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Abstract / Résumé

Post-secondary education is a key to comprehending present condit ions
a m o n g Canadian F i rs t Nations and to fashioning thei r h o p e s for the future.
Yet historians have neglected the subject. "Taking Hold of the T o o l s "
examines the experiences of one Ontar io Native community over a thirty-
year period: why its students selected part icular inst i tut ions and academic
programs, what they encountered at col leges and universities, subsequent
careers, and thei r recommendations for improving Native post-secondary
education. The author's f indings and analysis have important impl icat ions
for nat ional and provincial pol icy makers , for inst i tut ions of h igher learning,
and for F i r s t Nations educational leaders.
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L'enseignement poste-secondaire est la clef  à la compréhension des
condit ions présentes aux Premières Nations canadiennes et au façonne-
ment de leurs espérances pour l 'avenir. Pourtant les historiens ont négl igé
ce sujet. "S'Emparer des Instruments" examine les expériences d'une
communauté Natale d'Ontar io en une période de trente ans: pourquoi ses
étudiants ont c h o i s i des inst i tut ions et des programmes académiques
particulières, ce qu ' i l s ont éprouvé à des col lèges et universités, des
carrières postérieures et leurs recommendations pour amél iorer l 'enseigne-
ment poste-secondaire Natale. Les conclusions et l 'analyse de l 'auteur ont
des impl icat ions importantes pour les administrateurs de niveau national et
provincial prennant des décisions de princpe, les inst i tut ions d'enseigne-
ment supérieur et les dir igeants d'éducation des Premières Nations.
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Introduct ion

During the 1994-95 academic year, the Aboriginal Cultural/Learning
C e n t r e at Lambton Col lege in Samia, Ontario, s e r v e d the n e e d s of 120 F i rs t
Nation students from nearby Reserves . They made up 4.8 percent of the
student body. Natives dropping by between c l a s s e s found a h o m e y a tmos -
phere: comfortable chairs, carpeting, coat racks, a coffee pot, microwave,
small refrigerator, and w a l l scolor fu l ly decorated with paintings, pos te rs ,and
Native paraphernal ia. Men and w o m e n work ing on c lass assignments or
planning Aboriginal C e n t r e act iv i t ies ( f r o m minipowwows to peer tutor ing)
could use the s t u d y table, computers and printers, plus information posted
on the bulletin b o a r d s . Support staffer Hol ly Al t iman a s s i s t e d students with
thei r n e e d s , helped main ta in C e n t r e operations, and provided clerical
s u p p o r t for Counsellor Vi rg i l Nahdee, w h o s e off ice was part of the Centre.
His goal was to ass is t Aboriginal students from r u r a l R e s e r v e s who expe-
rienced di f f icul t ies when they entered the high-speed, urban, academic
w o r l d . Native enrol lments near ly tr ip led the last six yea rs , in part b e c a u s e
the Centre's programs helped them to feel comfortable at Lambton Col lege.
N a h d e e and Alt iman came from Walpole Island F i rs t Nation, located
twenty-five mi les s o u t h of the col lege at the St. Cla i r R i v e r del ta. Thirty
students attending Lambton that year were also Walpole community mem-
bers .¹

The experiences of Walpole Island p o s t - s e c o n d a r y students at
Lambton Col lege and at other inst i tut ions of h igher learning over the past
thirty y e a r s is the subject of this essay . Evidence reveals that the number
of attendees and graduates has mul t ip l ied dramat ical ly as have the efforts
of universit ies and col leges like Lambton to provide a supportive learning
environment for Aboriginal students. Equal ly noteworthy is the increased
control wh i ch Walpole Island F i rs t Nation has a s s u m e d over the funding of
its col lege and university students, and the degree to wh ich the R e s e r v e
has benef i ted from the post-secondary education of its m e m b e r s .

Walpole Island and other F i r s t Nations understand the histodc relat ion-
ship b e t w e e n education of the y o u n g and community well being. Today,
more than ever before, the f o c u s is on s t u d y beyond G r a d e 12. If "you ta lk
to any Indian leader in th is country," testi f ied G e o r g e Wat ts , president of
the Nuu-chah-nulth Tribal Counci l ,

you will not get an argument about the value post-secondary
education has brought to our communit ies... the real changes
are happening b e c a u s e our people are going to university and
taking thei r ski l ls and u s i n g them, with the k n o w l e d g e of our old
people, to s ta r t to make meaningful changes in our c o m m u -
nity.²
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Post-secondary education is a key to comprehending present condi-
t ions a m o n g Canadian F i rs t Nations and to fashioning thei r h o p e s for the
future. Education empowers people, and according to some Aboriginal
leaders the denial of it in the past helped account for "the unacceptable
social and economic conditions, pervasive in our communit ies t o d a y " ³F i r s t
Nations students who attended col lege and university c lasses , on the other
hand, experienced personal g row th , enhanced incomes, and the opportu-
ni ty to better se r ve thei r people. T h o s e who earned university degrees in
the late 1 9 8 0 s , for example, were 30 percent more l ike ly to find jobs and
received tw i ce the median income of Aboriginal secondary s c h o o l gradu-
a tes . The Chiefs of Ontar io bel ieved post-secondary education was impor-
tant for an addit ional reason: "First Nations self-government and the
acknowledgment of rights are meaningless, if we do not have the educated
and skil led people in our communities, to act on the principles of self-deter-
minat ion." The A s s e m b l y of F i r s t Nations concurred: post-secondary "edu-
cat ion plays a crucial role in the creation of F i r s t Nations professionals and
community leaders who will contribute to the development of the F i rs t
Nations."4

Aboriginal peop le accepted this rat ionale, and thei r demand for h igher
education increased dramatical ly. During the 1985-86 academic y e a r ,
5.800 F i rs t Nations men and w o m e n enrol led in university p r o g r a m s - - u p
from 60 students in 1960-61. Attendance at post-secondary inst i tut ions of
all t y p e s in 1985-86 was 11,170. Nine y e a r s la ter this jumped to 26,800.
Aboriginal students attending Ontario's Lakehead University rose from 4 to
400 b e t w e e n 1973 and 1993, for instance, and from 12 in 1983 to 400 ten
y e a r s  la ter  at Nicola Val ley Institute of Technology in British Columbia. 5

Besides the attent ion of Aboriginal leaders, the snowballing d e m a n d
for post-secondary education s t e m m e d from at least f ive other factors: the
g r o w i n g F i rs t Nations populat ion ( f r o m 224,164 in 1966 to 511,791 in 1991);
increased success at the s e c o n d a r y level (in 1960-61, on ly 3.4 percent of
o n - R e s e r v e students remained until G r a d e 12 after consecutive y e a r s of
schooling; in 1991-92, the percentage was 53.6); more relevant programs
at post-secondary institutions; and better access to these col leges and
universities. Pol i t ical e v e n t s s i n c e the 1 9 6 0 s also stimulated the demand
for post-secondary training. The notorious 1969 W h i t e Paper, wro te histo-
rian J.R. Mil ler, "initiated two decades of political and constitutional struggle
by native peoples." The i r leaders understood, w i t h o u t question, the contr i-
but ion of h igher education to F i rs t Nations self-government and economic
self-sufficiency.6

Increased enrol lment d e m a n d s strained the f inancial s u p p o r t sys tem
for Aboriginal students and provoked controversy a b o u t access and pro-
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g rams . The Department of Indian Affairs established a post-secondary
student assistance program in the late 1960s "to c l o s e the educational gap
b e t w e e n  Indians and Inui t ,  and the non-Native populat ion in Canada. ''7 For
twen ty y e a r s federal funding kept pace with skyrocketing student demand.
Appropriations more than doubled b e t w e e n 1986-87 and 1992-93 when
they reached $201.3 million. Still th is  was insuff icient to s u p p o r t  all F i r s t
Nations cont inuing students, recent high s c h o o l  graduates, and m a t u r e
students who s o u g h t a col lege and university education. "The current rate
of government funding will barely main ta in the status quo," complained the
Chiefs of Ontar io in 1991, "and the gap in leve ls of education and part ic i -
pat ion rates b e t w e e n F i rs t Nations and the Canadian populat ion will con-
t inue to w i d e n . " The Chiefs argued, too, that post-secondary s u p p o r t was
an Aboriginal r ight guaranteed by ear l ier land cession treaties. Indian Affairs
disagreed. The on-going debate a b o u t access to higher education high-
l ighted its importance to Native communit ies across Canada. The i r ques t
for self-determination also prompted F i rs t Nations to take administrative
responsibil i ty for over 90 percent of the federal post-secondary student
s u p p o r t  program budget by 1995.8

Besides access to col leges and universities, Aboriginal leaders w a n t e d
thei r students, upon arr ival , to find cul tural ly appropriate programs. Testi-
mony that this was not the case came in part from success rates. In the
mid-1980s, only 25 percent of F i r s t Nation students who started university
programs earned a degree, compared to 55 percent of non-Native students.
Col lege and university life c a u s e d culture s h o c k among F i rs t Nation men
and w o m e n from r u r a l and often isolated Reserves . Coping with the
academic w o r k l o a d , m o n e y problems, fami ly worr ies , a new social life, and
plain loneliness c a u s e d many Aboriginal students to w i t h d r a w and return
home. Counsell ing programs and Aboriginal s u p p o r t g r o u p s for t hese
isolated students are recent developments. F i r s t Nations leaders also hope
that col leges and universit ies will adjust the i r curriculums to the special
n e e d s of Aboriginal students who "do not want to be assimilated" and who
"have the i r  own historical realit ies.''9

Despite the importance of h igher education to F i rs t Nation communities,
most studies have focused on (1) Indian control of Reservation schools, (2)
Indian parent involvement in off-Reservation pub l ic s c h o o l s , to wh i ch older
chi ldren are s e n t , and (3) attempts to s o l v e the very serious dropout
problem. Scholars have neglected the changing historical patterns of Indian
post-secondary education. The Canadian government compiles only na-
t ional data, and these figures do not exp la in why more students have been
enrol l ing and what t y p e s of inst i tut ions they attend. Nor do we know much
a b o u t historical c h a n g e s in thei r educational experiences, funding, d ip lo-
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mas and d e g r e e s granted, or subsequent employment history. To answer
these and other signif icant questions, pol icy m a k e r s - - i n O t t a w a and else-
w h e r ein C a n a d a - - m u s t have grass roots studies about the post-secondary
experiences of indiv idual Native communities.

Walpole Is land Fi rs t Nation

Walpole Island F i rs t Nation is an exemplary community for such a s t u d y
b e c a u s e the education of its members mirrored the history of nat ional
trends. Located on the rich St. Clair River deltat wenty miles south of Samia,
Ontario, the R e s e r v e consists of five islands covering 58,000 a c r e s as well
as unceded lands and wate rs in Lake St. Cla i r and the St. Cla i r River.
Walpole is home to over 3,000 Ojibwa, O t t a w a ,  and Potawatomi Indians.
The community straddles strategic north-south and east-west transporta-
tion routes, and thus has played important roles--pol i t ical, economic, and
cultural--since the prehistoric era. More recently the R e s e r v e has been a
national leader in the f ight for Indian self-determination. In the mid-1960s
Walpole was the first Canadian R e s e r v e to remove its Indian agent and
beg in to res to re self-government. A flurry of Band-ini t iated act iv i t ies fol-
lowed: construction of a bridge to the Ontar io mainland, establishment of a
B a n d - o w n e d farm, improved housing and social services, and the encour-
agement of tourism. A m o n g the first projects insti tuted by the C h i e f and
Counci l was a new central school. Yet this was only a s ta r t at tackling the
serious educational problems on the island, w h e r e on ly 2.9 percent of Band
members were educated beyond G r a d e 9. Since then Walpole has ex-
panded the day s c h o o l and in 1990 took charge of its programs for chi ldren
from pre-kindergarten through G r a d e 8. Boys and gi r ls then leave the island
to attend nearby Wallaceburg District Secondary School , w h e r e overal l
success rates have improved signi f icant ly during the last two d e c a d e s .10

D r a m a t i c c h a n g e s in p o s t - s e c o n d a r y education have also p l e a s e d
Walpole's B o a r d of Education. During the 1973-74 academic year, for
example, 8 islanders were ful l - t ime students at post-secondary institutions.
T w e n t y y e a r s la ter the number had jumped to 90, with 25 more enrol led as
part-t ime students.11

Methodology

To understand these local developments since the mid-1960s, Native
voices must be heard: the thoughts and feel ings of Walpole Island col lege
and university students who were active part icipants in the educational
process. The author, following accepted protocol,  presented his credent ia ls
and research proposal to the Walpole Island C h i e f and Counci l and the
newly-elected B o a r d of Education. Permission was generously granted in
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1993. Next, the author identified 169 persons who had been admit ted to
col lege and university programs during the previous thirty yea rs . He se-
lected a sample of 67 (39.6 percent of the tota l ) to interview. The i r post-sec-
ondary experiences represented three t ime periods: 1965-74, 1975-84, and
1984-94. The author developed questions for t hese informants in consult-
at ion with Walpole Island education leaders. He conducted the interviews
during 1994 after first obtain ing signed consent f o r m s wh ich explained the
project and promised anonymity to interviewees. The i r candid and detai led
r e s p o n s e s - - t h e h e a r t of this s t u d y - - a r e an important expression of historic
Walpole Island educational experiences. This data and the author's analy-
sis have important impl icat ions for nat ional and provincial pol icy makers ,
for inst i tut ions of h igher learning, for the Walpole Island B o a r d of Education,
and for other F i r s t Nations.

Ambitions

Over the years , s e v e r a l factors have inf luenced Walpole students'
choices of post-secondary inst i tut ions and academic programs. Of the 67
interviewees, 47 (70.1 percent) graduated from Wallaceburg District Sec-
ondary School . The 20 others attended high schools e l sewhere in south-
west Ontar io and the United States or entered col lege as m a t u r e students.
Most col lege and university students were thus under the strong inf luence
of the i r home community and its neighboring secondary s c h o o l when they
made choices about higher education.

Fifty-f ive informants identified specif ic ind iv idua ls or groups--families,
teachers and counsellors, and peers - -who s h a p e d thei r decisions to attend
col lege or university. Fifty-three percent of the respondents n a m e d thei r
famil ies. Parents, siblings, relatives, and for o lder students thei r s p o u s e s
and chi ldren, encouraged the interviewees to p u r s u e higher education,
even if fami l ies did not fu l l y understand what was involved. Wallaceburg
District Secondary School teachers and Native counsellors helped con-
vince 15 respondents to attend post-secondary institutions. Non-Native
academic counsellors strongly affected only 11 interviewees out of 67.
Nearly as important as teachers and counsellors in inf luencing the inform-
ants were Native and non-Native p e e r s who also contemplated higher
education. In a couple c a s e s students rejected peer advice to shun more
education. T h r e e of the 67 interviewees claimed they were ent i re ly self-mo-
t ivated. T h u s , the prime motivators of Walpole Island post-secondary
students s i n c e 1965 were fami ly and s c h o o l associates (friends, teachers,
and counsellors).

The inf luence of fami ly and thei r home community was manifested as
well in the choice of educational institutions. Most were in southwest
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Ontario, a few hours by car from Walpole Island: the University of Windsor,
St. C la i r College (Windsor, Chatham), Lambton College (Sarnia), Fan-
shawe College (London), and the University of Western Ontario (London).
Other schools attended by at least two students from the Walpole sample
included Eastern Michigan University (Ypsilanti, Michigan), University of
Waterloo (Waterloo, Ontario), and Ontario Police College (Aylmer).

Institutional affiliations of the Walpole student 30-year sample corre-
lated closely with another group for which general data is available: the 115
islanders who took post-secondary courses during the 1993-94 academic
year. The latter group also attended a diverse group of 17 universities (11
in Canada and 6 in the United States) and 24 colleges (17 in Canada and
7 in the United States). Yet those institutions with 5 or more Walpole
students were, with the exception of Trent University, close to home in
southwestern Ontario and the Detroit metropolitan area: the University of
Windsor, St. C la i r College, Lambton College, the University of Western
Ontario, and Macomb Community College. Another similarity was the
percentages attending universities rather than colleges. For the 1993-94
cohort it was 33.9 and for the Walpole sample used in this study it was
35.8.12

E x p e r i e n c e s

Although closeness to Walpole characterized these students through-
out secondary and post-secondary studies, they showed a variety of
academic interests. Between the mid-1960s and mid-1980s, one third to
one half the males from the Walpole sample took classes on trade skills.
Since then the i r aspirations have broadened to include Native studies,
human services, policing, and business. Business administration, office
management, secretarial training, and education were favorite fields for
Walpole w o m e n throughout the time period, This pattern was s imi larto the
academic interests of the 115 Walpole Island students who took classes
during the 1993-94 school year. Sixty-eight (59.1 percent) enrolled in the
following programs:

Human services, counselling, health 18
Business 17
Education 12
General arts and sciences 8
Law, law enforcement 5
Native studies 4
Theo logy 4

68
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The Walpole sample attended institutions fairly close to the i r Reserve.
Colleges and universities tried to make new students feel welcome during
the past thirty years, according to 86.6 percent of those interviewed, yet a
"post-secondary trauma" occurred when First Nation students left the
"warm and cozy" reserve community and ventured onto college and univer-
sity campuses where Natives made up less than 5 percent of the student
body.13 Often they felt isolated, lonely, and full of self-doubt. Once classes
began, the challenges of higher education hit them hard. They needed help
budgeting the i rt ime, taking notes, preparing for tests, managing stress, and
with o ther life and academic skills. Because so many from Walpole were
o lderstudents, they had even more to cope with: family pressures; money,
housing, and transportation problems; plus community demands on the i r
t ime. Cultural alienation on campus, the frequent lack of a support group,
and no place to call the i ro w n - - t o be themselves--all made post-secondary
survival especially challenging for Aboriginal students.

Aware of these difficulties, the Province of Ontario created in 1991 an
incentive program for colleges and universities: the Aboriginal Education
and Training Strategy. The Ministry of Education and Training would
provide funds

to increase the number of Aboriginal counselors employed by
postsecondary institutions...to enhance the range and qualify
of specialized support services available to Aboriginal stu-
dents... [and] to encourage the development and start up of:
Aboriginal curricula which supports the cultural, social and
economic needs of Aboriginal people; innovative and flexible
delivery of Aboriginal programs; and, jo in t college/university
Aboriginal program initiatives.14

Support from this program helped establish the Aboriginal Cultural/Learning
Centre at Lambton College. Its Aboriginal Council on Education was
composed of representatives from the college and its Native constituencies:
the Chippewas of Sarnia, Walpole Island First Nation, Chippewas of Kettle
and Stoney Point, Muncey Delaware Nation, Moravian Delaware First
Nation, Chippewas of the Thames, and Onyota'a:ka. The Aboriginal Council
provided liaison with these Native communities and set policies for the
Centre, whose accomplishments were reviewed each year at the provincial
level. A member of the Aboriginal Council also sat on Lambton College's
Board of Governors.15 Walpole Island students benefited from similar
programs at the University of Western Ontario, St. C la i r College, the
University of Windsor, and at other institutions.

During the 1990s, Native post-secondary counsellors like Virgil Nahdee
at Lambton College were the keys to successful social and academic
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integrat ion. We have provided a "cushion" for Native students that did not
previously exist, observed one counsellor. Advisers have offered many
social services as well; they helped orient students to c a m p u s life, assisted
them in deal ing with troublesome personal i ssues , established a gathering
place, and encouraged Native student organizations. T h e s e in turn s p o n -
s o r e d pot lucks , parties, gues t speakers , and other informal functions.
Perhaps most important, the counsellors were fe l low Abor ig inals whom
students could t rus t and with whom students could bond. Once established,
th is personal bridge expanded into a s u p p o r t ne twork and thus increased
dramat ical ly the students' chances for "survival." Native counsellors also
exerted g r e a t inf luence academical ly. They gave hope and direct ion. They
convinced first-year students that they were not alone. A d v i s e r s referred
students to s t u d y skil ls workshops and general ly helped them deal with the i r
"skeletons" of past fai lure. Aboriginal student centers offered computers,
peer tutors, s t u d y rooms , resource materials, and fe l low Natives engaged
in the same educational endeavors.16

Counsellors' act iv i t ies extended beyond Native students. Liz C h a m b e r -
lain at the University of W i n d s o r has recruited post-secondary students from
R e s e r v e s as far north as Saul t Ste. Mar ie and Sudbury. Here she also held
workshops for G r a d e 9s and 10s. Many of t hese youngsters l ived in poverty,
had little contact with secondary s c h o o l counsellors, and had not even
considered university education--unti l Chamberlain arrived. R u s s e l l
Nahdee, the Native Counsellor at St. Cla i r Col lege, has advocated at both
c a m p u s e s for Aboriginal students and programs. Moreover he has pro-
moted cultural awareness a m o n g faculty and staff. During the spring of
1994, for example, he arranged for interested col lege employees to tour his
Walpole Island home. 17

W a l p o l e i n t e r v i e w e e s ' e x p e r i e n c e s reflected t h e s e inst i tut ional
c h a n g e s . Of the 43 .who took post-secondary c l a s s e s b e t w e e n 1965 and
1984, only 5 (11.6 percent) were a w a r e of Native s u p p o r t programs. One
informant commented that back then you " j u s t bit the bul le t and dea l t with
it yourself." During the last decade, on the other hand, 11 (47.8 percent) of
the 23 col lege and university students knew of special services ava i lab le to
them.

Although thei r numbers remained s m a l l on c a m p u s e s , Aboriginal stu-
d e n t s s o u g h t out one another. "Hel l w o u l d be a place w h e r e t h e r e are no
Native peoples," commented one. Not surprisingly, three-quarters of the
Walpole Islanders reported that they had contact with other Native stu-
d e n t s - - m a n y on a regular bas i s , and the percentage varied little throughout
the 30 year period u n d e r study.
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An effective strategy used by most Walpole informants to cope with
post-secondary chal lenges was staying c l o s e to thei r Reserve. One-third
commuted regular ly b e t w e e n thei r h o m e s and c a m p u s e s . W o m e n travel led
more than men, probably b e c a u s e of household responsibil it ies. T h o s e who
l ived on c a m p u s or rented r o o m s n e a r b y also visited Walpole regularly.
From 1965-94, 2 2 - 5 0 percent journeyed back to the island at least once a
w e e k . They often s p e n t s u m m e r s at home as well.

Once they adjusted to col lege and university life, Walpole respondents
had high p r a i s e for the i r academic training. Secondary schools had pre-
pared 80 percent of the islanders well for h igher education, in the i r judg-
ment. Only nine interviewees complained about the impersonality of large
col lege and university c l a s s r o o m s or about faculty who were unfr iendly or
harbored stereotypes about Native people. Students more often expressed
p r a i s e for respectful teachers and excitement about the k n o w l e d g e they
conveyed. When asked about the qual i ty of the i r post-secondary education,
all but one islander was pleased, and the lone dissenter grumbled b e c a u s e
he was not chal lenged enough. A m o n g the posit ive comments were : "good
qual i ty,"  "good skil ls and treated well," "usable and practical," "excel lent!
I 'm proud of that place and to have graduated."

Enrol lment and attendance patterns as well as program complet ion
rates of Walpole interviewees indicated that they were proud, determined,
ambit ious ( I ' m not f inished yet") first generation students "testing the
waters" of h igher education. Of the 60 who responded to a question about
the i r y e a r s of h igher education, 29 (48.3 percent) had t a k e n only 1 or 2
years . Islanders with 3-4 y e a r s numbered 19 (31.7 percent), and 12 (20
percent) accumulated 5 or more years . A sl ight ly h igher percentage of
w o m e n (51.3) were in the 1-2 year category than the men ( 4 3 5 ) . Forty-eight
from the Walpole sample commented on thei r attendance. Roughly half
(57.9 percent of the men and 51.7 percent of the w o m e n ) took classes each
term; the rest followed a less regular schedule b e c a u s e of the need to w o r k ,
fami ly d e m a n d s , and personal problems. The i r in-and-out attendance pat-
tern coupled with the large n u m b e r of islanders with 1-2 years of h igher
education suggested a community wh i ch was just beginning to take hold of
the too ls offered by col leges and universities.

Academic persistence yielded important rewards. Of the 67 Walpole
interviewees, 70 percent f inished at least one academic program and
e a r n e d col lege cert i f icates/diplomas or bachelors/masters d e g r e e s .
Twenty-one percent did not complete thei r cou rsew o r k , and 9 percent were
st i l l in school. One received an M.A. degree. W o m e n showed a sl ight ly
h igher complet ion rate than men: 74.4 percent v e r s u s  64.3. A m o n g  t hose
f inishing programs b e t w e e n 1965 and 1994, two-thirds obtained certi f icates
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and diplomas and one-third earned d e g r e e s . The experiences of the
Walpole sample once aga in sugges t that they were not radical ly dif ferent
from all island col lege and university students who were funded during the
1993-94 s c h o o l y e a r . Certi f icate and dip loma programs attracted 58.8
percent, w h i l e 41.2 percent enrol led in degree programs.

Financial dependence went hand-in-hand with academic persistence
and success during the col lege and university yea rs . Coming from an
economically-depressed community, f i r s t generation Walpole students un-
derstandably needed assistance with higher education e x p e n s e s . Only four
p e r s o n s from the sample paid for signif icant port ions of the i r own education.
For most of the others, Indian Affairs subsidized thei r tu i t ion and books and
provided a monthly l iv ing allowance. Travel assistance was also avai lable.
T h e s e c o s t s increased even after Walpole Island F i rs t Nation took over
administrative responsibil i ty in the late 1980s for the federal post-secondary
student s u p p o r t program. During the 1992-93 Fiscal Y e a r , for example,
Walpole a s s i s t e d 133 students, 122 of whom were full t ime and 11 part t ime.
As a g r o u p  they received $956,325, an average of $7,190.41 per student. 18

B a s e d on these post-secondary experiences, Walpole interviewees
had some advice for the local administrators of the higher education student
s u p p o r t program. Limi ted federal dol lars and the g r o w i n g Native d e m a n d
for post-secondary assistance necessitated accountabi l i ty. All serious un-
dergraduate and graduate students should have a c h a n c e to take col lege
and university c lasses , but the i r g r a d e s must be monitored and each term
they ought to make p rog ress toward graduation. No longer fundable were
"professional students" who used assistance money as a type of welfare--
"partying" and switching from major to major and inst i tut ion to inst i tut ion.
Clearly some of t hese ind iv idua ls had a b u s e d the student s u p p o r t program,
and Walpole informants felt strongly that they should no longer be tolerated.
Blame did not rest ent i re ly on them, according to Roslynn M c C o y , a f o r m e r
Supervisor/Counsellor of Walpole's Post-Secondary Counsell ing Services
Program. In May 1992 she observed that no one took responsibil i ty for

the enormous abuses....This specif ic situation was created
and nurtured by the Department of Indian Affairs all the y e a r s
that they administered the post secondary program. The prob-
lem was a lack of expectations, standards and accountabi l i ty
for results .. . . An addit ional factor centered on the avai lab i l i ty
of seemingly l imit less f u n d s . Th is created an att i tude that the
m o n e y will a lways be there.., much was t a k e n for granted and
diminished responsibil i ty of DIA to Native people and indiv idual
responsibil i ty to one's self and community. T h e s e are tough
l e s s o n s but l e s s o n s  learned. 19
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A f t e r taking over administrat ion of the post-secondary student s u p p o r t
program, Walpole Island emphasized counsel l ing and accountabi l i ty.
Higher education Native counsellors pr ior to 1989 were rarely ava i lab le to
Walpole students ei ther at the col leges and universit ies or at home. Mar-
shall George, a Native employee of the Department of Indian Affairs who
was headquartered in London, al located f u n d s to Aboriginal students in
southwest Ontar io for eighteen years , but he was not from the island or
readi ly ava i lab le  for  academic and personal consultations. 20 Since the ear ly
1 9 9 0 s , Walpole has had a ful l - t ime post-secondary counsellor who advises
col lege- and university-bound secondary students, administers the f inancial
s u p p o r t program, provides academic and social advice to p e r s o n s attending
post-secondary c lasses , monitors the i r progress, and ass i s t s them with
s u m m e r  employment and f ind ing jobs af ter graduation. 21

On the Job

Upon complet ing thei r academic programs, with assistance from Indian
Affairs and, after 1989, island post-secondary counsellors, Walpole inter-
v i e w e e s held a variety of j o b s - - f r o m government employees, administra-
to rs , off ice workers, and pol icemen to the bui ld ing t r a d e s and data
processing--while mainta in ing strong community connections. Of the 66
who responded to employment questions, only 4 (6 percent) had worked
consistently off the Reserve. Another 30 (45.5 percent) found posit ions over
the y e a r s both on and off the island. The rest had jobs on the Reserve, were
st i l l in school, had n e v e r found w o r k , or were retired. The largest employer
of col lege and university graduates was Walpole Island F i rs t Nation. Sixty-
three percent of the male and 84.6 percent of the female informants had
worked or were st i l l employed by local government service programs.
T h e s e included administrators, off ice workers, educators, heal th care and
environmental specialists, pol icemen, computer programmers, and em-
ployment counsellors. The concentration of workers on the island was due
in part to the i r s e n s e of obl igat ion. Of the forty who answered th is question,
25 (62.5 percent) felt duty-bound to use thei r new post-secondary skil ls for
the community's benef i t . More men (76.9 percent) e x p r e s s e d this commit-
ment than w o m e n (55.6 percent). Also, the strength of responsibil i ty to work
at home lessened somewha t over t ime: from 70 percent for the 1965-74
c o h o r t and 70.6 (1975-84) to 46.2 percent for t hose who attended c l a s s e s
b e t w e e n 1985 and 1994.

Walpole Islands' response to its post-secondary graduates was heart-
ening. Eighty percent of the 46 who responded bel ieved that the community
appreciated thei r h igher education skills. T h e s e strongly posit ive percep-
t ions held by men and w o m e n continued throughout the 30-year t ime f r a m e
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of this study. The five interviewees with negative v i e w s focused on the C h i e f
and Counci l , w h i c h , it was claimed, did not fu l l y use the skil ls of recent
graduates and sometimes hired less qual i f ied p e r s o n s b e c a u s e of the i r
fami ly connections.

Recommendations

Sixty-seven islanders concluded thei r interviews with recommenda-
t ions for improving Native post-secondary experiences. Respondents
spoke of t h r e e general n e e d s : better preparation for col lege- and univer-
sity-bound students, improved c a m p u s s u p p o r t for Natives, and greater
understanding a m o n g islanders about h igher education's importance. The
dist i l led w isdom of t hese informants, tempered by personal experience,
war ran ts serious attent ion by pol icy makers . A more detai led composite of
t hese suggestions fo l l ows .

Besides the s u p p o r t of lov ing and caring fami ly m e m b e r s , Walpole
youngsters must be better prepared for the chal lenges of col lege and
university life by thei r home community and local schools. The Walpole
B o a r d of Education and its employees, such as the post-secondary coun-
sellor, should ident i fy students who are motivated and academical ly r e a d y
for h igher education. For them the B o a r d should s p o n s o r s u m m e r prepara-
tory workshops. Attendees w o u l d learn that col lege and university success
depended on thei r commitment, self-discipl ine, and willingness to do thei r
very best. " T h e r e is no authority over you. You must be your own authority."
T h e r e is "no magic formula to succeed, no easy way around." You just have
to "buckle down and do it." Students must be alerted very ear ly that the
work will be h a r d . Col lege- and university-bound men and w o m e n also
needed tips on handl ing l i fe 's inev i tab le personal problems. For Walpole
Islanders these included discouragement and loneliness, the st ress of
demanding pro fesso rs , and the pain of racism. Finding solutions to these
di f f icul t ies w o u l d involve bui ld ing a s u p p o r t g r o u p of teachers and fe l low
s t u d e n t s - - N a t i v e as well as non-Native--and talking to counsellors. Per-
s o n a l goal setting might also be an important part of each s u m m e r ' s
workshop, for success depended on the individual. You must bel ieve in
yourself and stay focused on what you want to do. "Don't let others drag
you d o w n . " "Stick with your d r e a m and don't lose your vision." T a l k s by
success fu l col lege and university students could motivate workshop atten-
dees and get them thinking about professional options. F ie ld trips to nearby
educational inst i tut ions w o u l d also be enl ightening. Final ly, the workshops
should stimulate Walpole men and w o m e n to he lp one another w h i l e away
from h o m e - - t o be teachers themselves.
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Interviewees had addit ional suggestions for the i r B o a r d of Education.
It should arrange work experiences for secondary s c h o o l students on and
off the R e s e r v e to p r e p a r e them for "wha t the outside w o r l d is l ike." On the
job they w o u l d learn t ime and m o n e y management, to become more
responsible, and beg in to g rasp the importance of education. B e c a u s e t h e r e
can n e v e r be enough community recognit ion for post-secondary students,
one informant suggested a Walpole Student Hall of Fame to h o n o r aca-
demic achievements--"all the way b a c k . " Final ly, the B o a r d of Education
as well as the C h i e f and Counci l must encourage skill upgrading among its
own employees and then hire/promote islanders with enhanced abil i t ies. If
th is were not done, it w o u l d discourage ambit ious post-secondary students.

Interviewees further felt that Walpole Island Day School , administered
by the B o a r d of Education, and District Secondary S c h o o l should do more
to encourage and p r e p a r e Natives for h igher education. This ought to s ta r t
with G r a d e 6 students rather than waiting unt i l s e c o n d a r y school. Teachers
must work harder to help Aboriginal youngsters discover and develop thei r
skills. English composit ion and computer l i teracy were part icular ly impor-
tant for the col lege and university bound as well as forming good homework
habits. T h e s e goals could be more easi ly reached if Wallaceburg high
s c h o o l employed some Native teachers. Also crit ical were caring Aboriginal
counsellors who aggressively s o u g h t out good students and encouraged
them to prepare for university as well as col lege experiences. Advisers
should help students visualize the many opportunit ies that a w a i t them after
graduation from post-secondary institutions, inc luding coming back to the
island to se rve thei r people.

Walpole interviewees who attended c l a s s e s pr ior to the mid-1980s
suggested s e v e r a l ways to improve col lege and university s u p p o r t of
Aboriginal students. Institut ions like Lambton Col lege have already imple-
mented many of t hese ideas, as noted above: orientat ions geared toward
Natives' special n e e d s , on-campus social and academic counsel l ing, F i r s t
Nation student organizations, and drop-in centers.

Final ly, island respondents repeatedly emphasized "gett ing the word
out" to y o u n g people about the importance of education for individuals and
for the Native community. True, the transit ion to col lege or university was
rough; but you "have to get past that," and once you do, you "feel good
a b o u t yourself." I f you are not sure what you wan t , take a general arts and
sciences curriculum. Go part t ime, if you have to. Go nights, if necessary.
Pay for Glasses yourself, if need b e - - b u t go. The more education you have,
the better job you will get and the higher salary. You can n e v e r learn too
m u c h , and once on the job you can n e v e r stop learning.
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Conclusion

Regarding the "dismantl ing" of the Department of Indian Affairs in
Manitoba, Minister Ronald A Irwin remarked in November, 1994: "You can't
have self-government w i t h o u t self-sufficiency and you can't have self-suf-
f iciency w i t h o u t the skills. The Chiefs and Elders know this, that is why
education is so important. ''22 Walpole Island First Nation exemplif ied this
important l inkage b e t w e e n education and community well being. Walpole
s h a p e d the academic ambit ions of y o u n g men and w o m e n , and was in turn
strengthened by returning col lege and university students. They brought
home the too ls needed to m a n a g e thei r community and f ight for its rights
on the provincia l , national, and international levels.

Sixty-seven interviewees explained the process : from selection of the i r
inst i tut ions and c a m p u s adjustment problems to putt ing thei r too ls to work
following graduation. Mos t respondents graduated from nearby Wallace-
burg District Secondary School , s o u g h t h igher education b e c a u s e of paren-
tal encouragement, and enrol led at c a m p u s e s rather c l o s e to the Reserve.
Two thirds chose col lege programs and one third university. Interviewees
had high praise for the i r academic training. B e t w e e n 1965 and 1994, t hese
student characteristics changed very little. Academic interests, on the other
hand, have broadened over t ime for both men and w o m e n . The s h o c k of
attending u r b a n institutions, even those not too far from h o m e , has not
lessened. Some help came in the late 1980s when s e v e r a l col leges and
universities, s p u r r e d on by the Province of Ontario, established Aboriginal
s u p p o r t programs. Native academic and social counsellors now coordinate
a variety of services for Walpole students at Lambton Col lege and at other
c a m p u s e s . Enrol lment, attendance, and program complet ion patterns sug-
gest that ambit ious post-secondary students from the island struggled
might i l y to stay in school, often had to drop out for a t ime, but as a g r o u p
(70 percent of the Walpole sample) f inished at l e a s t one academic program.
Whi le "testing the w a t e r s " of h igher education, t hese f i r s t generation stu-
d e n t s depended on financial aid from Indian Affairs, e i ther administered by
Marshall George's off ice or, af ter 1989, by Walpole's post-secondary coun-
sellor. Respondents directed thei r two major complaints to Indian Affairs for
"capping" post-secondary student s u p p o r t al locat ions in the 1990s and for
not closely monitor ing student p rog ress pr ior to 1989. Final ly, the employ-
ment history of the Walpole sample documented that the island was the
m a j o r beneficiary of post-secondary education. Most graduates have re-
turned home b e c a u s e they felt a responsibil i ty to the i r fami ly and friends
and b e c a u s e they bel ieved thei r new too ls were appreciated.

Since too ls often get rusty, wear out, and must be replaced by new
technology, student interviewees had s e v e r a l important suggestions about
higher education for the next generation of Walpole Islanders. Some
recommendations dea l t with colleges, universit ies and Wallaceburg District
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Secondary School, but most focused on how the community could best help
itself. Most promising were the summer workshops and on-the-job experi-
ences, which would better prepare Native students for academic and social
challenges away from home. Finally, post-secondary students must neve r
have reason to doub t the i r community's support for education.

The implications of these recommendations are varied and full of
significance. Provincial and national policy makers must not weaken their
post-secondary student support for Native communities like Walpole Island.
If possible, funding ought to be expanded to keep pace with the rising
demands of these historically disadvantaged Canadians. Ontario should
continue to encourage its secondary schools, colleges, and universities to
address the special academicand social needs of Native students. Fighting
for education dollars is a major responsibility of the Assembly of First
Nations, the national advocacy group for Aboriginal peoples, but it must
also help proclaim the success stories of communities like Walpole Island.
Individual achievements of its post-secondary students and how they, as a
group, have impacted the i r home Reserve are worthy of further study and
emulation. First Nations need role models, just like individuals.

External support alone will not meet Walpole's challenges. History
suggests that the answers to Canadian Native problems have not come
from Ottawa or Toronto. In the highly-competitive, international environment
of the 1990s, First Nation economic self-sufficiency and self-government
wil l more likely be achieved when local leaders rouse the i r people to take
hold of the educational tools needed to forge the i rown destiny.
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