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Abstract 

This study investigates Aboriginal student 

experiences in an Aboriginal transition program that 

was co-developed by the student-participants.  Data was 

collected from participants in the study through a focus 

group, journals, and surveys.  The results show that 

adding Aboriginal cultural activities to the curriculum 

improved the experience of students in the transition 

program.  Students felt that their contributions were 

important and valued, that they learned more about their 

traditional culture, and that their contributions enhanced 

their experience in the program.  Allowing Aboriginal 

students to participate in their own education empowers 

them and improves their overall educational experience. 

1. Introduction

 Post-secondary institutions have developed 

Aboriginal transition programs in order to meet the needs 

of Aboriginal students who may require further 

preparation before entering more advanced academic 

programs.  In colleges, Aboriginal transition programs 

can lead to trades, paraprofessional programs, and 

diploma programs related in some way to Aboriginal 

people. Many Aboriginal students may have neither the 

required high school nor the required post-secondary 

courses for entrance into these professional programs [1], 

[2], and so need to first complete a transition program in 

order to increase their chances of being academically 

successful in their professional programs. 

 It is sometimes necessary for Aboriginal students at 

the post-secondary level to have an increased focus on 

academic preparation before entering professional 

programs such as Law or Medicine, para-professional 

programs such as dental assistant or teacher assistant, as 

well as other diplomas and certificates.  A 2005 poll 

conducted by Aboriginal Affairs and Northern 

Development Canada (AANDC) found that most 

aboriginal students believe that the education they 

receive on reserve is insufficient [3].  This is because 

once they complete their education on reserve they feel 

they are about two grades behind students who attended  

public school, an opinion also shared by AANDC, 

according to Mendelson [3].  However, a comparison 

between First Nations and public schools is not 

necessarily straightforward.  Several researchers [4-10] 

have noted that systemic inequities exist that privilege 

non-Aboriginal students over Aboriginal students, such 

as lack of Aboriginal cultural relevance in curriculum, 

marginalization of Aboriginal people in society and in 

curriculum, and failing to involve Aboriginal people in 

curriculum development.  In addition, their education 

continues to have an assimilationist agenda. 

     According to Restoule [11], although both Aboriginal 

and non-Aboriginal policy-makers have addressed these 

issues in Aboriginal education for years, there continues 

to be systemic discrimination for Aboriginal students in 

mainstream education as well as in Aboriginal 

communities, one example being the chronic 

underfunding of First Nation schools across Canada [12], 

[13].  For example, AANDC capped funding for both 

secondary and post-secondary Aboriginal education in 

1996, allowing for only a 2% increase per year [14]. 

This is despite data from the 2006 Census, which states 

that 50% of the Aboriginal population in Canada is under 

the age of 25 [15].  Government underfunding of 

programs impacts academic programming at the primary 

and secondary levels, and as a result, students who come 

to university or college from Aboriginal communities are 

not necessarily receiving the same level of academic 

preparation for post-secondary education as their non-

Aboriginal counterparts [1], [16].  Aboriginal students 

can greatly benefit from taking transition programs that 

offer basic courses in Science, Math, and Academic 

Writing, which help to ensure that they have the 

necessary skills to succeed in college or university.  R. 

A. Malatest & Associates [12] and Richardson and 

Blanchet-Cohen [17] suggest that while Aboriginal 

transition programs are meant to provide supports to 

students, both academic and personal, they should also 

be designed to create a safe, welcoming environment for 

students who are far from home and may have left home 

for the first time.   
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 One of the ways to create this welcoming 

environment is to include Aboriginal cultural activities 

within academic programming, according to Battiste, 

Bell, & Findlay [18] and Newton [19], which has led to 

improved academic performance by Aboriginal students 

in previous studies [20-23]. The length of these transition 

programs ranges from six weeks to two years [24-25], 

and this poses a further problem when students in these 

programs apply for funding from AANDC.  AANDC are 

more likely to fund students in degree programs, rather 

than in transition programs [20].  However, transition 

programs are important for the future success of 

Aboriginal students as they continue their education [18, 

20].  According to Riecken et al. [9], in addition to 

contributing to student success, education that includes 

aspects of Aboriginal culture in curriculum has the 

ability to provide a transformative experience for 

students.  This transformation occurs when Aboriginal 

students feel pride in their own culture [21], which is one 

of the goals of infusing Aboriginal curriculum with 

cultural content [7],  [24].   

 As an Ojibway instructor, I believe that it is 

important to enhance Aboriginal programming at our 

college with traditional Aboriginal content.  To this end, 

we began by offering an Aboriginal Music course to 

students in the College Studies program, which is an 

Aboriginal transition program at the college.  This study 

examines the experiences and impressions of Aboriginal 

students who have taken the Aboriginal Music course as 

part of the transition program. 

2. Empowering Aboriginal Education 

 Hampton [25] identifies five different meanings of 

the term “Aboriginal education”, each of which has its 

primary use in North America at different times:  

traditional education (in ancestral culture), where the 

education of Aboriginal children was done in a 

traditional way; education for self-determination (which 

pre-dated residential schools and involved test schools in 

the southeastern United States); education for the 

purpose of assimilating Aboriginal students into 

mainstream society, education by Aboriginals 

(Aboriginal instructors, mainstream curriculum), and 

Aboriginal sui generis (unique, one-of-a-kind) education, 

in which Aboriginal content is taught using Aboriginal 

teaching methods.  At the time, Hampton (1995) 

believed that Aboriginal education was and continues to 

be currently in the “education by Aboriginals” phase of 

Aboriginal education because there was yet to be an 

Aboriginal education system in which Aboriginal people 

control both content and delivery methods.  This is 

problematic because Aboriginal people in Canada remain 

under the influence of the Indian Act and therefore must 

still follow AANDC directives as well as provincial 

regulations which still dictate how education is to be 

delivered, for Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal education 

systems alike.  Unfortunately, the mainstream education 

system, according to Godlewska et al. [6], continues to 

imbed colonial values and beliefs into curriculum, and 

most Aboriginal educators are obligated to use this 

curriculum to teach Aboriginal students. Hampton [25] 

writes: “Because Western education seeks to indoctrinate 

Aboriginal children by substituting non-Aboriginal for 

Aboriginal knowledge, values, and identity, Western 

education is in content and structure antagonistic to 

Aboriginal people”. However, Aboriginal education 

should incorporate Aboriginal content and ways of 

knowing, furthermore, Aboriginal students should be 

more directly involved with their own education.   

 In order to offer effective Aboriginal education, the 

current system would have to be completely re-designed.  

Rather than mainstream education being based primarily 

in mainstream culture with the addition of some 

Aboriginal content, Aboriginal education should instead 

be based in Aboriginal culture, with the addition of some 

mainstream content. Aboriginal students come into 

school with their own prior knowledge, skills, and 

interests, and these need to be accessed and utilized 

when developing or delivering curriculum [5]. If 

Aboriginal students were more involved in developing 

their own curriculum, they would have a deeper 

understanding and appreciation of their own education 

and have more ownership and control [6], [17], [18]. 

Although Aboriginal education remains under the control 

of government, Aboriginal people have been making 

attempts to change this relationship by making 

adaptations to the current education system so that it is 

more culturally relevant to Aboriginal students.  

 For example, Tatz [26], in a study involving 

Aboriginal Australians, suggests that an effective 

Aboriginal education system would have to be 

completely different from the current system because it 

would stop attempting to teach Aboriginal students the 

same content using the same methods as used with non-

Aboriginal students.  Instead, an Aboriginal curriculum 

would reflect Aboriginal perspectives and focus on 

subject matter that is specific to Aboriginal people [17], 

[18], [27], not only in isolated units unrelated to the rest 

of the curriculum (treaties, land claims, and current 

Aboriginal experiences) or as one-day cultural awareness 

events.  Curriculum and delivery should involve 

Aboriginal people to ensure that the voices of Aboriginal 

people are acknowledged and respected [18], [19], [23], 
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[25].  Of course, some instructors of Aboriginal students 

will be non-Aboriginal, but these teachers must also 

learn how to deliver the content using Aboriginal 

methods [23], [27].  Aboriginal methods and 

perspectives must be meaningfully incorporated and 

have equal value to other approaches and perspectives 

used in the classroom, particularly when discussing 

historical and contemporary events that involve 

Aboriginal people [28, 29, 30].  Aboriginal communities 

must also be given the power to inform curriculum and 

pedagogy, instead of re-creating mainstream models of 

education and using these as the basis of Aboriginal 

education [7], [18], [19,]. 

 Curriculum development and delivery would be done 

collaboratively by involving educators, elders, and 

content experts from the community, with complete 

control over budget, teaching staff, and curriculum [16-

18, [23].  The goal of Aboriginal education, according to 

Riecken et al. [9], would be to provide an exciting 

environment in which to learn by integrating Aboriginal 

culture and involving cultural instructors and elders.  

Providing an exciting learning environment would in 

turn lead to academic success for students, whose 

education would have far more cultural relevance than 

the current system provides.   

 

3. The Aboriginal Music Course 

 The purpose of this study was to examine the 

experiences and impressions of Aboriginal students who 

participated in the Aboriginal Music course as part of 

their College Studies transition program.  The five-

month Aboriginal Music course was piloted in 2010 and 

this study of the course was conducted during the second 

offering of the course, which began in September 2011 

and ended in January 2012.   

 The students in the Aboriginal Music course had the 

opportunity to engage in traditional Aboriginal activities 

such as the making of Aboriginal instruments, to attend 

traditional cultural events, such as pow-wows and 

sweatlodges, and to assist in the curriculum planning of 

the course.  The following questions provide the 

foundation for this study. 

 1. Does adding an Aboriginal music course to regular 

college courses improve the experience of the students 

while they are enrolled in Aboriginal transition 

programs?   

 2. Does involving students in the development of 

curriculum improve their educational experience? 

 

 

 

4. Method 

 
4.1. Setting 

The College Studies program is a ten-month 

transition program that is designed to give Aboriginal 

students the academic background necessary to succeed 

in a variety of academic programs at our college.  The 

Aboriginal Music course was held for three hours every 

Friday afternoon from 1:00 to 4:00 pm. in the Aboriginal 

Student Centre.   

The Centre is a large space designed to 

simultaneously accommodate students from all of the 

programs in Aboriginal Education for cultural events 

such as feasts and pipe ceremonies.  In addition to 

musical performances in the Aboriginal Student Centre, 

our class also attended public performances off-campus 

in various locations.  For example, students attended a 

three-day pow-wow in a large arena and they also 

attended musical performances in smaller venues around 

the city.  When possible, we attended these events as a 

group, but we often had to meet at these events because 

they were held in the evenings or on the weekends.  Most 

performances were held at the college.   

I invited and received consent from 12 of the 15 

students who were enrolled in the Aboriginal Music 

course.  All of the students who consented participated in 

focus groups, completed surveys, and kept journals.  I 

did not know which students had consented to participate 

in the study and which had not until the course was 

completed.  I used data only from the students who had 

given their consent to participate in this study at the 

beginning of the course, but all students participated in 

all classroom activities whether or not they were 

participating in the study.   

 

4.2. Participants 

 The participants in this study were students in a 

college transition program and were all high school 

graduates who came to the program from Aboriginal 

communities all over the province.  Pseudonyms were 

given to each of the students in this study to ensure 

anonymity.  Ethical review procedures for both The 

University of Western Ontario and the college were 

followed to ensure the safety of participants and that I 

met all ethical requirements of both of these institutions.   

 

 

 

International Journal for Cross-Disciplinary Subjects in Education (IJCDSE), Special Issue Volume 5 Issue 3, 2015

Copyright © 2015, Infonomics Society 2570



4.3. Procedure 

 During the first class, students were told about the 

study, including my research questions and how I would 

be collecting data.  The students were invited to 

participate in the study, but I made sure to inform 

students that their participation was not mandatory.  I 

also informed students that I would be unaware of who 

would be participating and who would not because I had 

one of the secretaries administer and collect the consent 

forms.  I never did know who among the students had 

agreed to participate in the study.  I then had students 

collaboratively determine what styles of music and even 

which specific performers they would like to see in the 

class.  In addition, students identified which traditional 

musical instruments they would like to make in the class.  

I had the students make these decisions because I wanted 

to allow students to infuse their perspective into the 

curriculum of the course.   

The students identified musical performers from a 

variety of genres that they wanted to see in the class, and 

I accommodated them where possible.  Some of the 

performers in the course included Indian City (country 

rock band), the Gaudry Boys (Metis fiddle music), and 

Wab Kinew (hip hop mixed with traditional hand drum 

singing).  Students also had the opportunity to attend a 

pow-wow, which was a major cultural event held over 

three days.  As well, students had the opportunity to 

participate in Aboriginal Music Week, which consisted 

of different concerts every night performed by innovative 

Aboriginal musicians such as Joey Stylez, an Aboriginal 

hip-hop artist, and the Electric Pow-Wow, which was 

traditional pow-wow music fused with hip hop music 

accompanied by a light show and held in a club.  

Students also participated in making hand drums and 

Aboriginal flutes in the course, both of which were 

facilitated by elders who provided cultural teachings as 

well as technical expertise. 

In addition to watching musical performances and 

reflecting upon these experiences though weekly 

journals, students prepared presentations about various 

aspects of Aboriginal Music and demonstrated their own 

expertise as musicians and artists through performances 

in class.  One of the students demonstrated his skills as a 

pow-wow grass dancer and other students demonstrated 

skills at Metis jigging and traditional crafts.  These 

experiences likely helped to increase the self-confidence 

in all of the students because they saw how talented their 

Aboriginal peers in the class were – something that has 

been shown to increase student pride in themselves as 

Aboriginal people [9], [21], [30].  The students also 

conducted research about various aspects of Aboriginal  

 

 

music and the information they found was supplemented 

by material I provided.  The students completed 

reflective journals about their experiences in the course 

each week.   

 

5. Findings 

The experiences of the students in the Aboriginal 

Music course were overwhelmingly positive.  I 

organized the student responses to the journals, surveys, 

and the focus group into five main themes, which were: 

students enjoyed their experiences in the course, students 

found the course interesting, they learned more about 

Aboriginal culture, the impacts of the course upon their 

experiences in the overall college program, and the 

effects of participating in course development upon their 

experience of the program. 

Students had fun in the Aboriginal music class and 

enjoyed the experiences they shared during class, such as 

watching performers or creating instruments.  The 

students found tours we took during the class interesting, 

as well as the exposure to traditional music, such as pow-

wows.  Many of the students came from a Christian 

background and had little to no prior contact with aspects 

of Aboriginal traditional culture.  The students found that 

participating in the Aboriginal Music course made them 

feel proud to Aboriginal and this had a positive impact 

upon their experiences in their overall program.  Many of 

the students looked forward to the course, which was on 

Friday afternoons, and characterized it as something they 

looked forward to all week.  Students reported that 

participating in curriculum development was a positive 

experience for them because it made the class more 

interactive, they felt more involved, and they felt that 

they were connected to the larger Aboriginal community.   

 

6. Conclusions 

 In order to have culturally relevant education, 

curriculum developers must involve the local Aboriginal 

community.  This can be done through partnerships 

among academic institutions, instructors of Aboriginal 

students, and Aboriginal communities [28-31].  My study 

involved members of the Aboriginal community through 

partnerships with Aboriginal organizations and 

performances and workshops facilitated by local 

Aboriginal musicians and artists. 

 One of the ways to ensure students have positive 

educational experiences in their program is to involve 

them in the development of curriculum [33-36].  
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Students in my study assisted in the curriculum 

development of their program by determining which 

musicians they would like to see, musical events in 

which they would like to participate, and the opportunity 

to give feedback to the instructor.   

 This particular Aboriginal Music course improved 

the experience of the Aboriginal students who were in 

the course, made them feel proud to be Aboriginal, and 

made them feel that their contributions to their learning 

were important and valued.   As well, the Aboriginal 

community was involved in the program through the 

Aboriginal musicians and cultural teachers who came to 

the class during the course.  The students also received 

credit for the course, which they used toward attaining 

their College Studies certificate, which led to other 

diplomas and degrees at the college.   

7. Future Research 

 Most of the projects I have referred to in this study, 

including my own, are limited in scope.  Most of the 

time, as noted by Bouvier and Karlenzig [20], 

Richardson and Blanchet-Cohen [17], and Robertson 

[37], Aboriginal content is added to existing 

programming by inserting one Aboriginal-focused course 

into mainstream curriculum.  The Aboriginal Music 

course is an example of this method of incorporating 

Aboriginal curriculum into existing programming, which 

is not ideal.  The Aboriginal Music course gives students 

the opportunity to listen to Aboriginal music played by 

Aboriginal musicians, to construct and play their own 

instruments, and to learn more about Aboriginal culture.  

Some of the students may have enjoyed the course 

because listening to the music might have given them 

glimpses into their past as Aboriginal people, but also 

hope for what Aboriginal people can become now and in 

the future.  Aboriginal music is an important element in 

Aboriginal education because it helps students to connect 

to and understand more about Aboriginal culture.  

Including Aboriginal music in the curriculum and 

allowing students to participate in developing their own 

curriculum helps students to feel proud of who they are 

as Aboriginal people.        
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