
Literacy Instruction
in Aboriginal Settings

Increasing success rates for Aboriginal students is one of Canada’s
most pressing educational challenges. As the acquisition of literacy
skills underpins student achievement, it is important to build our
knowledge base about what works in K-12 literacy and language
instruction in Aboriginal settings.

A recent study of ten schools offers some insight into promising practices.
The schools - selected because they were creating significant measurable
academic progress for their Aboriginal students - were located in British
Columbia, Yukon, Alberta, Saskatchewan, and Manitoba. They were as diverse
as their geographical locations, ranging from inner city to isolated rural
reserves. Collectively they enrolled 3,258 students, with individual enrol-
ments varying from 74 to 915 students.  The set included two secondary
schools, four elementary, one pre-Kindergarten to Grade 9, and three
schools serving the full PK-12 spectrum. Three schools were under the
authority of school districts, one under the Department of Education, and the
remaining six were band-operated.
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Early insights
into promising
practices call
for further
research.

Literacy Instruction
in  Aboriginal Settings



The research was conducted under
principal investigator, Dr. David Bell,
and his team during the 2003-04
school year. The full report, Sharing
our Success (1), contains richly detailed
case studies. Some of the key findings
related to literacy and language
instruction are described below.

LITERACY PROGRAMS
Although literacy instruction varied
widely across the set of schools, it was
evident that all sites were investing in
literacy resources and had deliberately
chosen appropriate strategies to meet
local needs. In six of the ten schools,
the improvement of literacy skills was
an explicitly stated goal, referenced
within the school’s annual improvement
plan. In the case of the BC, Alberta, and
Yukon schools, such commitments
were aligned with literacy criterion and
growth targets articulated and sup-
ported by the school district and/or the
province/territory. Progress in achieving
these reading and writing targets was
measured and reported by correspond-
ing external assessments in terms of
numbers of students meeting, not
meeting, or exceeding expectations.

This brief provides an overview of the
literacy programs in the 10 schools,
including instructional methods and
resources, interventions employed, the
classroom environment, teacher
characteristics, use of assessment and
the extent of instruction in Native
languages. The discussion which
follows raises significant questions
which point to the need for further
research.

Instructional Methods and
Resources
As seen in Figure 1, no two literacy
programs were identical, although some
schools shared common elements.
Commercial reading programs such as
SRA, Nelson Benchmarks, Mastery
Reading, Corrective Reading, Star
Reading, Accelerated Reading Reading
Recovery, Reading 2000, SRA and
Scholastic were commonly employed.

Five schools had instituted highly
structured reading programs, believing
that their students benefited from
direct instruction or precision teaching
and predictable lesson patterns and
routines. Several schools emphasized
vocabulary building to overcome
English language deficits that interfered
with comprehension and reading in the
content areas.  One tailored instruc-
tional strategies to cater to students’
perceived visual learning style. Some
assigned literacy instruction such
prominence that other areas of the
curriculum were compressed or inte-
grated into the reading and writing
programs. Alert Bay possessed an
exceptionally rich library.

Four schools employed ability group-
ings and levelled reading materials. This
method of grouping for instruction
entailed common language arts
timetabling for primary classes or even
school-wide.  In some of these sites,
teaching assistants, student teachers
and other resource personnel were also
utilized to create very low pupil/teacher
ratios for more targeted instruction.
Other schools relied on conventional
grade groupings, with teachers seeking
to meet the diverse needs and abilities
within the classroom. Four schools
made use of computerized reading
programs to allow individualized guided
instruction.

A factor common to all schools in the
study was the small size of instructional
groups compared to most provincial
schools. Calculated from the numbers of
teaching staff and student enrolments
provided, teacher/pupil ratios ranged
from a low of 1/11 at Chalo to a high of
1/18 at Princess Alexandra, with most
schools falling between 1/14 and 1/16.
Class size may well be an important
factor contributing to educational
success by allowing more individual
contact time between teachers and
students. Teachers of primary classes
tended to organize students into two or
three groups for instruction in reading
and language arts.

Some common characteristics of the
effective teachers in these schools
were:

• The ability to create an
accepting and supportive
learning environment that is
relaxed and comfortable while
maintaining a focus on
educational goals.

• A commitment to student
success that includes the
belief that each student can
learn, the flexibility to adapt
and experiment to find optimal
programs and methods for
each.

• A willingness to use appropri-
ate assessment tools to
monitor student learning and
program effectiveness.

• An attitude of solving prob-
lems rather than assigning
blame; the willingness to tutor,
coach, cajole, and encourage
students towards their best
personal achievement.

• An understanding of and
respect for local culture,
incorporating it into the
curriculum.

• Frequent and effective
communication with parents.

Interventions
All schools had established pro-active
programs for students at-risk  and were
able to point to their positive impact.
There was common emphasis on early
childhood interventions through
Nursery, Headstart, Pre-school, and full-
day Kindergarten programs. As a result,
the schools were able to document
increasing numbers of students
entering Grade 1 ready to read.  Within
the schools, interventions for the
primary classes received the most
intense focus, directing efforts at
developing phonemic awareness, the
most fundamental skill to decoding
language. Reading Recovery, relying on
pullout one-on-one intensive coaching
strategies, was used in at least three
schools. Other sites deliberately
reduced their primary class sizes or
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deployed additional resource staff to
enable small group reading instruction
at the appropriate level for each child.
Interventions for struggling older
readers included tutors, computer
assisted programs, access to levelled
materials, small group Corrective
Reading classes, and alternative
programs. It was apparent that the
secondary schools were encouraging
and equipping students to chose more
rigorous English courses which would
not limit future educational options.
Almost without exception, schools
made extraordinary efforts to involve
parents in supporting home reading
programs, and community workers were
often deployed to assist families with
few academic traditions in this task.
Chalo School made reading a commu-
nity affair and taught the community to
value and support its literacy goals.

Assessment
Staffs generally exhibited a positive
attitude towards measurement that can
help them to know more about their
students’ mastery of literacy skills, an
attitude summed up by one principal
who said, “We love our children so
much, of course we have to take these
snapshots to see how much they’ve
grown!”

They used a variety of measures to
develop an accurate picture of each
student’s learning, to establish base
levels, to verify progress and the
effectiveness of instructional methods
and program material. All schools
utilized ongoing informal classroom
assessment and diagnostic and screen-
ing tools for students at risk. Formal
large-scale assessments required by
some provinces were utilized for
gauging comparative progress against
provincial/districts norms at mandated
grade levels in the majority of schools.
A smaller number of schools employed
additional standardized measures such
as the Canadian Test of Basic Skills
(CTBS) battery for every grade in order
to track cohort and individual progress
more closely and identify areas of
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weakness to address. Standardized
assessment results over time where
available were reported by school in the
case studies. A minority of schools
eschewed external standardized assess-
ments because of their cultural bias.

A number of schools, such as Alert Bay,
Chalo, Peguis and Merritt Secondary,
fostered students’ metacognition
(learning about learning processes),
developing students’ understanding
and ownership of their own progress on
the literacy skills continuum. Students
were taught how to assess their own
work according to established exem-
plars and rubrics, for example, and were
aware of their progression through the
various levels of reading material.

Aboriginal Languages
The schools in this study provided
instruction in seven different Aborigi-
nal languages, in addition to English
and, in some cases, French. Cree is
taught in six schools, although differ-
ent dialects are used, and Ojibway
instruction is provided in two others.
Additional first languages in the
remaining schools include Kwak’wala,
Slavey, Southern Tutchone and
Nlekepmx (Thompson).

The set of schools illustrated the
complexity and challenges of delivering
quality instruction in Native languages.
Although Native language program-
ming was found in all, English was the
dominant language of instruction
without exception. The extent of first
language instruction ranged from one or
two periods a week, often in combina-
tion with cultural activities, to daily
lessons for all grades. For secondary
students in three schools, elective local
language courses were available,
although in many cases these were not
recognized for post-secondary admis-
sion credits or programs. Reindeer Lake
represented the strongest integration of
a first language into the broader life of
the school. In its commitment to a ‘Cree-
friendly environment’, Reindeer Lake

intends to extend its K-1 Cree immer-
sion program to the senior grades over
time.While immersion programs are
under consideration by at least one
more school, others have heard their
communities express the belief that
instruction in first languages is less
important than mastery of English
literacy skills. Many of the Native
language instructors and other staff
mentioned the dearth of culturally
relevant reading material and support-
ing resources. Also of serious concern
was the declining use of the language in
the community, the scarcity of qualified
first language teachers and dwindling
number of speakers who could serve as
role models for students.

The study schools reported varying
levels of satisfaction with the quality
of first language instruction they were
able to provide. Almost all noted a
shortage of appropriate Native lan-
guage lesson materials. Most had
experienced difficulty in obtaining the
services of language instructors who
were both fluent speakers and qualified
teachers, a problem more prevalent in
those whose communities spoke
languages in use by less populous
Aboriginal groups. In many of the
smaller communities, language fluency
is retained only by a few elders. Until
Aboriginal languages are accepted by
all provincial education authorities for
high school graduation credits and by
universities in fulfilling second
language entrance requirements, a
continued shortage of Aboriginal
students entering teacher training
programs fluent in their own language
may be anticipated.

The priority of language instruction to
parents and community members, its
relative importance in the curriculum,
the amount of time devoted to its
teaching, and the degree of mastery
desired varied widely from community
to community. Each school appeared to
have achieved an appropriate balance
to enable it to meet community expecta-
tions. Within the study, language
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instruction seemed to have higher
importance to the parents of students
attending schools on reserves. This
could be because off-reserve parents
and students tend to share the mind-set
of urban Canadians, who view educa-
tional programs in terms of their
potential to enhance employment

SCHOOL LITERACY PROGRAMS FIRST NATION LANG. CURRICULUM

Chalo, BC  (PK – 10) SRA/McGraw Hill Reading Mastery, 
(Gr 1-7)

Cree Language/Culture, Slavey 
Language/Culture, all grades

South East Education 
Centre, MB (9-12)

Arts, Literacy and Leadership, Canadian 
History, Native Studies 

Cree and Ojibway Language

Alert Bay, BC  (K-7) Rich library- focus on reading and books, 
Spellathon, Reading 2000,  Nelson 
Benchmarks, 

Kwak'wala language and Cultural 
activities and guests

Atikameg, Alberta (K-12) Star Reader (Gr 1-10), Accelerated 
Reading  (Gr 1-10), Drop Everything & 
Read (Gr 4-6) Animated Literacy (K-3)

Cree Language Instruction (K-10)

Elijah Smith 
Elementary, Yukon  (K-7) 

Full Day K, Home Reading Program, 
Reading Recovery, 

Southern Tutchone Language 
instruction (Gr 1-7)

Merritt Secondary, BC (9-
12) 

Locally Dev. Foundation Skills classes 
Corrective Reading (SRA)                
Sustained Silent Reading                          
Integrated cultural content

Nlekepmx Language instruction

Reindeer Lake, 
Saskatchewan (PK-12) 

Multi-graded Program (Life and basic 
skills), Language of Work and Life, 
Storefront Program, Block Timetabling, 
Headstart, Nursery School Home 

Cree Language and Culture Instruction 
all grades; Cree Immersion (K-1)

Princess Alexandra, 
Saskatchewan  (K-8)

Jumpstart  (pre-kindergarten), Momentum, 
Literacy in Motion  (Scholastic)

Cree Language and culture instruction 
all grades

Peguis Central School, 
Manitoba (PK-12) 

Grades 2-6: Diagnostic Reading Program, 
Reading Recovery. Middle grades: 
Columbia Learning Assistance Program. 
High School:Transitional Literacy, 
Literacy Program in development  All 
Grades: Literature based Reading 

Ojibway language instruction (all 
grades) 

Gift Lake, Alberta (K-9) Animated Literacy Program (K), Nelson 
Reading Series, Dolch Word List, Sadlier 
Phonics, Primary Phonic Ready Readers, 
Sight Word Fun, Cornerstone Reader, 
McCracken (Gr. 1 & 2)

Cree Language taught daily (K - Gr 6) 

DISCUSSION
This descriptive account of approaches
found in ten schools producing above
average progress for their Aboriginal
students must surely pique our curios-
ity as researchers and educators. While
the case studies provide some indica-
tions of practices that appear to en-
hance literacy acquisition, they have
not provided definitive answers to
some important questions. More in-

depth quantitative research is needed to
obtain a robust understanding of
effective practices and approaches in
the delivery of literacy and language
instruction for Aboriginal students. The
issues arising include but are not
limited to the following:

The schools were not compared with
each other or with carefully matched

control groups.  Quantitative evidence
through the administration of common
assessments could be gathered to
determine which approaches produce
the greatest gains over time for which
children. Educators and researchers
need to determine if the gains are
replicable on a larger scale and under
what preconditions and implementation
factors.

opportunities and prefer that their
schools emphasize those academic
programs required for graduation and
admission to post-secondary programs.
It was noted that learning problems
appeared to emerge when children
entered school fluent in neither their
own language or English. These

learners experienced deprivation  in
both languages. The local language
may have been lost or unused in the
home, while the level of English usage
practiced failed to  provide the
richness of vocabulary and structure
necessary to support reading compre-
hension.

Figure 1. Literacy and First Language Programs
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While research evidence supports the
benefits of French immersion programs
in Canadian schools, there appears to
be little data on the efficacy of Cree or
other Aboriginal language immersion
programs and their effects on students’
long-term academic success.  Does im-
mersion result in greater proficiency in
the transfer to English? Do immersion
students experience reduced dropout
and higher graduation rates in compari-
son to their non-immersion peers? At
what ages is immersion instruction most
effective? Which immersion methods
and materials produce the greatest
gains?

Infrastructure issues are also apparent.
The research points to the need for com-
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