and sharing will be 
maintained; 

*the role and value of stories in 
traditional society will beemphasized; 

*while the course focuses on 
women, it is important to remember 
the balance between men and women 
in indigenous societies; and 

*a correlation between First Na- 
tions women's studies and main- 
stream feminism is not to be assumed.6 

Clearly, this approach to curricu- 
lum development and delivery con- 
stitutes a paradigm shift. Rather than 
engaging in the "top down" process 
that generally takes place in such ac- 
tivities, this one took a "bottom up" 
approach. This is a much more egali- 
tarian method than is generally used 
and reflects the idea that "knowledge 
is meant to be shared-not owned 
and not imposed" (Charter 57). It 
also allowed the community to define 
what constitutes knowledge, and how 
that knowledge should be transmit- 
ted. The circle and the emphasis on 
open communication permitted the 

incorporation of traditional First 
Nations and feminist principles of 
sharing, cooperation, and respect. As 
well, it allowed an emphasis on oral 
tradition-an emphasis that would 
likely have been overlooked with a 
more standard approach. 

The greatest challenge in the prepa- 
ration of the course was integrating a 
western text-based format with a tra- 
ditional First Nations worldview 
grounded in oral tradition. T o  meet - 
the requirements of the First Nations 
women and the institution, it was 
necessary to include both. The course, 
as a result, is still strongly text-based. 
Nonetheless, oral tradition plays a 
central role in content as well as proc- 
ess, and is integrated in assignments 
and evaluation.' 

Other obstacles include the chal- 
lenge to institutional power. Institu- 
tions need to be willing to reconsider 
what constitutes education and who 
should be involved in curriculum 
development and delivery. A related 
challenge concerns the amount of 
time involved in undertaking the proc- 
ess we describe. Because considerably 
more time is invested in a process 
such as this, the institution must be 
willing to sacrifice efficiency for accu- 
racy and relevance. 

The issues of culture, gender, and 
power come together in the curricu- 
lum development project we have 
described. These issues are not sim- 

These issues are about 
power, equality, and the 

place of marginalized 
groups in the nation 

and in the world. 

ply about the place of women and 
Aboriginal peoples in college cur- 
ricula, they are about power, equal- 
ity, and the place of previously 
marginalized groups in the nation 
and in theworld. With thesettlement 
of northern land claims and the im- 
plementation of self-government 
agreements, indigenous peoples are 
working to transform educational 
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infrastructures and practices to make 
them morecompatiblewith their own 
world view, identity, and history 
(Kawagley andBarnhardt). Similarly, 
the feminist movement and women 
in academia are working to bring 
about educational changes. As Gaskell 
et al. observe, feminism seeks to give 
avoice to women, and to allow women 
to examine their own experiences, 
instead ofalways examining the expe- 
riences of men. 

In her discussion of post-second- 
ary education in northern Canada, 
Hilyer observes that: 

Education is a dynamic process, 
involving individuals, groups, 
and the society in which they 
live . . . a process which is shaped 
by the past, and at the same 
time, one which must be refined 
continuously to support a vision 
of the future. (3 16) 

The "past" which shapes northern 
education is an exclusionary one, but 
the vision of the  future is 
transformative. The course develop- 
ment approach we have described 
provides one model for this transfor- 
mation, a model for teaching within 
rather than about the culture. It ex- 
emplifies the promise and possibility 
of change, and provides direction for 
incorporating the knowledge and 
values of women and First Nations 
people into academic institutions, 
curricula, and processes. More im- 
portantly, it provides a model ofhow 
educational institutions can become 
sites ofempowerment rather than the 
sites ofmarginalization they have for- 
merly been. 

The authors wish to acknowledge the 
work ofthe many women who contrib- 
uted to the development of the course 
described. 
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'1t is important to acknowledge that 
there is no agreement on the defini- 
tion ofeducation, nor on its purpose. 
Some view education as the acquisi- 
tion ofjob skills, while others see it as 
an activity to help one "become a 
good person and live a good life" 
(MacDonald and Keenan qtd. in 
MacDonald 107). Whicheverofthese 
definitions prevails within an institu- 
tion is itselfa manifestation ofpower. 
2 ~ h e r e  are debates both within the 
First Nations communities and the 
feminist communities as to whether 
the needs of First Nations students 
and women can best be met within 
existing institutions, or whether sepa- 
rate institutions are required. For a 
discussion of various approaches to 
control of education undertaken by 
Aboriginal peoples, see Barnhardt. 
For a discussion of separate educa- 
tion for women, see Cannon. 
3 ~ e e ,  for example, Moore's discus- 
sion ofSt. Mary'sAcademy in Dawson 
in the early 1900s, where sex segrega- 
tion was evident in public schools 
and native residential schools. 
4 ~ h e  revised Mission Statement of 
the college specifically states that one 
of the values of the college is to "inte- 
grate the wisdom and worldview of 
First Nations." For a further discus- 
sion of some of the developments at 
Yukon College concerning the inte- 
gration of First Nations worldview, 
see MacDonald. 
 he principles of the circle reflect 
traditional First Nations values as 
described by Charter, as well as femi- 
nist values as described by Healy. 
 his was necessary to address the 
concerns of indigenous women 
throughout the world who have ex- - 
pressed dissatisfaction with main- 
stream feminism on a number of 
levels. "Feminist theory has tended to 
emerge from privileged women whose 
perspectives and experiences rarely 
include knowledge and awareness of 
the lives of marginalized women and 
men" (Cassidy et al. 33). 

'One ofthe assignments in the course 
was to complete an oral history 
project. Students also had the option 
of completing an "oral term paper." 
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AIDA FARRAG GRAFF 

Where Have the Words Gone 

Hidden in the recesses of her mind 
Was the memory of someone saying 
That no matter how sick the body 
A mother tongue always resurfaced 
To help you through the final exit. 
But into what language was she born 
Whose infancy was rocked 
To lullabies from different lands? 

She spoke so many tongues 
That none was hers now 
As she lay in her bed. 
She couldn't tell the nurse 
What kind of dragon 
Was coring her guts. 
She had lost her many tongues. 
They had melted deep into the furrows of her brain 
With the onslaught of the ice-age. 

At  times she felt 
They were playing hide and seek 
She and her many tongues. 
But that was years ago 
In a green unfractured land, 
Where children played on concrete courts 
Under the watchful eyes of shrouded nuns. 
You couldn't really play hide and seek there 
Under their ever watchful eyes. 
You could only play in groups, 
And never, never, in twos or fours. 

So where have the words gone 
Where have the children gone. 
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