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Purpose of Report 
 
Canada has failed to provide equitable education for First Nations students. Children attending 
First Nations schools are not provided the same educational supports and opportunities as 
Canadian children attending schools financed by the provincial governments.  Therefore, there is 
widespread acknowledgement that these two education systems in Canada are not comparable.   
 
First Nations have long advocated for learning that is purposeful; holistic; lifelong; and affirms 
their own ways of knowing, cultural traditions and values.  In fact, First Nations do not strive to 
create an education system that is ‘comparable’ to those provided by provincial governments.  
So does the principle of comparability have a place in any federal policy regarding First Nations 
education?  This report attempts to answer this fundamental question by focussing on three main 
objectives:  
 

1. To discuss the role, if any, that the principle of comparability has within any existing 
or newly envisioned First Nations education policy, legislation and/or funding models; 

2. To expose the frequent misuse of the term comparability when discussing First 
Nations education; and 

3. To provide insight into how and when the principle of comparability should be used in 
regards to First Nations education. 

 
 
Background 
 
The principle of ‘comparability’ has had historical roots within the overall objective of the First 
Nations Elementary and Secondary Program operated by Aboriginal Affairs and Northern 
Development Canada (AANDC).  According to the program’s current Results-based 
Management and Accountability Framework, the overall objective of the program is to: 
 

“Provide eligible students living on reserve with education programs comparable to those 
that are required in provincial schools by the statutes, regulations or policies of the 
province in which the reserve is located.” 1 

 
First Nations, the Auditor General and even a series of internal AANDC evaluations have 
highlighted the many difficulties with this overall program objective.  The biggest concern, 
however, has to be the inherent disconnect between AANDC’s program objective and the overall 
vision for education put forward by First Nations.   
 
Initially described in Indian Control of Indian Education (1972), and further entrenched in First 
Nations Control of First Nations Education (2010), the vision for First Nations Education is that: 

“First Nations learners achieve their full potential supported by a comprehensive system 
under First Nations jurisdiction that addresses their intellectual, spiritual, emotional, and 

                                            
1 Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development Canada (2010). Formative Evaluation of the 
Elementary/Secondary Education Program On Reserve, prepared by the Departmental Audit and 
Evaluation Branch. Accessed on February 1, 2012 at http://www.aadnc-
aandc.gc.ca/eng/1307104722881#exe.  

http://www.aadnc-aandc.gc.ca/eng/1307104722881#exe
http://www.aadnc-aandc.gc.ca/eng/1307104722881#exe


 

 
 
Comparable Education                                                                 March 31, 2011     4               

physical needs through quality lifelong learning, grounded in First Nations languages, 
cultures, traditions, values, and worldviews.”2 

 
Nowhere does the First Nation vision for education reference the importance of comparability to 
provincial programs.  In fact, upon review of the hundreds of goal statements developed by the 
numerous education systems across Canada, the principle of ‘comparability’ is never included.   
 
Furthermore, in a 2004 internal evaluation of the First Nation Elementary and Secondary 
Program, AANDC itself concluded that although “the program is relevant and addresses an 
actual need, its formal statement of objectives needs to be rewritten to more closely reflect 
current priorities of INAC, the Government of Canada and First Nations.” 3 
However, the 2008 federal budget that followed reaffirmed AANDC’s focus towards comparability 
in First Nations education when it launched its long-term reform of First Nation education 
centered on three pillars: (1) results-based accountability; (2) partnerships; and (3) provincial 
comparability.  The programs designed under these three pillars (i.e. the First Nations Student 
Success Program, Education Partnerships Program and tripartite K-12 education agreements) 
were “designed to help First Nation students benefit from comparable education and achieve 
comparable results.” 4  
However well-intentioned that reform was in 2008, it ensured that ‘comparability’ continues to be 
the foundational principle for which the success of AANDC’s First Nation education programs is 
measured. 
 
 
How the principle of ‘comparability’ has been misused 
 
A further challenge is that the concept of provincial comparability has never been defined by 
AANDC and has led to numerous interpretations of this principle.  AANDC’s program objective 
clearly states that its goal is to provide ‘comparable programs’ to those provided in provincial 
schools.  However, comparability has been applied by AANDC and others to mean something 
much different.   
 
The following reflects some of the most common ways that the principle of comparability has 
been misused in regards to First Nations education: 
 

1.    In relation to educational outcomes 
Too often, AANDC has interpreted comparability in regards to educational outcomes (i.e. 
graduation rates, literacy scores).  The result has been the development of specific 
AANDC programs that are measured for how well they are able to produce comparable 
outcomes for First Nations students relative to provincial students.  This is evident in the 
newly developed First Nations Student Success Program.   
 
Canadians are aware of the unacceptably low graduation rates for First Nations learners, 

                                            
2 Assembly of First Nations (2010).  First Nations Control of First Nations Education. 
3 Indian and Northern Affairs Canada (2005). Evaluation of the Band-Operated and 
Federal Schools (BOFS), prepared by the Departmental Audit and Evaluation Branch. 
4 Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development Canada (2012), Reforming First Nations 
Education.  Website: Accessed on February 3, 2012 at: http://www.aadnc-
aandc.gc.ca/eng/1314210313525/1314210385978.  

http://www.aadnc-aandc.gc.ca/eng/1314210313525/1314210385978
http://www.aadnc-aandc.gc.ca/eng/1314210313525/1314210385978
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compared to non-Aboriginal learners in Canada.  Such analysis and comparisons of 
learning outcomes are helpful when describing the state of First Nations learning, but are 
not effective when used as the ultimate yardstick that measures the effectiveness of a 
government First Nations education program.  This is especially true when monitoring 
immediate or even intermediate progress of a program given the fundamental differences 
between the two educational systems.   
 
For example, the following chart describes the innate challenges, and indeed dangers, in 
comparing educational outcomes for these two school systems.   
 
Figure 1:   The dangers of comparing education outcomes of First Nations to provincial 

schools 

 
   

2.    In relation to funding 
Too often the statement, ‘First Nations require comparable funding to provincial schools’ 
is misused.  There are indeed real, chronic and unacceptable inequities in funding 
between First Nations schools and provincial schools in Canada and such analysis and 
discussion are useful to describe the scale and extent of these inequities.  However, 
‘comparable funding’ should not be misinterpreted as synonymous to the comparability 
objective for AANDC’s First Nations education program. 
 
To be clear, this does not mean that First Nations do not require equitable funding to 
address the chronic under-funding of its schools.  Far from it.  The determination of 
adequate funding levels needs to be determined through a new First Nation education 
funding formula that is based on equity of educational opportunity rather than equal 
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funding.  Such an approach is highlighted in many reports,5 including the 2012 report 
from the National Panel on First Nations Elementary and Secondary Education.6 

 
3.    Transferability 

Within existing First Nation legislation and tripartite agreements, comparability is often 
misused synonymously with the term transferability, or the ability to ‘transfer education 
credits without academic penalty’ between First Nations schools and provincial schools.  
Transferability is not comparability, and should not be misinterpreted as AANDC’s main 
comparability program objective.   

 
One should consider, however, whether the goal of transferability is the right one, or if it is 
even possible to achieve in the short term.  Note that across Canada today, the ability to 
transfer education credits/skills/certificates between provincial schools in different 
provinces, or even within the same province, is not always possible.  How can such an 
immediate expectation then be made for First Nations and provincial schools—two very 
different education systems? 
 
The 2005 internal AANDC audit suggests that the “portability of competencies and 
credits” (i.e. the ability of First Nation students to function at level in a provincial school) 
needs to be emphasized more than the mere transferability of credits between First 
Nations schools and provincial education systems.7 

 
 
The right place for comparability 
 
So does comparability have a role in First Nations education policy or any future legislation that 
may be developed?  Perhaps the answer is yes.  However, lets learn from the past in order to 
avoid repeating the same problems.   
 

1.   Comparability should not be the ultimate objective 

The overall objective for any First Nations education program should be developed by 
First Nations.  This will ensure that any overall objective must be consistent with the 
overall First Nation vision for education as identified in First Nations Control of First 
Nations Education (2010), which strives to ensure “all First Nations learners achieve their 
full potential.”  Until this vision is understood, valued and adopted, any program objective 
that is rooted in comparability to provinces cannot be said to be actively supportive of 
First Nations needs and priorities. 

Comparability may have a place, where appropriate, in some of the subsidiary programs 

                                            
5 First Nation Education Council (2009).  Supporting a Comprehensive and Equitable 
Funding Framework:  FNEC Rationale for a funding formula for First Nations elementary 
and secondary schools.  Accessible at: http://www.cepn-
fnec.com/PDF/etudes_documents/Supporting_Equitable_Funding_Framework.pdf.  
6 National Panel on First Nations Elementary and Secondary Education (2012). 
Nurturing the Learning Spirit of First Nation Students.  Accessible at: 
http://firstnationeducation.ca/home/.  
7 Indian and Northern Affairs Canada (2005). Evaluation of the Band-Operated and 
Federal Schools (BOFS), prepared by the Departmental Audit and Evaluation Branch. 

http://www.cepn-fnec.com/PDF/etudes_documents/Supporting_Equitable_Funding_Framework.pdf
http://www.cepn-fnec.com/PDF/etudes_documents/Supporting_Equitable_Funding_Framework.pdf
http://firstnationeducation.ca/home/
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developed under AANDC’s main Elementary and Secondary Education Program, but the 
principle must be defined and applied appropriately. 

 
2.   Define comparability in terms of access to programs and services. 

Too often AANDC’s objective referring to ‘comparability of programs’ has been 
misconstrued to mean ‘comparable funding’, ‘comparable outcomes’, or ‘transferability’.  
If there is a place for the principle of comparability within any existing or newly envisioned 
First Nations education policy, it must be used in terms of access to programs and 
services. 
 
More specifically, any subsidiary program that requires comparability principles should 
focus on educational opportunity and be stated something like: “First Nations students 
have access to education programs and services comparable to those provided within 
provincial schools in Canada.” 
 
It should be clear, however, that such a comparability statement does not mean First 
Nations are required to deliver provincial curriculum or hire only provincially-certified 
teachers. And it certainly does not mean that First Nations educational programming 
should be handed over to provincial governments.  This would all be contrary to the vision 
of First Nations jurisdiction over education. Rather the comparability statement supports 
First Nations-controlled systems to be financially supported in order to provide their 
students with access to programs and services comparable to those provided by 
provincial schools. 

 

 

Principles of comparability 
 
If the concept of comparability is to be used in any First Nation education policy or legislation, we 
must ensure there is an acknowledgement and respect for the following principles:  
  

  Jurisdiction over education  

First Nations jurisdiction over education remains the ultimate objective and cannot be 
sacrificed through any use of the principle of ‘comparability to provinces’.  Jurisdiction 
includes, for example, the ability for First Nations need to set their own educational 
standards, develop their own curriculum, and certify their own teachers. 
 

   Language and Culture   
Learning for First Nations people is indelibly rooted in their languages, traditions and 
cultures.   Given the pivotal role that language and cultures plays in successful First 
Nations learning, they should not be sacrificed at the expense of comparability.   

The current comparability approach from AANDC has clearly overlooked the need for 
First Nations cultures and languages within First Nations schools.  This approach then 
is in direct conflict with First Nations vision of First Nation control of First Nation 
education. 

This was succinctly noted in AANDC’s internal evaluation of the program stating that 
the focus on comparability and not on implementing First Nations control of First 
Nations Education is ensuring that the “program objectives are fostering dissonance 
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between two different views of education” and ”to the detriment of essential attributes of 
a linguistically and culturally relevant First Nations education system.” 8 
 

    Equity 

The United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples Article 14 states 
that “Indigenous peoples have the right to establish and control their educational 
systems and institutions providing education in their own languages, in a manner 
appropriate to their cultural methods of teaching and learning.”   Alongside this right to 
education comes the need for the provision of fair and adequate funding for First 
Nations schools.   
 

 Immediate funding required  

In order to ensure that First Nations students have “access to education programs and 
services comparable to those provided within provincial schools,” the immediate 
removal of AANDC’s 2% cap on annual expenditure increases in education is needed.   
Furthermore, an immediate injection of funding is required to address the current First 
Nations education crisis and allow First Nations schools to ‘catch up’ to the rest of 
Canada prior to any major reform for First Nations education.  
 

 Regional diversity   

One fundamental flaw in ongoing First Nations education policy development has been 
the disregard for the inherent diversity among First Nations across Canada that 
encompass hundreds of communities with profoundly diverse cultures, languages, and 
nation-based governance and treaty-related rights.  There must be extreme caution in 
not repeating the same mistakes of the past and ensuring that any reference to 
comparability reflects such diversity.  This is an important principle that needs to be 
discussed and may require the need for multiple standards created and developed by 
First Nations. 
 
On the other hand, if a well-intentioned policy statement intended to respect diversity 
stated that “First Nations are to have access to education programs comparable to 
those provided within the province for which the First Nation resides,” this limits the 
potential standards of one First Nation relative to the other.  For example, why should a 
First Nation in Alberta have different standards then that of a First Nation in 
Newfoundland, simply because there are different non-First Nations standards 
created? 
 
Canada’s education system has wrestled with this longstanding challenge where it has 
produced 13 unique educations systems and standards driven by provincial and 
territorial governments.  Canada remains the only developed country in the world that 
does not have national standards for education.  This has direct implications on issues 
of transferability, portability and performance measurement.   
 

                                            
8 Indian and Northern Affairs Canada (2005). Evaluation of the Band-Operated and 
Federal Schools (BOFS), prepared by the Departmental Audit and Evaluation Branch. 
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So given the chance to reform First Nations education policy, why would First Nations 
want to recreate these challenges?  The application of this principle requires further 
discussion and deliberation. 

 
 
Conclusions 
 
The Government of Canada envisions “a future in which First Nations, Inuit, Métis and northern 
communities are healthy, safe, self-sufficient and prosperous - a Canada where people make 
their own decisions, manage their own affairs and make strong contributions to the country as a 
whole.” 9  Education and broader social well-being is a huge component of this vision, which 
highlights an immediate need to reform AANDC’s First Nations Elementary and Secondary 
Program. 
The recent commitment by the Government of Canada to engage in First Nations education 
reform following the 2012 Crown-First Nation Gathering provides a real opportunity for change.   
Such reform will require the development of new education policies, and likely legislation, which 
supports the design of a new First Nation education system.  However, the mistakes of the past 
must not be repeated.  Any new reform must be built from a First Nation vision of First Nation 
Control of First Nations Education.   
A newly developed First Nations education system must not be rooted in the overarching 
principle of ‘comparability to provinces’.  There may be a place for the principle of comparability 
within such a revised First Nations education system, but we must learn from our past and be 
aware of the following: 
 

 First Nation Control of First Nation Education is the ultimate objective; 

 Define comparability in terms of educational opportunity (i.e. comparable access 
to educational programs and services);  

 Avoid past misinterpretations of the principle of comparability; and  

 Acknowledge and respect a series of guiding principles pertaining to the use of 
comparability. 

 

                                            
9 Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development Canada, About AANDC.  Accessed on February 1, 2012 at:  
http://www.aadnc-aandc.gc.ca/eng/1100100010023 
 

http://www.aadnc-aandc.gc.ca/eng/1100100010023
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