
The evaluation yielded descriptive findings about partnering and program delivery in each
community. These findings are presented first, including participants’ recommendations about
aspects of the First Nations Partnership Programs that could be improved. The evaluation also
yielded descriptive findings about outcomes for individuals and for the partnering
communities and institutions overall. These are presented next. Finally, the evaluation yielded
a conceptual framework, suggested in participants’ accounts of why the program worked to
generate enhanced capacity. Their understandings pointed to the importance of certain
enabling conditions that created a socially inclusive, culturally safe ‘ecology’ in which the
program and the student cohort could become nested, and in which the co-construction of a
bicultural curriculum could flourish. The framework of enabling conditions is presented last in
this section.
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Program Evaluation Findings
A total of 118 community members enrolled in the partnership programs across seven
communities: 102 of these students were involved for one or more years of study,
representing 86.4% student retention at the end of the first year.

A special, ‘mature student’ admissions procedure was arranged with each partnering post-
secondary institution in which flexible prior learning criteria were used and students were
admitted as a cohort. Across partnership programs, the cohorts ranged from 10 to 22
students. Students were between 21 and 50 years of age. The average time since they had
been in full-time studies, typically at the secondary school level, was 11 years. A few had
been out of school for as long as 25 years, while two had graduated from high school just
three years before enrolling in the program.

The First Nations communities conducted their own application and preparatory programs
for students, based on locally established criteria and assessment procedures. Common
student selection criteria included:

■ A level of academic preparedness that suggested high probability of program completion
■ Fluency in written and spoken English
■ Personal health and stability
■ Positive relationships with children through work and/or family
■ Strong interest in Early Childhood Care and Development as a career.

Instructors

A total of 20 instructors were involved across the seven partnership programs. Qualified
instructors were recruited and contracted by each partnering First Nations community.
Instructors were then approved by the academic institution. Four of the seven partnerships
had at least one First Nations course instructor; Mount Currie First Nation had the
exceptional capacity to recruit instructors exclusively from their own community. While some
communities would have preferred to have more First Nations instructors, there is a shortage
of available, qualified First Nations educators in all professional training areas in Western
Canada. Some instructors were recruited from within the vicinity of the community, while
others were recruited from further away (e.g., one instructor was recruited from Quebec to
B.C. through a nation-wide First Nations newspaper). Relocation costs were an additional
expense borne by communities. In each partnership program at least one instructor was a
certified specialist in Early Childhood Education.

The program required the equivalent of two full-time instructors over five terms. Often three
or more people taught different course strands or subject areas. Retention of instructors who
relocated to the partner community was a serious challenge in the two most remote
partnerships. Instructors emphasized several needed supports:

■ Program of orientation to community conditions and cultural forms interaction
■ Formal introductions to key community members, especially Elders, band chief and

council members, and other educators involved in the community (e.g., staff of
independent schools on reserve, tutors involved in Open University course delivery)

■ Financial incentives including relocation and transportation allowances
■ Ongoing communication and supports from the university as well as the community, for

both academic purposes and morale.
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Partnership Arrangements

Two- and Three-Way Partnerships

Four of the seven programs were three-way partnerships, involving:

1 The First Nations community, which implemented and directed the program in their own
setting;

2 The University of Victoria, which provided the Generative Curriculum Model and the
curriculum resources;

3 A community college that had pre-existing ties with the community and which directly
supported program implementation in the community. In one program, classes took
place at Malaspina University-College, which is located on Cowichan Tribes reserve land.
Instructors were recruited from among existing college faculty, as were library and
computer resources and counselling supports. Two of the post-secondary partners were
specifically indigenous institutions: Nicola Valley Institute of Technology and
Saskatchewan Indian Institute of Technology.

In the three-way partnerships, transcripts showing courses taken and diplomas for program
completion were awarded by the community college. One exception was the partnership
with Nzen’man’ Child and Family Services, where disruptions in administration of the college
resulted in students requesting a transition to a two-way partnership for the final term of the
program. Students’ transcripts and diplomas were issued by the University of Victoria.

Three-way partnerships were more complex and required more communication to clarify
purposes and procedures. However, they forged a broader network of mutually supportive
parties for the capacity-building endeavour, and extended the reach of new learning about
how to partner effectively. This was especially important for the post-secondary institutions,
where many program arrangements guided by the Generative Curriculum Model, such as a
cohort-driven approach and co-constructing curriculum with Elders, broke new ground.

The first partnership, involving Meadow Lake Tribal Council, and the three most recent
programs among the seven studied in this evaluation were two-way partnerships. This had
several advantages:

■ fewer individuals who needed to develop working relationships
■ streamlined communications
■ increased ‘transparency’ of the institutional partner, easing the complexity of liaison by

community administrators.
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Elders

Elders were recruited from communities represented by members of the student cohort. Most
community partners recruited an ‘Intergenerational Facilitator’ who asked Elders to
participate in the program. Elders joined in the teaching process either in the classroom
setting or by allowing students to visit them in their homes to discuss topics that were part
of each course. Across the seven programs, the number of Elders who participated ranged
from 3 to 40. Each community had a slightly different way of identifying who was an Elder.
Generally, Elders were older adults who had demonstrated to community members that they
had knowledge and a wise perspective on the cultural identity and history of the community.

Community-based administrators

On average, a core group of approximately five community members emerged early in each
partnership to move into place the elements that were needed to enable program delivery.
This steering committee typically responded to input and feedback from a larger group
within the community, such as an education society, daycare society, employment and
training board, or Band chief and councillors. Each community had one or two individuals
who were the primary liaisons with a university-based liaison. Throughout all partnership
phases, the relationship between primary liaisons was crucial. In the evaluation, these
individuals emphasized the need for mutual respect, patience, tolerance of shortcomings, and
constructive responsiveness to both positive and negative feedback.

Practicum supervisors

The community identified suitable, accessible practicum sites for students to develop applied
competencies. Practicum supervisors at these sites were recruited by First Nations community
administrators. The supervisors were important not only because successful practica were
required by government in order to quality for certification in Early Childhood Education, but
also because the students depended upon them to provide a non-discriminatory, safe
atmosphere for developing new skills. Practicum supervisors ranged in their receptivity to
distinctive cultural viewpoints and approaches that the First Nations students often brought
to the practicum setting. More than half of the students depicted their own previous
experiences as young children in formal education settings as very destructive of their
concept of themselves as worthy and capable learners. They recalled many incidents
involving racism. In the evaluation, program graduates often described the role of the
practicum supervisors as pivotal in their ability to cope emotionally and function effectively
as trainees.

Institution-based team members

The University of Victoria team generally consisted of three part-time staff. Most staff were
involved in curriculum writing, revision, updating and resourcing. One specific role was
liaison with the community. One team member undertook administrative requirements such
as student registrations, submission of grades, requests for academic concessions, and
communications required to maintain operations.

16
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Program Timeline

PRE-PROGRAM DEVELOPMENT 

Contact with institution initiated by community 

Mobilize broad community and institutional will
Seek funding
Negotiate understandings
Confirm commitments

ORIENTATIONS FOR DIRECT PARTICIPANTS
PREPARATORY PROGRAM FOR STUDENTS

PROGRAM IMPLEMENTATION

POST-PROGRAM FOLLOW-UP
Support final student completions
Evaluate
Institution: Refine curriculum 
Community: Compile Elders’ teachings
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Partnership Roles and Responsibilities

Pre-program development phase

Timeline. Across the seven programs, there was a pre-program phase ranging from 1 to
5 years during which the community and institutional representatives were in contact. Within
the time frame of the whole partnership, this phase was the most variable. Several factors
affected the length of the pre-program phase:

■ Level of prior knowledge among community leaders about possible training models,
affecting time required for program selection and mobilization

■ Community organization and availability of leaders to become involved 
■ Accessibility of funding needed by the community to mount the program
■ Number of competing interests or initiatives in the community 
■ Frequency and severity of disruptive events in the community affecting the pace and

focus of pre-program preparation.

19

University of Victoria
✔  Ensure academic accreditation (course

work and education career ladder)
✔  Liaison with program administrators

(“point of entry” for third partner)
✔  Appoint instructors
✔  Register student cohort
✔  Provide curriculum resources using

Generative Curriculum Model
✔  Co-construct bicultural ECCD curriculum
✔  Design & conduct program evaluation
✔  Prepare and disseminate information on

partnership programs

First Nations Communities
✔  Initiate partnership based on needs and

objectives of community members
✔  Secure program funding
✔  Administer preparatory programs and full

training program
✔  Recruit student cohort and instructors
✔  Employ instructors and intergenerational

facilitator
✔  Co-construct bicultural ECCD curriculum
✔  Deliver program (classrooms/practica)
✔  Provide ongoing supports for students
✔  Participate in documentation/evaluation
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The long-term benefits of
offering a training
program that takes the
strengths, knowledge,
and skills of individuals,
so that they begin to feel
good about themselves, is
worth the dollar value.
Marie McCallum,
Administrator, Meadow Lake
Tribal Council

Specific recommendations about the kinds of preparatory activities that would be helpful
focused on:

■ assessment of community needs and goals for supporting children’s well-being 
■ exploration of cultural concepts about child care and development
■ mobilization of community participation and resources to enable strategic actions,

including fund raising for programs and development of partnerships.

Although local training institutions and consultants are available to provide introductory
workshops on needs assessment, child care, and proposal writing, they typically recapitulate
the shortcomings of mainstream post-secondary training for First Nations. They tend to be
problem-focused rather than oriented towards identifying and drawing upon strengths of the
community, and they assume uniformity across cultural groups about what communities
want for their children and how to achieve these goals. Rather than being useful preliminary
steps, these preparatory programs may actually undermine the culturally grounded,
community-involving orientation that needs to be brought out and amplified in capacity-
building initiatives using the Generative Curriculum Model.

Instructor orientation. All of the instructors identified the extensive curriculum
materials provided by the university-based team as an indispensable asset in preparing and
supporting them with a range of options for covering course material and involving Elders.
Most of the instructors who had relocated to the community to teach in the program
emphasized social challenges early in the program that they thought could be eased by 
pre-program orientation and assistance with becoming integrated into the community.
Challenges that instructors faced included:

■ cross-cultural communication and adaptation to cultural forms of interaction 
■ safety concerns
■ becoming sufficiently accepted by the community to be able to work with Elders and

other community resource people in the co-constructive curriculum process.

Elders and practicum supervisors – orientation needs. There was
no systematic approach to soliciting involvement of Elders or practitioners in children’s
services who could potentially serve as supervisors of the five practica that students would
undertake. Instead, these individuals were approached largely on an as-needed basis by
individual instructors or students, once the program was already in progress. Interviews with
Elders, supervisors, and instructors identified the need to involve these essential participants
as early as possible in program planning, and to have program print materials and
orientation meetings targeted for each of these groups.

Student preparation. Every community provided some preparatory programs for
students, including upgrading academic skills and introductions to Early Childhood
Education. Preparatory programs ranged from two weeks to one year across the seven
programs. Nevertheless, some program graduates compared their first weeks in the program
to being pushed into a cold lake! All program graduates had been out of formal schooling
for at least three years – some as many as 25 years. Students had experienced variable
success in previous schooling. Those who had attempted post-secondary programs had often
had disappointing experiences that had eroded self-confidence. First Nations cultures are
often described as ‘oral cultures’ and students needed to become more adept with reading
and writing in order to succeed in post-secondary education.

Community participants emphasized the need for preparatory programs developed according
to the principles of the Generative Curriculum Model and delivered by the institutional
partners as part of building relationships and establishing the community-involving approach
to the education program.

21

Setting the stage for program implementation. The critical nature of
activities and the many challenges of the pre-program phase were emphasized by
administrators both in communities and in post-secondary institutions.

■ Personal relationships of trust, reciprocity, and mutual assistance developed during this
time that affect whether a program comes to fruition.

■ Accessing funding. Administrators in some communities approached up to 30 different
potential sponsors.

■ Informing community members about the proposed program and mobilizing a broad
base of community interest and support.

■ Establishing a shared vision of the ‘mission’ of the partnership and the specific goals to
be achieved.

■ Clarifying and confirming agreements about core features of the program model and
content. In the First Nations Partnership Programs, this clarity was achieved through an
interactive process stimulated by discussion of a proposed Memorandum of
Understanding, which included guiding principles of the Generative Curriculum Model,
the courses that would be offered, and the credentials that would be attainable.

■ Clarifying partner roles and responsibilities.
■ Obtaining approvals from administrative representatives of the partnering post-secondary

institution(s).

In addition to co-constructing a supportive ecology and aspects of the broad framework for
program delivery, all of the concrete elements that would enable program implementation
were moved into place during the pre-program phase, for example:

■ selection of student cohort 
■ recruitment of intergenerational facilitators, instructors, Elders and practicum supervisors
■ establishment of the program funding and budget.

Most community-based administrators had never been directly involved in delivering a post-
secondary program on site. Many recounted the tremendous amount of work leading up to
formalization of the partnership and program start-up. Establishing community agency in
implementing program delivery in their own setting and involving as many community
members as possible was essential during this early stage of engagement. Institutional
partners could support the steps taken by community administrators. However, they avoided
taking the initiative or offering assistance when non-action and patience was likely to be
more productive of community self-direction and, ultimately, community-wide rallying to
support the initiative.

Tolerance of uncertainties. During the critical period before the program was
actually implemented, the conditions that would enable effective program delivery were
established. Administrators in the communities and at the post-secondary institutions
frequently remarked on the large number of ‘unknowns’ characterizing this initial phase,
describing this phase as the most “stressful” and “challenging.”

Orientation and preparation. The evaluation underscored the importance of
orientation and preparation for participants who would become directly involved in the
program. Typically, the institutional partners visited the community partners several times
prior to program start-up, and provided a range of information and anecdotal reports from
other program experiences in response to questions from prospective participants. However,
the research underlined the need for a more comprehensive and systematic approach to
prepare communities and instructors for a highly participatory program in which cultural
knowledge contributed by community members is highly valued.
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Costs

Average costs per student ranged from $4,000 to $5,000 per term, which was slightly
higher than the full cost per student in other post-secondary programs providing training in
Early Childhood Education. The program was more cost-effective when there were more
students in the cohort. However, costs varied considerably across programs due to other
factors as well, especially transportation requirements and availability of community resource
people to serve in instructor roles. For example, the two programs that had the highest cost
were the most remote. In the Treaty 8 partnership in northern British Columbia, students
from six disparate villages moved to a location central to all of them. Some students moved
their children with them. This strategy reduced the costs and hazards of extensive daily
travelling during dangerous winter weather, but increased the cost of rental accommodation
and transportation of Elders from villages to the centralized classroom. The living allowance
component of program funding was higher than for any other program, approximating the
support costs for students who move away from home to attend universities and colleges in
Western Canada. In the Tl’azt’en Nation partnership, students moved on three occasions to
the closest urban centre for periods of up to two weeks in order to access suitable practicum
sites. Also, more remote program locations were more costly for institution-based partners
to visit. Variability in program costs was not attributable to whether there was a two-way or
a three-way partnership.

In each partnership, at least 80% of the expenditures for the program remained within the
community. The communities delivered the program in their own facilities, provided their
own administrative and support services, and contracted with instructors who were either
community members or were recruited to the community for the duration of the program.

Approximately 20% of the costs were for: institutional liaison and support; provision of the
university-based curriculum materials that were combined with community-generated
course content; registration and recording of students’ progress in the program as required
for credentialing; pre-program and post-program liaison costs.

Funding challenges

The communities raised all of the funding both for community-based program
implementation and for institution-based program support. While this contributed to the
community’s sense of agency and control in the partnership, and their pride in successful
implementation, it also placed an inordinate financial burden on them and accounted for the
relatively high overall cost per student per term. The most serious challenge for the
partnerships was the absence of a base of operational funds, independent of funds raised by
the community, to support the involvement of the university-based team. The institution-
based team required funding for development of new course materials, updating existing
curriculum, travel to communities, liaison, and participation in community-initiated fund
raising activities.

A challenge for both the institution-based team and the partner communities was a lack of
funding to support involvement during the critical pre-program period and during post-
program follow-up. Funding for education and training is typically tied specifically to the
period when courses are being delivered. Also, funding is often based on a narrow
conception of what is involved in education and training. Thus, several of the community
partners had particular difficulty obtaining sufficient external funds to support Elder
involvement; the Intergenerational Facilitator’s role; students’ travel to and from practica;
and community events to elicit broad social participation in the program. For the institutional
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Program implementation

The program implementation phase ranged from 19 to 42 months. Variability depended
upon the expressed needs of the community partner. In the shortest program, with Treaty 8
Tribal Association, students were in class longer each day and took fewer, shorter breaks
between terms. This approach to program implementation was motivated by the uncertainty
of continued funding, and the fact that students had moved away from their villages, and
sometimes their families, into a nearby town. They were eager to return home. The longest
program was with Tl’azt’en Nation, where students began the program gradually, combining
a reduced course load with ongoing preparatory work in basic academic and study skills and
personal life skills. Subsequently, when students were ready to assume a full course load, a
series of tragic events necessitated several temporary cessations of the program. During this
program, every student experienced the death of one or more relatives. The pace of the
partnership program at Tl’azt’en Nation was also affected by frequent instructor turnovers,
and the difficulty of recruiting replacements.

Another factor that sometimes affected the pace of program activities was the difficulty that
students’ husbands had with their wives being fully occupied outside the home and with the
prospect of their becoming more confident, independent, and employed. Finally, because
many families depended upon seasonal hunting, fishing, and berry picking, the program
accommodated time off for students to pursue these important sustenance activities.

Post-program follow-up phase

No partnership ended on the day delivery of all the courses was completed. In order to
support students to successfully complete all the program requirements for the diploma, the
partnership continued actively throughout a post-program phase ranging from six to twelve
months. Across partnerships, an average of 70% of the students had small but necessary
steps in the program to complete, typically a final round of supervised practicum training or
final assignments for one or two courses. The most prevalent challenge to completion of the
full diploma program was the required university-level English course which communities
accessed through local colleges or through Open University distance education. A majority of
community-based program administrators affirmed the value of students becoming more
proficient in writing, reading, and speaking. However, students reported low confidence in
their ability to succeed and a mismatch between their perceived needs as practitioners and
the content and teaching model of the English courses that were available to them.
Participants recommended development of a new English course that would be:

■ taught on site
■ sensitive to First Nations needs and encompassing positive First Nations literature
■ tailored to the communication task demands of practitioners in early childhood and

youth services.
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The evaluation yielded largely anecdotal evidence of how the First Nations Partnership
Programs compared to other post-secondary training programs in Early Childhood Education
in terms of costs and benefits. Participants’ accounts and available information about other
programs enabled a few comparisons, as follows:

■ The First Nations Partnership Programs were slightly more costly and lengthy than other
programs.

■ The First Nations Partnership Programs were unique in enabling students to achieve
university credit for courses culminating in a two-year diploma that laddered into a
degree program.

■ The First Nations Partnership Programs were unique in Canada with regard to the extent
of community involvement in program delivery.

■ No other programs provided opportunities to develop locally relevant capacity through a
generated curriculum in which cultural knowledge, community conditions, and locally
articulated goals for children’s development figured centrally in what students learned
and how they were prepared to take on professional roles as leaders in their own
communities.

■ First Nations Partnership Programs outcomes ran against the tide, often described as
‘brain drain’, which has been abetted by other program delivery approaches. In other
programs, students are often required to leave their communities, or to study in isolation
from their communities while enrolled in a local program. When communities financially
support students to study in programs that remove them from their communities, either
geographically or socially or both, they rarely return to work in their communities. In
contrast, 95% of students who completed one or two years in the First Nations
Partnership Programs remained in their communities after the program, and most
assumed roles in community-based child and family serving program initiatives.

Overall, the lack of visible First Nations people practicing in the field of Early Childhood
Education and in other areas of child and youth services in Western Canada suggested that
mainstream post-secondary training programs have been largely inaccessible or ineffective in
supporting the growth of capacity in First Nations.

At the same time, a few positive program efforts were observed among some regional 
post-secondary institutions who were not involved in the First Nations Partnership Programs.
In British Columbia, College of New Caledonia is exploring ways of involving community
administrators in community-based program delivery. The University of Northern British
Columbia is making strides towards involving Elders and other community members in
curriculum decisions. Northern Lights College is delivering programs in or near First Nations
communities, using a combination of telelearning, tutors, and a cohort-driven delivery model.

The picture that vividly emerged from the evaluation of First Nations Partnership Programs
was of a tapestry of interwoven program elements and processes embedded in and actively
supported by a community-driven agenda. These mutually enhancing program characteristics
and the embeddedness of the program in communities were the most distinguishing
features of the First Nations Partnership Programs, compared to other programs of
professional training. The impacts of the partnership programs, beginning with individuals
and rippling out to the First Nations communities, are the focus of the next section of this
report.
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partners, inadequate funding seriously curtailed the capacity to reach out
to prospective community partners; to travel to communities; to build
relationships in communities; to support community efforts to mobilize
resources; and to help create conditions that would enable program
delivery.

Cost-benefit perspective

Evaluation participants underscored the benefits of the partnership
program to the community as a whole. Most participants contrasted this
investment in education and training with other training and employment
programs that have benefited students themselves but have had little or
no impact on other community members. Distinctive features of the First
Nations Partnership Programs that they pointed to were:

■ the unprecedented high rates of student retention and completion
■ the application of relevant training to community service development
■ the far reaching ripple effects of the partnership programs.

All the community-based administrators described in the interviews how they had considered
both social and economic goals of the community when making the decision to search for
funding to implement the training program. These administrators reported high levels of
satisfaction with the extent to which the program had furthered those goals.

Two partner communities offered financial data as a way of comparing the benefits of the First
Nations Partnership Programs. Both communities reported providing $17,000 per single
student per year when community members moved away to attend university or college. These
communities pointed out that their expenditures were often higher than this, because students
move their children and sometimes their partners with them. They reported that no more than
30% of community members who have gone away for education have completed the training
(reflecting national rates of First Nations student retention in post-secondary programs).
Further, many students who have completed their training have not returned to the community.
(The post-secondary administrator in one community noted that there recently appears to be a
gradual trend towards more graduates returning home.) Thus, the return on investment of post-
secondary funds in terms of capacity built to achieve community development goals was nearly
100% superior in the First Nations Partnership Programs compared to the conventional
practice of supporting First Nations students to go away for post-secondary training.

Cross-program comparisons 

Several unanticipated hindrances prevented detailed comparisons of First Nations Partnership
Programs with other post-secondary programs.

■ Post-secondary institutions in Canada cannot require students to identify their race or
ethnicity, making it impossible to obtain a reliable count of the number of First Nations
students.

■ The criteria for identification of individuals as ‘First Nations’ is itself problematic and
controversial, contributing to difficulties in obtaining reliable comparison information.

■ There was no uniformity in how post-secondary programs broke out their budgets or in
what they included as part of program delivery and what was supplementary or outside
the budget but nevertheless essential for students to complete the program. Also, there
was a reluctance to reveal cost information for purposes of program comparisons.

■ We were able to identify and contact very few First Nations students in Early Childhood
Education who had been enrolled in Early Childhood Education and, with the exception of
one program, most had not succeeded and were not eager to discuss their experiences.
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