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Abstract

This article presents the findings of a qualitative study that examines how Indigenous
epistemology' affects secondary Indigenous students’ retention rates within public schools. The
purpose of this study was to focus on Indigenous epistemology that is present in Indigenous
culture and language courses to determine whether Indigenous students who engage in this
curriculum have higher success” rates than those of Indigenous students who do not participate in
this particular curriculum. As a Blackfoot scholar, I used a Blackfoot theoretical framework
grounded in an Indigenous research methodology. Eight Blood Tribe members were interviewed:
four participants (three graduates and one non-graduate) who attended a high school with
Indigenous epistemology courses (offered Blackfoot language classes and Aboriginal Studies)
and four participants (three graduates and one non-graduate) who attended a high school that did
not offer Indigenous epistemology courses (did not offer Blackfoot language classes and
Aboriginal Studies). The findings show that not only does the epistemology in the school play a
role in Indigenous students’ success in public education, but the epistemology also accompanies
and influences the participants throughout their adult lives by shaping their identities and
affecting how they function as adults.

Introduction

“As Natives®, [our culture and language] is all we have left in today’s modern world; and if we
cannot teach this to our children, then we would be a lost Tribe” (Research participant Tony,
Prete, 2011, pg. 116).

Numerous sources have indicated that for the past several decades, the Indigenous People of
Canada have the highest early school departure rates® than any other ethnicity in Canada (Royal
Commission on Aboriginal Peoples, 1996; Indigenous Services Canada, 2003; Human Resources
and Skills Development Canada, 2009; Mendelson, 2006; Assembly of First Nations, 2009;
Alberta School Boards Association, 2011). Since the creation of Canada, the education of

! Epistemology “provides cultures with a philosophical and theoretical framework of assumptions for seeking
knowledge as well as processes that define truth” (Bastien, 2004, p. 98).

* For the purposes of this paper, success is related to the participants’ ability to obtain a high school diploma, create
a positive cultural identity and find meaningful employment outside of high school.

? Please note that the preferred identification of the research participants is Native American, as the Blackfoot
Confederacy resides in both Canada and the United States.

*1 take the position, that the manner in which Eurocentric Western school systems educate Canadian Indigenous
Peoples is a systemic issue which has led to the low achievement of Indigenous Peoples in public schools.
Therefore, I choose to use the terminology “early departure rate” rather than “dropout rates” as factors exist which
are beyond the control of Indigenous Peoples that have led to their low graduation rates.
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Indigenous People has been a federal responsibility as stated in the British North American Act
(1867) and the original Indian Act (1876). A major revision in the Indian Act (1985) resulted in a
government agreement to hold provincial and territorial schools accountable for the education of
Indigenous students; and consequently they are now accountable for their respective Indigenous
early school departure rates.

Alberta Education rose to the occasion by creating its first policy framework titled the Native
Education Project (NEP) which ran from 1987-2000 (Alberta Education, 1987). NEP created
Indigenous language courses and envisioned a curriculum that would depict a positive view of
Aboriginal Peoples and encourage Native Peoples to become part of their children’s education
(Alberta Education, 1987; Scheffel, 2000). After less than positive reviews during its first
progress report (Alberta Education, 2000), Alberta Education terminated the project in 2000. The
NEP was never made mandatory and its implementation was only encouraged, especially in
schools that had a high population of Indigenous students.

In the fall of 2002, Alberta Education came out with the First Nations, Metis and Inuit policy
framework (FNMI), by making revisions from the NEP progress report. This time the policy
framework was mandatory in all schools across Alberta (Alberta Education, 2002), which built
upon the objectives of the NEP frame work. Additionally Alberta Education created an
Aboriginal Studies coursework; however, the Indigenous language and Aboriginal Studies were
optional courses and were not offered in every school in Alberta.

During my graduate studies, I became increasingly aware that the public schools that educated
many of the Indigenous students from my Reserve (Blood Tribe), did not or were no longer
offering Indigenous language programs or the Aboriginal Studies coursework. This news was
troublesome to me, as the omission of these classes indicate that our Blackfoot language and our
culture are not important to the Eurocentric Western based education system. I wanted to engage
in a research study that would determine whether or not these classes have value to Indigenous
students and should therefore be offered in schools. I also became curious about Indigenous
students’ experiences in schools that did and did not offer such classes; as well, how having their
Indigenous epistemology a part of the school affected their ability to graduate from high school.

Purpose and Significance of the Research

It was my intent to further examine the relationship between Indigenous secondary retention
rates and Indigenous epistemology. For the purpose of this study I focused on Blackfoot culture
and language courses, as these classes will include Blackfoot epistemology”. I wanted to
determine whether Indigenous students who engage in said curriculum have higher success rates
than those of Indigenous who do not participate in this particular curriculum by examining three
areas of the participants’ high school experience.

> Blackfoot epistemology is “dependent upon relationships, which create and generate knowledge (Bastien, 2004,
p-77).
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First, I examined the effect of the epistemology present in the school on the participants’ school
experiences. These experiences determined whether the participants were motivated or not to
graduate from high school. Second, I examined the effect of the epistemology present in the
school on the participants’ identity formation; a positive cultural identity formation may have
helped them to graduate from high school. Last, I examined the effect of the epistemology
present in the school on the participants’ lives after high school. I hoped that this study would
shine some light on the question of whether Indigenous students succeed best in Indigenous or
Eurocentric Western epistemology based learning.

The literature I reviewed for this study identified many factors that either contributed to or
decreased Indigenous early departure rates; however, very few studies have directly addressed
the extent to which Indigenous epistemology or its lack in the curriculum affect dropout rates. I
therefore hoped that this work would be a significant contribution to scholarly research and to
Indigenous education in public schools. Determining a suitable epistemology might be critical to
the success of Indigenous education.

Literature Review

Copious research studies have been conducted into why some secondary students graduate from
high school while others do not, which aid to inform this study. The focus of the research has
been on primary factors (directly affecting the individual) and secondary factors (indirectly
affecting the individual) which inhibits the students’ ability to graduate from high school.
Primary factors consist of substance abuse (Aloise-Young, Cruikshank, & Chavez, 2002;
Drapela, 2006; Renna, 2008), low self-esteem (Awad, 2007; Hale, 2001; Lockett & Harrell,
2003), lack of self-identity (Awad, 2007; Locket & Harrell, 2003; Wigfield & Wagner, 2005),
peer pressure (Ladd & Troop-Gordon, 2003; Véronneau, Vitaro, Pedersen, & Tremblay, 2008;
Wentzel, 2003), and teenage pregnancy (Rothenberg & Weissman, 2002; Stewart, 2003;
Weisfeld & Woodward, 2004).

Secondary factors consist of two areas that can inhibit students’ ability to graduate. First, the
impact of family background on the likelihood that students will drop out of high school;
specifically, socioeconomic status (Miller, 1995; South, Baumer, & Lutz, 2003), educational
attainment (Silver, Mallett, Greene, & Simard, 2002; van der Woerd & Cox, 2003; Ward, 1995)
and educational attitudes of the family (Amstutz & Sheared, 2000; Anguiano, 2004; Davis-Kean,
2005). The second area focus is on the effect of the school environment on student achievement;
specifically, racism, prejudice, and discrimination (Véronneau et al., 2008; Sockbeson, 2011; St.
Denis & Hampton, 2002), feelings of belongingness (Christenson, Sinclair, Lehr, & Hurley,
2000; Makokis, 2000; Silver, Mallett, Greene, & Simard, 2002), individual values and goals
(Silver et al., 2002; E. L. Steinhauer, 2007; P. J. Steinhauer, 1999), and the desire to achieve
academically (Makokis, 2000; E. L. Steinhauer, 2007; N. R. Steinhauer, 1999).

The primary and secondary factors listed above can influence any student regardless of ethnicity.
Missing from this discourse are research studies that have been conducted to examine
specifically why Indigenous students have high early school departure rates. A Eurocentric lens
has largely been used to examine this problem; which has resulted in Indigenous People being
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viewed as the problem. The most notable theories using a Eurocentric lens are the 1960s cultural
discontinuity theory (CDT) (Erickson, 1987; Manning & Baruth, 2009; Ogbu, 1982) followed by
the culturally appropriate curriculum theory (CACT) (Harris, 1990; McCarthy, 1994; Spring,
1998).

The cultural discontinuity theory became very attractive to educators because it did not place
blame on either the student or the school, but rather placed blame on cultural misunderstandings
(Erickson, 1987). While the culturally appropriate curriculum theory believed that in order for
ethnic minority students to be successful, the curriculum needed to include culturally appropriate
curriculum (Agbo, 2001). Neither of these theories examined what is wrong with the education
system and why it is failing to meet the needs of its ethnically diverse students. Recent research
studies have raised a number of concerns over CACT. First, is CACT being reduced to cultural
components in the curriculum which can lead to: a superficial awareness of the Peoples (Ladson-
Billings & Tate, 2006), exclusion of learning about the Peoples oppression (Kaomea, 2003), and
stereotyping (St. Denis, 2010). Additionally, CACT does not address the following for
Indigenous Peoples: injustices that are experienced, victimization for ‘losing’ their culture, racial
inequality from a systemic historical context, or racism (St. Denis, 2007).

The review of the literature clearly outlines the dangers of using cultural components in the
classroom. What has not been addressed is, what are the effects when Indigenous epistemology
is the basis of coursework designed to teach about Indigenous language and culture? This
research study attempts to answer this question by focusing on what effect Blackfoot
epistemology has on Blackfoot students in public schools.

Research Question

The research question that guided this study was, “How does engaging with an
Indigenous epistemology affect secondary student Indigenous retention rates within public
educational systems?” The two sub-questions related to the original research question are as
follows:

1. How does the epistemology in the school shape identity construction?

2. How does the epistemology in the school affect life after high school?

Method

As a Blackfoot scholar, my research used a Blackfoot theoretical framework grounded in
Blackfoot epistemology as outlined in Blackfoot scholar Betty Bastien’s (2004) work.
Additionally, I employed an Indigenous research methodology as informed by Martin (2002) and
Weber-Pillwax’s (2001) principles of Indigenous research, and Wilson’s (2008) Indigenous
research paradigm. Underpinning this methodology is the notion of choosing methods which will
uphold and honour the People who are a part of the study. It incorporates the ways of knowing
and ways of being of the People involved in the study; thus semi-structured individual interviews
and storytelling methods were used. I wanted to engage in research that would be of service to
my People (Meyer, 2003), thus this research takes place on the Blood Reserve. As well, the
consent of the Chief and Council of the Blood Reserve was granted before I began this research
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study. Data analysis consisted of thematic analysis, in which I created themes and categories to
“adequately encompass and summarize the data” (Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2003, p. 453).

Participants

Participants were eight young adults from the Blood Tribe (part of the Blackfoot Confederacy).
One group of four participants (Ben, Tony, Sonya and Anna) had attended a high school with
Blackfoot epistemology present (offered Blackfoot language classes and Aboriginal Studies) and
had taken one of the two Blackfoot epistemology courses; and a second group of four
participants (Tia, Thomas, Dwight and Brian) had attended a non—Blackfoot epistemology high
school (did not offer Blackfoot language classes and Aboriginal Studies). Participants were a
mixture of high school graduates and non-graduates.

Findings

Participants who attended a high school with Blackfoot epistemology
This section outlines Ben, Tony, Sonya and Anna’s school experience, identity construction, and
post—high school experience.

School Experience

The participants voiced three aspects of their school experience that helped motivate them to stay
in school. First, all of the participants agreed that their Blackfoot language and culture classes
were something that they looked forward to, and helped motivate them to continue attending
school. Second, individuals in the participants’ lives helped motivate them to keep going. Anna
named a teacher, school counsellor and school principal who were instrumental in helping her
finish high school after her early school departure. Speaking about her school counsellor, Anna
stated, “he was always asking what he could do” (Prete, 2011, pg. 109). Third, Ben, Tony and
Sonya found the social aspect of school (atmosphere, dances, and school functions), motivating
to continue attending school. Tony and Sonya shared what deterred them from graduating on
time. Both Tony and Anna skipped school, while Anna became pregnant in her 12" school year.

Identity Construction

All of the participants voiced that it was not until they started attending school that they became
cognizant of their ethnicity. In their elementary years, the participants became aware of the
negative perceptions held in the town and school where they were educated regarding Indigenous
Peoples. These misconceptions often lead to cultural tensions within the school which negatively
impacted their cultural identity and affected their high school experiences. All of the participants
felt that their Blackfoot language and culture classes helped them to develop positive cultural
identities. Sonya shared, “Regular classes helped with my organization, study skills, and
achieving in that way. Cultural classes have helped my identity” (Prete, 2011, p. 116).

Post-High School Experience
Each of the participants graduated. Ben and Sonya graduated on time, Tony graduated after five
continuous years, and Anna left school to return two years later. Currently Ben, Sonya and Anna
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hold a degree or certificate. In the future, all of the participants would like to pursue more post-
secondary education.

Participants who did not attend a high school with Blackfoot epistemology
This section outlines Tia, Thomas, Dwight and Brian’s school experience, identity construction,
and the post-high school experience.

School Experience

The participants voiced three aspects of their school experience that helped motivate them to stay
in school. First is the school’s sports teams. Tia, Thomas, Dwight were athletic and played on
more than one sports team. Second, each participant had a favourite class that would draw them
to school. Third, Tia, Thomas and Dwight enjoyed their school atmosphere (friendly
environment, helpful school staff, and school activities). However, all of the participants
remarked that missing from their high school experience was Blackfoot language and culture
classes. Tia felt in particular the importance of non-Indigenous People learning about Indigenous
People. She shared “I think it would be good for them to be aware of the cultural differences. If
they can understand why maybe some of the problems go on in our lives, perhaps it helps them
to better understand us more” (Prete, 2011, pg. 141).

The participants shared four discouraging factors that affected their willingness to attend school.
First, Dwight encountered unsupportive staff members towards Indigenous students. Second,
Brian faced school bulling that eventually lead to his early school departure. Third, Tia and Brian
felt isolated in their schools as they were the only Indigenous students attending. Fourth,
skipping was a factor that played a role in Thomas and Brain’s ability to graduate on time. Fifth,
Dwight and Brain also faced racism in the schools that they attended.

Identity Construction

In the absence of Blackfoot language and culture classes, the participants received reinforcement
about their cultural identities in positive and negative ways. The school’s Native Honour Night
positively affected Thomas’s cultural identity. Thomas and Dwight felt their schools Native
Awareness Week positively affected their cultural identity. However, the function was not
mandatory and many non-Indigenous students decided to not attend; this negatively affected
Dwight and Thomas. Dwight stated, “it was a time for students to like take off from school and
do something else” (Prete, 2011, pg. 145). Dwight encountered racism, which negatively
affected his cultural identity construction. Brian and Tia were the only Indigenous students in
their school, which negatively affected their cultural identity. Tia was eventually able to
overcome these feelings, while Brian could not and departed from school early.

Post-High School Experience
Tia and Dwight graduated on time, Thomas graduated after four years, and Brian departed from
school early. Currently, Tia holds a degree, Dwight is actively pursuing a degree, Thomas

® Native Honour Night is how the school has named this function.

7 Native Awareness Week is how the school has named this function.
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departed from college early, and Brian has entered college to complete his high school degree. In
the future, all of the participants are contemplating pursuing additional post-secondary education.

Research Question 1

“How does engaging with an Indigenous epistemology affect secondary student Indigenous
retention rates within public educational systems?”” I designed the research question to assess
whether the epistemology in the school affects secondary retention rates.

High school with Blackfoot epistemology

The school with Blackfoot epistemology included a co-existing Indigenous and non-Indigenous
epistemology, whereas the high school without Blackfoot epistemology followed only a non-
Indigenous epistemology. Students who attended a school with Blackfoot epistemology had a
choice of one or the other epistemology. However, misconceptions about each cultural group
(Indigenous and non-Indigenous) were very evident in the school, which resulted in segregation
between them. Ben and Sonya chose to ignore the misconceptions about their People and chose
an Indigenous epistemology; consequently, Ben and Sonya took Blackfoot each year in high
school and graduated after three years. On the other hand, Anna believed the negative
misconceptions about her People and chose a non-Indigenous epistemology; she departed from
high school early. However, two years later she returned to high school and engaged in an
Indigenous epistemology, and graduated at the end of that year. Tony also chose an Indigenous
epistemology, which he was fortunate to find in all three high schools that he attended. This
might be the reason that Tony did not drop out of school, but persevered for five years before he
received his high school diploma.

High school without a Blackfoot epistemology

On the other hand, Thomas, Brian, and Tia did not have the option of choosing an Indigenous
epistemology because no Indigenous courses were available to them; their only option was a
non-Indigenous epistemology. Tia graduated within three years, Thomas within four years, and
Brian has not yet graduated. Tia revealed that she grew up in a home that taught a Blackfoot
epistemology, which might be the reason that she was successful and able to graduate from high
school within three years. Tia also took Blackfoot language classes in junior high. Thomas had
received some Blackfoot teachings in his home, but not necessarily about Blackfoot
epistemology; this may be why it took Thomas four years to graduate. Brian did not have any
contact with his People and did not have any opportunities to learn about his People’s
epistemology; this may be why he did not graduate. When Brian returned to his home Reserve
and began to learn about himself and his People, he was able to return to school and begin to
finish his education. Conversely, Dwight attended two schools with an Indigenous epistemology
and two that lacked an Indigenous epistemology. He took Blackfoot 10 in his first year of high
school, but because he was fluent in the Blackfoot language, he chose not to continue with
additional Blackfoot classes. Dwight graduated after three years. His success may be attributed
to his engagement in one class that followed an Indigenous epistemology or to his having grown
up in a home that also had an Indigenous epistemology.
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These results tentatively indicate that an Indigenous epistemology plays a role in Indigenous
students’ success in public education; more research is needed to conclude that a definite
relationship exists.

Sub-Question 1

The first sub-question is, “How does the epistemology in the school shape identity
construction?” The participants’ school experiences heavily influenced their identity formation,
and the first sub-question sought to determine whether the epistemology in their schools also
affected their identity formation.

High school with Blackfoot epistemology

The misconceptions perpetuated in the school with a Blackfoot epistemology led the participants
to examine their identity. Ben, Sonya, and Tony benefited from the negative experiences by
seeking other perceptions and answers to their questions about Indigenous Peoples. None of
these three participants accepted the misconceptions as truth, which led to a positive cultural
identity. Conversely, Anna believed the misconceptions; thus, she did not want to be associated
with her Indigenous People. As discussed above, the school with a Blackfoot epistemology had
two epistemologies present, and the participants had a choice; however, the misconceptions also
played a role in which epistemology they chose. Thus, the epistemology that they chose greatly
affected how they constructed their identity.

High school without a Blackfoot epistemology

The school without a Blackfoot epistemology had only one epistemology that centered on sports
for three of the participants; hence, they developed their identities as athletes rather than their
cultural identity as Indigenous persons. Brian did not develop an identity based on the
epistemology of his People or the school he attended. In his school Brian was treated with low
expectations, and he lived up to these low expectations. Therefore Brian departed from high
school early. The epistemologies in the school greatly affect identity formation in that students
can choose one epistemology over another or follow the only epistemology.

Sub-Question 2

The second sub-question is, “How does the epistemology in the school affect life after high
school?” I designed the second sub-question to determine how the epistemologies in the
participants’ schools affected their lives after high school.

High school with Blackfoot epistemology

Those who attended a school with a Blackfoot epistemology were exposed to an Indigenous
epistemology and all graduated from high school; Ben, Sonya and Anna went on to obtain a
university degree or college certificate. Tony’s goal is to attend college in the near future. The
participants also have short-term and long-term goals; for many of them, their long-term goal is
to pursue further education.

High school without a Blackfoot epistemology
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However, the participants who attended a school without a Blackfoot epistemology have had
mixed outcomes. Tia obtained a bachelor’s degree, Dwight is currently working on his
undergraduate degree, Thomas departed from his degree program early, and Brian is working on
his high school diploma. Tia and Dwight expressed interest in pursuing more postsecondary
education, and Brian and Thomas are contemplating returning to postsecondary education. Tia,
Thomas and Dwight also have more short-term than long-term goals. Brian is the only
participant with dreams for the future, but he was unsure which one he wanted to pursue;
however, it may be that his dreams have helped him to succeed this far in life.

Therefore, the Indigenous epistemology appears to have had a positive effect on the Indigenous
participants’ lives and well-being compared to a non-Indigenous epistemology. However, more
research is required to determine more concretely whether the epistemology in the school affects
students’ lives after high school. It is very clear from this research that the pronounced
epistemology in the schools has shaped the identities of the participants, influenced them in their
adult lives, and affected how they function as adults.

Recommendations

Based on the results of the study, I have formulated a number of future considerations for
educational policy and future research. First, I strongly suggest that Indigenous coursework be
offered in school, at the grade 10, 11 and 12 levels, for their Indigenous students’ academic
success. The research results indicated that Blackfoot language and culture classes positively
influenced the participants’ experiences in high school. Having Blackfoot language and culture
classes in the school also helped the participants to succeed academically by motivating them to
regularly attend their schools that offered Indigenous coursework, as well, the participants were
able to develop a stronger understanding of their Indigenous identities which helped them to
persevere through school and graduate despite challenges they encountered in their high school.
Not all Indigenous students have access to language, cultural, and historical teachings in their
homes; therefore, public schools is one alternative that can help Indigenous students understand
their heritage. Sonya commented:

I think that [Blackfoot culture and language] also are very beneficial. I think it is good to
offer them in schools, especially for people with culture, and in my case, being Native.
You don’t always necessarily get that type of learning at home. So it offers another outlet
for you to learn more about your culture. (Prete, 2011, pg. 111)

I also recommend that Indigenous language and culture classes be offered in all high schools that
serve First Nations Reserves and that school administrators consider onsite classes or satellite
classrooms for their school districts. Thus, if classroom attendance is an issue, school districts
should consider making satellite classrooms available to students in the district who are
interested in participating.

Second, I strongly suggest that an Indigenous culture and history class be developed and
implemented in all Alberta public high schools. All public secondary students must complete this
course at a grade 10 level in order to graduate from high school. This course should be designed
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to stress the students own moral deliberations on the Indigenous Peoples experience through the
examination of Indigenous People’s history and the effects of colonialism. This course should
begin by reviewing the Indigenous Peoples of the Americas before contact with European
settlers. Next, the course should proceed to examine colonialism and its effects on America’s
Indigenous Peoples and the creation of modern day America through the use of interrogating
primary documents (diaries, speeches, letters, and government documents) and Indigenous
Peoples experiences until present time. This course may have the potential to decrease
misconceptions that can arise about Indigenous People today.

Third, I strongly suggest that each school facilitate the growth of their Indigenous students’
identities. It might include an Indigenous students organization that would include a cohort group
to discuss the challenges that students might be facing, such as feelings of isolation in a
predominantly non-Indigenous school; and the school might also offer Indigenous students an
opportunity to learn more about their culture and history by inviting guest lecturers or allowing
them to go on field trips to learn more about their backgrounds. Research participant Sonya
suggested a number of ways that she felt that schools could improve:

I think perhaps including cultural activities for Native students to attend, and
even non-Natives. Dance classes could be offered; more resources such as
tutoring for Native American students; afterschool programs even. I think
even having a better-structured Native department. I think more needs to be
implemented than just culture classes. (Prete, 2011, p. 159)

Limitations

Throughout the study a number of implications for future studies on the effects of epistemology
on secondary retention rates were evident. First, the size of the respondent group was relatively
small: four participants in a high school with Blackfoot epistemology and four in a school
without Blackfoot epistemology; this size might not have been large enough to apply their
experiences to those of other Blood Indigenous students within the public education system. This
may be especially true for students who departed from high school early, with only two of the
participants in the study with early departures. Therefore, this study could benefit from a larger
respondent group of six to eight more participants in each category to reduce respondent bias and
increase the validity of the findings.

Second, the study did not account for the effect of growing up in more traditional homes on
students’ identities and educational experiences. The purpose of the study was to examine the
participants’ experiences in either a school that did or did not offer Blackfoot epistemology with
a focus on only school-dependent factors. However, it is difficult to explore only the school-
dependent factors when students are very much influenced by their home conditions. The
findings indicate that the students who had already engaged in their People’s epistemology in the
home had positive experiences at school; thus Indigenous students who engage in Indigenous
epistemology in their schools should also have positive experiences at their schools.
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