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ABSTRACT 

This thesis compares Westem educational philosophy with traditional 

Aboriginal cultural philosophy for the purpose of identifying some of the major 

beliefs, concepts, and pnnciples that have shaped each of these philosophies and have 

determined the developrnent of various learning and teaching methods. 

Traditional Aboriginal cultural knowledge is discussed within the context of a 

model of education currently being practiced by the First Nations Technical Institute 

(FNTI). This model encourages the use of leamingheaching processes that support an 

Aboriginal definition of "holistic learning" during which a learner is challenged to 

acquire the qualities and characteristics necessary "to become a whole person." By 

definition, a whole person is capable of balancing hisher mental, emotional, physical, 

and spintual human capabilities both internally within one's self and extemally in 

interaction with a11 life forrns present throughout Creation. 

This thesis challenges contemporary Westem educational practitioners to 

consider the importance of documenting and accrediting knowledge that is not 

contained in books. It explains how traditional Aboriginai knowledge is an equally 

valid representation of the current truths that exist within the Westem world today. 

This thesis relies heavily on personal interviews with First Nation leaders that focus 

on traditional Aboriginal teachings. It offcrs an example of an educational process 

that helps Abonginal leamers reclaim their cultural identity, develop an understanding 

of themselves, and become more conscious of a multi-cultural environment. 



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

As 1 prepared myself to wnte this thesis, I spoke with a Native elder who said: 

Ideas are contained within a book, but ideas are also contained within a person. 
You tell me which ideas are more important, are more accurate, or are more 
"truc", Just because some ideas are written down does not make them better 
than any of the other ideas occumng inside of people throughout the world. 

People can become quite preoccupied with finding the "tmth" and in knowing 
how and why the world works. Perhaps it is better to simply find out what 
ideas work best for you and then to practice them. When you need to under- 
stand things, go and seek out other ideas to give yourself food with which to 
feed your own thoughts and to find your own solutions. It does not matter 
whether these ideas corne from a person or a book. (persona1 communication, 
J. E. Thomas, 1998. Cayuga Nation-Six Nations of the Grand River) 

This thesis required the contributions and support of many individuals and organi- 

zations, too many to name, but who very generously supported my work. However, 1 wish 

to acknowledge the Abonginal people of North Amenca. 1 thank them for preserving their 

teachings and for passing down through their oral tradition a vast knowledge and wisdom 

that made this work possible. A special thanks is expressed to Chief Jacob E. Thomas 

who passed into the spirit world in August, 1998 before this work was completed. His 

words inspired me to recognize the knowledge that is not contained in books. 

Thanks and recognition is extended to the Human Services faculty and staff of the 

First Nations Technical Institute (FNTI) for their dedication and cornmitment to 

Abonginal education. 

Heartfelt gratitude is extended to my thesis advisors, Dr. Susan May and Dr. Marie 

Gillen, for their guidance and trust that made it possible for me to share this work with 

others. 



TABLE OF CONTENTS 

PAGE 

Abs tract 
Acknowledgements 

CHAPTER 1 - INTRODUCTION 
Background to the Problem 
Problem S tatement 
mirpose and Contribution of the Thesis to the Field of Adult Education 
Scope and Limitations of This Work 
Assumptions 
Definition of Terms 
Plan of Presentation 

CHAPTER 2 - REVIEW OF LITERATUW AND ORAL HISTORY 
Shifting Perceptions of Reality 
Cornparison of Western and Traditional Aboriginal Cultural Philosophy 

A View of the World and the Nature of the Human Being 
Defining Knowledge and Knowledge Creation 

Understanding Learning and How Learners Leam 
Definitions of Knowledge and Knowledge Creation 

Introduction to Educational Philosophy 
A Comparative View of Adult Educational Philosophy and Methodology 
Liberal Philosophy and Similarities 
Progressive Philosophy and Similarities 
Behaviorist Philosophy and Similarities 
Humanistic Philosophy and Similarities 
Radical Philosophy and Similarities 
Analytic Philosophy and Similarities 

The Role of Consciousness-Raising in Education 
Approaches to Consciousness-Raising 
Individual Transformation 
Social Change 

HoIistic Education 

CHAPTER 3 - AN ABORIGINAL APPROACH TO HOLISTIC EDUCATION 84 
Overview of the First Nations Technical Institute 84 
Background of FNTI's Educational Experience with Aboriginal Adult Lcarners 86 

Addressing Educational Needs 87 
Traditional Aboriginal Educational Philosophy 89 

The Importance of Traditional Aboriginal Knowledge 89 

iii 



PAGE 

Aboriginal World View 
Challenges of An Aboriginal World View 
Establishing Our Mission and Philosophy 
Deciding on Our Teaching Approach 
Defining Holistic Learning Within a Traditional Aboriginal Framework 
Deciding on a Leaming Style Assessment Tool 
Using Learning Styles Assessments 
Assessing Feedback from Learners 

Description of Educational Methodology Used Within a Holistic Model 
of Education 

Implementing Leaming and Teaching Activities 
Understanding the Facilitator's Role 

Traditional Aboriginal Techniques of Teaching and Leaming 
Incorporating the Senses in Learning 
Integrating Dialogue 
Valuing Listening 
Using Rituals 
Speaking in the First Language 

Portfolio-Assisted Learning Within a Holistic Model of Education 
The Concept of Prior Learning Assessment 
Use of a Portfolio-Assisted Prior Learning Assessment 
Challenges in Using PLA 
Overall Value of Portfolio in Our PLA Process 

Outcomes of an Aboriginal Approach to Holistic Learning 
Effectiveness of an Aboriginal Approach 
Value of Identifying Cultural Assumptions 

CHAPTER 4 - SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 124 
Summary of the Study 124 

Specific Perspective 124 
General Perspective 131 

Conclusions and Recommendations 135 
Personal Reflection 142 



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

In Canada, approximately 633 Native communities may be grouped into several 

separate and distinct Aboriginal cultures. Each of these cultures possesses its own 

language and system of beliefs and practices. Yet, in spite of their cultural differences. 

Aboriginal people essentially maintain a common cultural philosophy based on a spintual 

vision. This capacity fosters among them an unique understanding of the nature of the 

human being and how the human being interacts and behaves in the world. 

This introductory chapter provides an overview of this common Aboriginal 

cultural philosophy, as well as important background information related to its historical 

dismption. In helping readen to understand the effects of cultural oppression, this 

chapter clarifies the problem as it relates to Aboriginal people and explains the need for 

an educational strategy that can help them to reclairn and restore their cultural identity. 

Background to the Problem 

Within Aboriginal cultural philosophy, important traditional teachings are found. 

These contain the principles, values, beliefs, and assumptions of a distinct culture of 

people. An Aboriginal world view and its teachings on life make it possible for 

Abonginal people to be tmly respectful and humanistic in their daily interactions with 

people. These teachings help Abonginal people to understand the importance of co- 

existence and interdependence with the environment in which they live. From a common 

cuhrai philosophy, Aboriginal societies emerged and developed. Beliefs about the 

nature of the human being are made operational within a unique view of the wodd as a 
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concentric set of circula relationships. These beliefs and their attendant values are 

melded into the foundational principles on which various forms of Aboriginal social 

structure, spiritual practice, and educational methodology are established. 

Traditional teachings are a means of transmitting the beliefs, values, and 

principles that Aboriginal people chensh. These teachings are preserved through an oral 

tradition and often take the form of stories or legends. nirough "story-telling" (Thomas, 

1997), Aboriginal people are made aware of the legends and historical accounts of their 

peoples' encounters and experiences. At times, these stories tell of a land that was harsh, 

but most often generous. Many of these stories are about survival. They depict the 

struggles of the people over treaty rights, and their battles for boundaries and territories. 

These stones reinforce the values and beliefs of Aboriginal people and instill attitudes of 

trust or wariness of both neighboring Aboriginal and visiting non-Aboriginal nations. As 

the central vehicle for transferring traditional Aboriginal knowledge, these stories are told 

and re-told to succeeding generations of people. This practice of story-telling still 

continues to the present day. 

Traditional Aboriginal teachings rnay contain stories of hardship and suffenng, as 

well as stories of kindness and love. For example, Abonginal cultural teachings idealize 

the notion of "balance". Humans are thought to contain the capacity for what may be 

refemed to in Aboriginal culture as the "desirable" and 'tnot-so-àesirable" human qualities 

and behavior-or what may be thought of in the Western world as "good" and "evil" but 

in less of a dichotornous way. In Aboriginal thought, both energies are necessary to life, 

and the presence of one does not negate the presence of the other. For example, good 
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triumphs over evil only in as much as it is necessary for any energy system to be brought 

back into balance. Thus, in Abonginal thought, balance is one of the primary principles 

to which di of life adheres. 

Traditional Aboriginal cultural philosophy depicts a way of life that ensured the 

survival of Abonginal peoples, but it is not without its flaws. Through their oral 

tradition, Abonginal people understand that, like ail human societies, their societies are 

subject also to the weaknesses of human thought and will. Historical accounts provide 

examples of individuals willfully choosing to exercise their freedom of choice in 

sometimes selfish and self-centered ways. In assuming positions of leadership, some 

Aboriginal people have failed to understand their individual desire for power and control 

and for this reason, many have exercised their human will in less than responsible ways. 

Through oral tradition, Aboriginal people are reminded of times past when the people 

strayed from their teachings, and the psycho-social development of their way of life 

faltered. However, it is from these oral teachings that the nature of the human being and 

the ways of the world are understood and that the need to adhere to their "original 

instructions" is impressed upon the people (personai communication, J. Dumont, 1994). 

According to oral tradition, the traditional teachings inherent in an Aboriginal 

world view were intact pnor to contact with the first Europeans. Later, as European 

settlements began to flounsh in North America, a traditional Abonginal way of life began 

to diminish. From an examination of their histoncal contact with non-Aboriginal 

cultures, the problem Aboriginal peoples faced was not a lack of "agency"--the capacity 

to act or to exert power--but, rather it was the power exerted by non-Aboriginal nations, 



particularly in the struggles over land, that was often unequally matched. As settlements 

developed, a new colonial govemment emerged, and oppressive measures governing the 

lives of Abonginal peoples were enacted. The Report of the Royal Commission on 

Abori~inal Peoples (1996) states: 

[In] the new Canadian nation, when the government tumed to address the con- 
stitutional responsibility for Indians and their lands assigned by the Constitution 
Act, 1867, it adopted a policy of assimilation .... designed to move communities. 
and eventually d l  Aboriginal peoples, from their helpless 'savage' state to one of 
self-reliant 'civilization'; to make in Canada but one community-a non- 
Aboriginal, Christian one. (p. 333) 

Historical analysis shows that under the forces of colonialism, Aboriginal peoples 

were subjected to disease and abuse that dismpted their traditional cultural beliefs and 

practices. As a consequence of this suffering, massive numbers of Aboriginal people 

died. Thus, the impact of oppressive experiences not only interfered with the holistic 

development of Aboriginal families, communities, and nations, but also created psycho- 

social stressors that affected individual growth and development. In an attempt to ease 

their suffenng, large numbers of Aboriginal people accepted the beliefs, values, and 

practices of the dominant Western culture. 

In Canada, in the late 18Oûs, the residential boarding school system was 

implemented as part of the process of colonization in the new world. It was an 

educational system designed to transmit the beliefs and practices of the religious 

authorities who operated them. The purpose of the residential boarding school was to 

create a new minciset for Abonginal people; the effects were unconscionable. 



The Report of the Royal Commission on Aborininal Peo~les (1996) explains: 

Put simply, the residential school system was an attempt by successive govem- 
ments to determine the fate of Aboriginal people in Canada by appropnating and 
reshaping their future in the form of thousands of children who were removed 
from their homes and communities and placed in the care of strangers. (p. 335) 

Many dramatic changes occurred in the societal development of Aboriginal people 

in North America. At the insistence of the Western cultural authorities who assumed 

power and control over their lives, many Aboriginal people who attended residential 

school adopted the beliefs and practices of the Westem education that they received. As a 

way of improving their quality of life, more and more Aboriginal families not only 

adopted, but also intemalized the socio-cultural beliefs and organizational patterns found 

within Western culture. As The Report of the Roval Commission on Aborirrinal Peoples 

(1 996) States: 

Marching out from the schools, the children, effectively re-socialized, imbued 
with the values of European culture, would be the vanguard of a magnificent 
metamorphosis; the 'savage' was to be made 'civilized', made fit to take up 
the privileges and responsibilities of citizenship. (p. 335) 

The ancestors of today's Aboriginal people were the direct recipients of the effects 

from this clash between cultures. Many of them adjusted their belief systems, and then 

passed these ideas on to succeeding generations of Aboriginal people. In contemporary 

times, the most evident splits in Aboriginal communities occur between families who 

adhere to traditional Aboriginal beliefs and practices and those who have taken on 

Western ways of thinking and behaving. Those Aboriginal people who strongly identify 

with the values and practices associated with Westem culture not only speak against, but 

also strongly resist, their own traditional Aboriginal cultural beliefs and practices. In 



retaliation, traditional Abonginal families who have held ont0 their language and cultural 

practices often ridicule those families who follow the ways of the "Whiteman." The 

belief systems and inherent attitudes of these families are passed down to each successive 

generation, producing fragmented Aboriginal communities nfe with conflict and 

disagreement. 

The changes in farnily belief systems, created as a consequence of oppression, has 

disrupted the psycho-social mechanisms that supported, at one time, the development of a 

healihy and positive Native self-image and self-esteem. The mixture of cultural 

characteristics and social practices found wiihin contemporary Aboriginal cultures has 

created a general confusion for many Aboriginal people and their communities. Today, 

many Aboriginal people no longer know who they are or what makes them unique. The 

socialization mechanisms by which Aboriginal people historically determined the 

meaning and purpose of their Iives have been greatly undermined as well. It is in this 

sense that education as part of an overall process of civilizing became an oppressive tool. 

The Report of the Roval Commission on Aboriainal Peoples (1996) explains: 

It [civilizing] required a concerted attack on the ontology, on the basic cultural 
patterning of the children and on their world view. They had to be taught to see 
and understand the world as a European place within which only European values 
and beliefs had rneaning; thus the wisdom of their cultures would seem to them 
only savage superstition. A wedge had to be driven not only physically between 
parent and child, but also culturally and spiritually. (p. 341) 

Dysfunctional Abonginal communities are the result of many years of oppressive 

experience. High rates of suicide, aicoholism, family violence, sexual abuse, 

unemployment and other social ills are still a large part of Abonginal life today. The 
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residential boarding school system no longer exists, but its impact lingers on in the 

psychological and social make-up of Aboriginal people. Although the social situation has 

changed somewhat in recent years, the cycles of abuse continue to be transferred to 

succeeding generations of people through a variety of dysfunctional relating patterns. 

After years of intemalizing the negative imagery associated with their histoncal 

oppression, many Aboriginal people have corne to believe that their ability to live a 

quality of life beyond survival depends on how well they can mimic the cultural beliefs 

and practices of mainstream Westem culture. Oppressive forces extemal to Aboriginal 

communities are no longer needed to convince the people that their original way of life is 

inappropriate. Now, individual family belief systems work to oppress other family belief 

systems found within Aboriginal communities. Aboriginal people now oppress and 

oppose one another. 

It is not the purpose of this thesis to re-iterate the historical dernise of Aboriginal 

people. Rather, this background is intended to provide readers with an awareness of this 

history so that they can understand better the need for a system of education that supports 

the cultural revitalization of Aboriginal people. Readers should now be more aware of 

the psychological and social impact of a system of education. Any educational mode1 can 

and does affect a whole nation of people. On still another level, readers should also begin 

to understand why the necessary levels of trust for establishing a positive state of co- 

existence between Westem European and Fiat Nations people throughout the world has 

yet to be achieved. Lsstly, and perhaps on a more global level, readers might begin to 

understand why other nations of people throughout the world continue to make war with 
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each other. Once negative imagery and belief is internalized within a people, it is then 

transferred to succeeding generations. Passing down what we have leamed to others is a 

natural human phenornenon, not unique to Abonginal people. 

As a result of having internalized their oppression, many Aboriginal people suffer 

from a negative self-concept and low self-esteem, and they do not extend their trust 

easily. Therefore, living in accordance with the traditional Aboriginal principles 

associated with balance, reciprocity, and a peaceful coexistence becomes difficult for 

Aboriginal people who must live not only with themselves, but also with people from 

other cultures. This reality is an unfortunate one because many traditional Aboriginal 

teachings idealize the notions of "becoming one with al1 of Our relations" and "having 

respect for al1 living things." 

Problem Statement 

Histoncally, as Elias and Merriam (1995) write, ''The purpose of education has 

been the transmission of cultural heritage and the perpetuation of existing society" 

(p. 121). Webster's Dictionary (1981) explains that a culture exists because it "depends 

upon man's capacity for learning and for transmitting knowledge to succeeding 

generations" (p. 274). In the case of Aboriginal people, a large part of their traditional 

cultural knowledge deteriorated dunng the era of the residential boarding school 

educational system. Ironically, it would appear that in these contemporary times, the 

revitalization of Aboriginal cultural philosophy--its knowledge base and inherent skills- 

will depend once more on the practice of education. If Aboriginal people are to reclaim 

their traditional knowledge base and rebuild their communities and nations, then they 
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must concem themselves once more with the practice of education both publicly within 

their communities and privately within their homes. Because education is an integral part 

of an overall process of socialization, much of what one learns in school will be trans- 

ferred into the home and will affect a family's way of life and its belief system. The 

reverse is also true because whatever happens in the family and within the community 

affects the leamer's perception of life and ultimately hisher performance in school. 

Western models of education have greatly impacted and influenced the 

leaminglteaching processes not only of Aboriginal people, but of al1 people. Today, 

many Aboriginal people, like so many other cultures of people, attend schools that are 

stmctured on Western thought and practices. The school cumculum contains very little 

information that is relevant to helping individuals-those who belong to Western culture 

and those who belong to other cultures--understand the importance of leaming about 

themselves and about other non-Western cultures. Also, knowledge and ski11 

development in learning how to function within a multi-cultural environment is often 

missing in the elementary, secondary, and post-secondary school levels. 

Even when choices related to curriculum content are available, many educational 

administrators and teachers have a tendency to choose material that follows Western 

ideological thought. Such is the case within many Aboriginal communities where 

community-based schools and other social institutions operate on principles, values, 

bdiefs, and assumptions heavily deived from Westem cultural philosophy. The 

internalization of Westem cultural beliefs and practices from the time of early historical 

contact means that the rnajonty of Aboriginal people fail to realize that many of their 
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assumptions about the world are based on the values and beliefs of another culture. 

Western cuitural knowledge and skills are simply more prevalent than Aboriginal cultural 

knowledge and skills. Without a process for critical reflection (Brookfield, 1991), the 

influence of Western culture often goes unrecognized. The fact that Abonginal cultural 

philosophy is not general knowledge either within the school system or within the home 

complicates the problem even further. 

Today, many Aboriginal people drop out of Western educational systems. 

Thomas ( 1997) writes that "most Native adul t students do not successfully complete post- 

secondary studies for a number of reasons. These range from persona1 factors to other 

factors such as lack of finances, lack of support systems, and inadequate acadernic 

preparation" (p. 1). Thomas goes on to Say that most Native people have been 

unsuccessful during their earlier education for a variety of reasons. Many of them have 

developed negative attitudes towards the educational system and most have not 

completed high school. Many of these Aboriginal people retum to their home 

communities and most, if they decide to retum to forma1 education, will look for a 

"Native" program which will help them to reclaim some of their traditional Aboriginal 

knowiedge and with it, their Native identity. 

The pervasiveness of Western cultural institutions and practices means that many 

Abonginal people believe that in order to succeed in today's business world, they must 

also learn and acquire certain occupational knowledge and skills that are consistent with 

the mainstream professional accreditation and licensing bodies. Unfortunately, many 

Aboriginal people decide to abandon their struggle for an education when forced to 
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compete for entry into mainstream careers andor educational institutions. For Aboriginal 

people, and particularly for Aboriginal educators. this reality has become a double-edged 

sword. 

Due to influences like the residential schools and the lack of opportunities for 

communicating Aboriginal oral histoiy, traditional Abonginai knowledge has not been 

consistently transmitted from one generation to the next. Therefore, large gaps in the 

Aboriginal knowledge base presently exist. However. these gaps should not be taken to 

mean that this knowledge does not exist. Rather, it simply means that traditional 

Aboriginal knowledge is not common knowledge amongst Aboriginal people today. This 

reality becomes even more problematic when compounded with the fact that many 

Aboriginal educators are graduates of Westem academic institutions. Many of these 

educators, through a process of socialization of which education is an important part, 

have had their Abonginal ideas replaced with Westem concepts and ideology. In such 

instances. these educators will generally not support the development of educational 

programs grounded in traditional Aboriginal cultural knowledge and skills. Such 

educators have a tendency to believe that traditional Aboriginal knowledge and skills do 

not prepare their people adequately for mainstream life. They often pit themselves 

against other Aboriginal educators who believe that if an educational program is to be 

tmly Aboriginal, then it simply cannot be a program that has a Native label attached to it. 

They contend that an Aboriginal program must transmit knowledge and skills that tmly 

represent Aboriginal cultural values, beliefs, and practices. When Aboriginal leamers 

themselves are added into the mix. oft&times, many of them choose not to participate in 
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a traditional Aboriginal educational program because their previous educational 

experiences have shaped their beliefs in favor of Western cultural knowledge and skills. 

The entire situation is unfortunate because an educational model based on a 

traditional Aboriginai cultural philosophy of wholeness and balance would do much to 

clarify the confusing and conflicting beliefs of many Aboriginal people and to help in 

restoring their cultural identity and integrity as a people. Once cultural integrity is 

restored, the self-esteem and self-confidence of a people rises to a level that makes it 

possible for them to be more disceming and accepting of differences. People who know 

who they are exude a confidence that arises from a self-concept which no longer 

perceives or fears that someone or something else has control over their lives. 

Aboriginal people are just one cultural group of people who would benefit from 

an educational process that seeks to restore their cultural identity and self-esteem. 

Helping Aboriginal people to become more conscious of their persona1 and social 

situations and their capacity to rise up from the ashes of their historical demise makes 

good educational sense. A critical consciousness and the ability to be disceming and 

critical thinkers are gifts that would benefit al1 people. 

Today, educational programs for Aboriginal people are being designed with the 

goal of combating the effects of the residential boarding school system. Reversing the 

generational damage done to the psycho-social development of Aboriginai individuals, 

families, communities, and nations must begin with a more holistic model of education. 

In using holistic processes of leaming and teaching. Aboriginal learners can be helped to 

explore the negative attitudes they direct against themselves, others, the educational 
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system, and against Westem culture as a whole. In fact, leamers from al1 cultures can be 

helped to broaden their perception of them-selves, others, and the world around them. A 

broader perception of reality will help al1 people to become more successful not only 

within a Westem system of education, but also within al1 of life's endeavors. 

In summary, the problem addressed in this thesis is the need to develop a holistic 

model of education that is community-based and that utilizes alternative methods of 

teaching and learning designed to support the educational success of learners from many 

different cultures. Therefore, the ideas and concepts contained within this thesis describe 

an Aboriginal cultural approach to education that should be viewed by readers as new 

"food with which to feed your own thoughts and to find your own solutions" (personal 

communication, J. E. Thomas, 1998). In brief, al1 educators can benefit from an 

examination of another culture's approach to education. But perhaps it will be the 

Aboriginal educators and Aboriginal learners who will derive the greatest benefit from 

reading a description of an educational model that supports a unique Aboriginal way of 

life. 

Purpose and Contribution of the Thesis to the Field of AduIt Education 

The field of adult education is very broad and includes many different areas and 

aspects of shidy. In fact this work was made possible simply because the field of adult 

education offers people like myself, the opportunity to study topics which have roots in 

other disciplines. In the following pages, I attempt to integrate, synthesize, and critique 

the information contained in both wntten and oral sources related to Aboriginal educa- 

tion, my area of study and holistic learning, which is the specific aspect of this study. 
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The overall purpose of this thesis is to describe a mode1 of holistic education that 

utilizes processes of leaming and teaching drawn from a philosophical framework which 

is rooted in traditionai Aboriginai cultural beliefs and practices. Over the past 15 years, 1 

have worked as an adult educator with Abonginal people in the capacity of educational 

administrator, consultant, teacher, and healer. Dunng this time, 1 have corne to believe 

that it is important to articulate a view of education that will facilitate the development of 

educational prograrns for people, both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal, that are holistic 

and community-based. 1 believe that this thesis will serve this purpose because it presents 

a rationale for alternative forms of knowledge and educational practice. 

In addition, this thesis will help adult educators to understand the need for 

educational rnodels that support the development of individuals, and at the same time, 

teach them how to balance their cultural needs and societal interactions with others and 

the world beyond. In some measure, 1 believe that this thesis serves to move readers 

towards this understanding. 

Finally, this thesis atternpts to explain the importance of teaching people to 

maintain their cultural identity and cultural integrity as a prelude to helping them move 

towards a greater consciousness and understanding of themselves, others, and the world 

around them. For this reason, it constitutes a significant contribution not only to the field 

of adult education, but also to the development of a state of CO-existence for dl people 

within a multi-cultural setting. 
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Scope and Limitations of This Work 

Originally when I began this work, my ambition was to leam more about holistic 

learning. Therefore, in undertaking the research for this thesis, 1 was greatly interested in 

expanding my knowledge and understanding of this topic. However, my unrelenting 

interest in acquiring knowledge of teaching and learning methodologies that were firmly 

embedded in the cultural philosophy and practices of Abonginal people led me to further 

refine my topic. I then proposed to study Aboriginal processes of learning and teaching 

that were holistic according to an Aboriginal definition of the tenn. Thus, holistic 

learning as it pertained to the education of Aboriginal people became the focus of my 

interest and study. 

Once my topic was established, 1 first embarked on a manual and computer search 

for sources on the topic of holistic learning that I would use for this thesis specifically in 

the literature review chapter. 1 did not search using related tenns. Thus, the review of the 

literature contained in this thesis does not purport to be a comprehensive examination of 

al1 possible source materials related to holistic learning. In any event, few sources on the 

topic of holistic learning in general were actually discovered. 

I next decided to undertake a search and review of the oral history of my people. 

Prior to my admission into the adult education program of Saint Francis Xavier 

University, 1 had worked for 9 years as a consultant in the area of human resource 

development for Abonginal people. As part of a Native consulting fim. 1 travelled 

throughout Canada and the United States and worked extensively with Abonginal people 

from a variety of cultures. 1 use quotations from my interviews with Aboriginal leaders to 
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inform my thesis. Over the years, 1 authored several publications where 1 make reference 

to Aboriginal cultural knowledge in the context of my work in human resource develop- 

ment, in adult education, and in healing. Much of my work over the years has been 

influenced by the oral teachings of many Aboriginal teachers and elders. Their 

knowledge and wisdom has greatly contnbuted to my education and has complemented 

the Aboriginal knowledge that 1 had already acquired as a consequence of k ing  born a 

Mohawk woman who was raised on the Six Nations of the Grand River Territory situated 

near Brantford, Ontario. 

In explaining the outcornes of my research and in discussing my master's degree 

with my advisors, 1 spoke about the kind of Aboriginal knowledge that is not contained 

books. In response, they encouraged me to conduct a review of the traditional Aboriginal 

teachings contained within my unique oral history. 1 gathered these traditional Aboriginal 

teachings from interviews with elders and through the exchange of informal wntings. In 

the pages that follow, 1 refer to these teachings as persona1 communications. These 

teachings, which reflect an Aboriginal practice of education, span the penod from 1982 to 

the present. From these, 1 have cited and included quotations where appropriate in the 

thesis. 

This thesis has a special focus that draws upon a mode1 of hoIistic education as it 

is understood and practiced by Aboriginal educators working within the First Nations 

Technical Institute. This educational training institute, situated on the Tyendinaga 

Mohawk Territory near Deseronto, Ontario, is wholly-owned and operated by Aboriginal 

people known as the Mohawks of the Bay of Quinte. For the past 13 years, 1 have worked 
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with Aboriginal adult leamers enrolled in this Institute in varying educational capacities. 

I have also retained a part-time practice as a consultant, healer, and writer. Much of what 

wi11 be discussed and described in this thesis has its roots in the work that 1 have 

undertaken within the Institute and in my community work with Aboriginal people. 

Assumptions 

During the course of my study, 1 have been influenced by rny traditional 

Aboriginal teachings and by my involvement as a leamer in mainstream Western 

educational institutions. Therefore. it is from these experiences that 1 make the following 

assumptions pertinent to the contents of this thesis. 

In choosing holistic learning as the aspect of my study, 1 now see that 1 was 

greatly influenced by an Aboriginal definition of the word-holistic. My Aboriginal 

elders and teachers had taught me that holistic was derived from the notion to be whole. 

As one teacher told me, a whole person "is defined as a human being who has a physical 

body endowed with a mind and heart (emotions or feelings) that is empowered by spirit. 

These four aspects of one's self--body, mind, heart, and spirit-will need to be understood 

and developed within every human being" (personal communication, B. K-K. Bell, 1992). 

In researching my thesis topic, 1 assumed that 1 would find similar definitions for the term 

holistic. 

From my personal educational experiences. 1 assumed that what seemed to be 

rnissing from my Western academic leaming was the presence of a learning community 

that fostered and supported the development of relationships between people by providing 

an understanding and acceptance of individual and cultural differences where they 
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occumed. From my work as a healer, 1 assumed that the educational system, as a whole, 

would benefit from the utilization of teaching and learning processes designed to help 

leamers understand themselves, as well as the world around them. From my teaching 

expenences as an Abonginal adult educator, 1 assumed that given the choice, most 

educators would prefer to help people to acquire the knowledge and skills necessary for 

creating a balance both within themselves and within the world beyond. 

From al1 of these assumptions, 1 developed one final assumption. I assumed that I 

could make a significant contribution to the field of adult education if I could articulate a 

holistic mode1 of education that includes these assumptions and shows how they have 

shaped my own educational practice. I assume that the information contained in this 

thesis will help educators and learners alike to become more aware of how one's cultural 

assumptions determines an educational philosophy that begets specific teaching and 

learning processes. 

Definition of Terms 

Throughout this thesis, the term Aboriginal is capitalized because it is used 

interchangeably with Indian, Native, Native Indian, Native American and First Nations to 

describe the descendants of the onginal inhabitants or First Peoples of North America. 

Other terms used by various sources may identify Aboriginal people as being Metis, Inuit, 

or Indigenous. 

The tems non-Aborbina1 and nomNative includes ail people who are not 

defined as Aboriginal. 
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The term Western is used to describe a culture of people of Western European 

descent who inhabit North America. Whiteman is a term used by Aboriginal people to 

refer to Westem peoples. When discussing Western culture in this thesis, this term will 

include also Euro-Canadian and Euro-United States cultures because of their similarity. 

Mainstream is a term used interchangeably with the term Western to describe 

the dominant cultural aspects in both Canada and the United States. 

Traditional Aboriginal is used to refer to the knowledge and skills that are 

passed down from generation to generation through an oral tradition and experiential 

approach to leaming and teaching. Such knowledge and skills contain the notions, 

beliefs, principles, values, and concepts that may be generally shared by most Aboriginal 

cultural groups and which can be derived from an examination of Aboriginal ceremonies, 

customs, and practices. 

Within this thesis, the use of the term holistic, except where othenvise noted, will 

denote an Aboriginal definition of the word that embraces the qualities and characteristics 

necessary "to become a whole person." A whole person denotes a human being who is 

capable of balancing histher mental, emotional, physical, and spiritual human capabilities 

both internally within one's self and extemally in societal interaction with al1 Iife foms 

present throughout Creation. 

Plan of Presentation 

This introductory chapter provides the background information necessary for 

helping readers to gain insight into contemporary Aboriginal culture, its history, and the 
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current psycho-social stmggles affecting Aboriginal people. It sets the stage for what 

follows in the other chapters. 

In chapter 2,1 review two categories of research-a review of selected literature 

and a review of the traditional Aboriginal teachings contained within my oral history. 

Both literary and oral sources in this review are presented in accordance with a specific 

topic. 1 begin chapter 2, with a discussion of shifting perceptions of reality. This 

discussion provides the foundational understanding necessary for comprehending the 

contrat between Western and traditional Aboriginal cultural philosophies that are 

discussed next in this chapter. These philosophies are best understood through a 

discussion of world views and associated definitions of knowledge. Cultural 

philosophies and knowledge definitions give rise invariably to an educational philosophy, 

and this topic is discussed in tems of an overall context of learning. A comparative view 

of adult educational philosophy and the methodology that encompasses specific processes 

for learning and ieaching and teacher roles is presented next. Following this discussion is 

a section that addresses the role of consciousness-raising in education. Approaches to 

consciousness-raising precedes the discussion of two potential educational outcomes 

related to individual transformation and social change. Concluding chapter 2 is a section 

devoted to an examination of holistic education. 

In chapter 3,1 describe an Aboriginal approach to holistic education by placing it 

within the context of my work with Abonginal adult leamers enrolled in the Native 

Social Service Worker program of the Fiat Nations Technical institute. In this chapter, I 

discuss traditionai Aboriginal educational philosophy more specifically and include a 
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definition of holistic learning as it is used within an Aboriginal framework. Traditional 

Aboriginal educational methodology for both teaching and learning is discussed in 

conjunction with the use of such contemporary educational strategies as a portfolio- 

assisted pnor leaming assessrnent. The outcomes of this Aboriginal approach to holistic 

learning are presented at the end of this chapter. 

Chapter 4 contains a summary of the key concepts and i d e s  contained in the 

preceding chapters. From this, 1 draw my conclusions and make my recommendations 

related to the outcomes of this study. This chapter ends with my persona1 reflection on 

the leming that I have acquired. 



CHAPTER 2 

R]I,VIEW OF LITERATURE AND ORAL HISTORY 

Throughout history, a behavior peculiar to human beings has been to wonder and 

to ponder the mysteries of life. The human desire to understand the world, to detemine 

an order and to find out the truth related to the existence of the world and human beings 

has been occumng since time began. Even the concept of time itself would be created 

eventuaily from the human mind. 

Shifting Perceptions of Reality 

In pursuit of knowledge about the world, Ferguson (1980) explains that new ideas 

and new discoveries are "revising the very data base on which we have built Our assump- 

tions, our institutions, Our lives" (p. 145). She notes that "physicists have 'proved' 

rationally thai Our raiional ideas about the world in which we live are profoundly 

deficient" (p. 172). Emerging scientific thought, as Ferguson States, "promises far more 

than the old reductionist view. It reveals a rich, creative, dynamic interconnected reality" 

(p. 145). To illustrate her point, she presents several examples including the work of Iiya 

Prigogine, a Belgian physical chemist, who won the 1977 Nobel Peace prize for his 

"theory of dissipative structures." A dissipative structure is a "form or structure that is 

maintained by a continuous dissipation or consumption of energy" (p. 164). As Ferguson 

explains, al1 living things are dissipative structures in the sense that they represent a 

flowing wholeness that is highly organized, but always in flux. Complex dissipative 

structures are connected at many points and in many ways, and they require more energy 

to maintain their connections. Dissipative structures that become more complex become 



even more unstable because continuous movements of energy through the system result in 

fluctuations. Ferguson explains how the dissipation of energy, as demonstrated by 

Prigogine's mathematics, creates the potential for sudden reordering or transformation. 

Minor fluctuations of energy are dampened by the system and cause no change in 

structural integrity. However, fluctuations that reach a critical size perturb the system or 

shake it up by increasing the interactions within it. 

According to Ferguson (1980). Prigogine's theory distinguishes life foms in 

nature as being either open or closed systems. An open system such as a seed or living 

creature continuously exchanges energy with the environment. In contrast, other life 

foms such as rocks are considered to be closed systems because there is no intemal 

transformation of energy. It is on the point of open and closed systems that Aboriginal 

thought and Western thought diverge. 

As Samples and Hammond (1985) note, "Science is no more or no Iess than a way 

of thinking and knowing about ourselves and the world we Iive in" (p. 43). Therefore, 

within traditional Aboriginal culture, there exist elders, teachers, and spiritual leaders 

who have also thought about and corne to know themselves and the world. Ideas 

resembling Prigogine's theory discussed previously is described in the following 

statement of an Aboriginal teacher: 

An Aboriginal understanding of spirituality means that an Aboriginal person is 
not only energy conscious, but dso energy sensitive. Hdshe possesses a high 
level of awareness and openness to energy in al1 of its foms. AI1 Aboriginal 
cultures derive their understanding of life from a spintual base. Thus, spirit to 
spirit communication is facilitated through one's understanding of energy, its 
movement and how it manifests throughout the Creation. (personal communi- 
cation, E. Hill, 1993) 
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Within the Aboriginal mind, al1 of life, rocks included, has a life force which means al1 of 

life emits energy-a spiritual energy that connects al1 things within Creation. Therefore, 

notions of relationships and interconnected reality present within Westem scientific 

thought occur also in Aboriginal teachings about the world. A Native teacher exemplifies 

these thoughts as follows: 

Every life-foxm emits energy or "spirit" that cm be transmitted throughout ever 
expanding circles of relationships. In this teaching, the concept of circular 
relationships is expressed through the imageiy associated with visualizing a rock 
being thrown into the still mirror of a lake. One tiny circle emerges and another 
bigger one emerges out of that, until each circle continues out of the other in a 
perfect, singular, outward motion extending beyond one's sight. At no time are 
any of those circles not ever a part of the lake. (persona1 communication, B. K.-K. 
BeI1, 1991) 

According to Ferguson (1980), if the Western world truly understood their own 

scientific discoveries, then they would be prompted more than ever before to undergo a 

change in paradigm-a shift in perspective that allows information to come together in a 

new form or structure. She believes that in the process of connecting information, people 

will learn how to connect with each other because no one culture and no period in history 

has had al1 the answers. 

Scientific discoveries are beneficial, nevertheless, even if they are not cornmon 

knowledge or generally understood. In the words of Samples and Hammond (1985), 'Tt 

is such a central human passion to know about ourselves and the world we live in that it 

is graceless to lose the breadth of the quest in our own nmwness" (p. 43). For people 

who need proof, science does have the potential to move people towards a new way of 

perceiving reality and of seeing the world. 



In her work, Ferguson (1980) explains an Aboriginal perception of reality that 

differs from the one that is generally held by Western culture. She explains that through 

ceremonies and fasts, Aboriginal people have access to another reality that is achieved 

through inward reflection and altered states of consciousness. Through their oral 

tradition, Aboriginal people recount episodes and tales of mystical expenences and 

encounters with beings in a world that transcends the time, space, and form limitations of 

our everyday reality. She notes also how they have known about and accepted this reality 

for a long time. More (1987), in his research, agrees that "the legends often had highly 

syrnbolic meanings and involved intricate relationships--an aspect often ignored by non- 

Indians" (p. 23). 

In discussing how Ojibwa Native people perceive reality, Dumont (1992) writes: 

The reality that we experience (perhaps most readily in drearns) is constantly 
intersecting with what we know as everyday reality. We are most aware of it 
when we are not so focused on everyday reality. The levels of reality are con- 
current and have equal credibility. They provide 'true' experiences to which 
we must respond. (p. 76) 

He notes how these true experiences are necessary for the development of an Aboriginal 

consciousness that is able to perceive the interdependent nature of al1 life. As these 

Aboriginal teachers explain: 

In Aboriginal thought, the political nature of the human being means that a 
person will be required to make decisions. If a person is also responsible 
for making decisions that affect others, then these decisions are better made 
if a penon has developed a spiritual consciousness. People who are aware, 
conscious, and respectful of the spintual nature of life and who undentand 
how life functions cooperatively and not competitively make the best decision- 
makers. (personal communication, R. A. Antone & J. Dumont, 1992) 



Dumont explains that Native legends and myths are not naive imaginings of a primitive, 

childish mind. He claims that the stories, ceremonies, and dream-fast expenences contain 

teachings that provide examples of how access to a "non-ordinary redity"--a reality 

occu~~ing simultaneously with the present everyday reality-4s achieved. ln the drearn-fast 

experience. Dumont contends that Ojibwa people are given the opportunity to establish 

"absolute contact with the spirit world" because they must live "their lives in a balance of 

the two realities" (p. 79). 

Ordinary and non-ordinary realities intersecting and occumng simultaneously 

with each other imply an interconnected reality. This is a view of the world that is shared 

by many Aboriginal cultures throughout North America. As one Aboriginal teacher 

ex plains: 

In traditional Aboriginal ceremonies, people are totally cognizant of the inter- 
dependent nature of life. Speeches, songs, dances, and other riiual acts combine 
to fonn a spiritual energy of thankfulness that informs the many life-foms--al1 
of which have spirit--that a mutually beneficial relationship is desirable. In this 
way, balance, both with and in the world, is maintained. (personal communica- 
tion, R. A. Antone, 1997). 

In writing about Ojibwa Native people, Dumont (1992) concludes that "what we have 

called a special way of seeing the world is an original and fundamental kind of vision" 

(p. 79), a way of seeing that is available to people, if we would choose it. 

Different perceptions of reality may be explained through an examination of the 

research devoted to the study of the human brain's capacity to perceive reaiity on varying 

levels. Wilber (1990) wntes about the cognitive structures of human consciousness that 

support the creation of various "self-sense stages9'--a feeling of personal "me-ness" that is 



constmcted by a series of exclusive identifications with hierarchic structures of 

consciousness (p. 296). He notes that these basic structures of consciousness do not 

change. Rather, they act like the rungs of a ladder that support the development of each 

new self-sense stage. As higher structures of consciousness emerge, the previous 

structures remain in existence and these cm be simultaneously and continuously 

exercised and developed. In contrast to the basic structures of consciousness, the self- 

sense stages are transitory--meaning that they are temporaq and subject to replacement. 

Yet, they are important because they form the moral matenal from which a penon's "self- 

system" ernerges (p. 282). 

Wilber (1990) explains that a person's self-system exhibits the capacity to psycho- 

logically organize, integrate, and coordinate streams of events in a meaningful and 

coherent way,and is able to create for itself, a selective identity. This selective identity 

navigates the course of one's human development by either holding ont0 or letting go of 

previously developed senses of self, thereby ascending or descending the scale of 

consciousness. As the self-system climbs up the higher "nings" of consciousness, he 

argues that a person has "perfect access to and use of dl the preceding and lower basic 

structures (as well as) simultaneous access to the physical body, sensations, perceptions, 

feelings, images and representational symbols (or words)" associated with their reality 

(p. 302). 

According to Wilber (19901, what the human k ing  cannot access, at any given 

stage of self-moral development. are the responses associated with lower self-sense stages 

because these are essentially replaced. However, in making reference to other cultural 



traditions, he concedes that the higher structures of consciousness can be accompanied by 

al1 sorts of "phase-temporary events and stages that ... often include spiraling retums to 

and recapitulations of lower levels, in al1 sorts of complex patterns and combinations" 

(p. 303). In his work, he makes reference to 11 basic structures of consciousness, but 

agrees that the highest levels that operate in the transpersonal realm, as well as the lowest 

pre-verbal early childhood levels are the most difficult to research and interpret. 

Therefore, their developmental characteristics and moral correlates are still more 

speculative and therefore, controversial. Wilber's major point is that "in attempting to 

integrate and synthesize Eastern and Western approaches (as well as Western approaches 

themselves), the differences between basic structures and transitional stages ought to be 

kept in mind" (p. 304). He notes that these differences are important because "the 

emergence of the basic structures can run far ahead of the self s willingness to 'climb up' 

them" (p. 304). 

Ideas similar to Wilber (1990) are found in the following quotation from an 

Abonginal teacher: 

Al1 human growth and development occurs within a "leaming" cycle. Human 
beings continually move through a cycle of awareness, struggle, building and 
preservation with each new glimpse or piece of information and/or new . 

howledge about one's self, others, and the world around them. This leaming 
process occurs in a spiral that supports and promotes the development of a greater 
consciousness and a deeper understanding of one's self and the total environment 
as information from each new learning cycle is integrated into the whole of a 
person's perception. (personal communication, R. A. Antone, 1990). 

Thus, it may not be that the brain produces consciousness of one's reality, but rather, 

consciousness mates how people perceive and interpret the reality around them. 



Cornparison of Western and Traditional Aboriginal Cultural Philosophy 

Human beings are able to create culture and its inherent institutions and practices 

because of a philosophy-a view of the world that contains sets of assumptions consisting 

of values, feelings, and beliefs derived from their perception of reality. Operating as a 

total system housed within the individual, a cultural philosophy becomes a powerful 

determinant of human action and interaction within the worfd. This section is divided 

into two parts: the first, a view of the world and the nature of the human being, and the 

second, defining knowledge and knowledge creation. 

A View of the World and the Nature of the Human Being 

Elias and Merriam (1995) describe philosophical theories as "attempts to 

understand the world and everything in it in an active and constructive manner" (pp. 2-3). 

The task of philosophers is to raise questions about the cornmon opinions and practices 

of a people for the purpose of identifying the general principles by which phenornenon, 

events, and realities are undentood. According to Elias and Merriam, "The power of 

philosophy lies in its ability to enable individuals to better undentand and appreciate the 

activities of every day life" (p. 5). In their view, 

anyone who acts is guided by some theory or some philosophy. We act for 
reason, good andor bad, and generally have some understanding of what we are 
doing, why we are doing it, . . . and the consequences of Our actions. (p. 5) 

As a set of general principles by which a person understands the world, a 

philosophy is an important determinant of one's perception of reality-what we see and 

the meaning ascnbed to how we see it. A philosophy provides a person with selected 

vision because it is grounded in the beliefs and assumptions relevant to one's particula. 



culture. Based on my educational work with Aboriginal people, I(1995) have noted how 

"each Aboriginal culture has a unique knowledge and understanding of life and how their 

life is to be lived" (p. 4). As one traditional Ojibwa teacher explains: 

AI1 peoples seek to undentand the meaning of life and their place within the 
Creation. Their 'Creation Story' provides them with an understanding of their 
spiritual link to the Creator and the total Creation. This spiritual tie provides 
the Ojibwa peson with a mechanism for discovering the 'truth', meaning, and 
purpose of hisher life. The ability to communicate with this spiritual force is a 
central part of the spiritual development of al1 people. (persona1 communication, 
J. Dumont, 1993) 

From this unique knowledge and understanding of life, cultural philosophies are 

shaped, and some of them will conflict. Berry (1990) describes this philosophical conflict 

in the following words: 

As Europeans on this continent, we have had a certain sense of ourselves as 
above al1 other living forms, as lordly mlers of the continent. We see the 
North Amencan continent as divinely presented to us to do with as we please. 
(P. 189) 

He points out that Indian cultural philosophy embraces a reverence for the earth that 

offers a sense of place for both human and other living beings. With reference to Western 

culture, however, Berry admits that to develop a more intimate relationship to the earth 

would be "a difficult teaching for us, since we long ago lost Our capacity for being present 

to the earth and its living foms in a mutually enhancing manner" (p. 190). Berry believes 

that Western culture suffers from an "unprecedented pathology that is embedded in Our 

cultural traditions, in Our religious traditions, in Our very language, in our entire value 

system," (p. 10) and it is further imperiled by how science and technology is used. 



Science has a strong impact on peoples of al1 cultures, especially on their view of 

the world and their understanding of the nature of the human being. In thinking about its 

impact, Steinem (1993) believes that science has becorne "the most powerful influence on 

the ways our minds and capabilities are valueà" (p. 132). Also, she believes that religion 

has impacted, not only the Western view of the world, but also its view of the nature of 

the human being. Steinem notes how society is influenced by religious doctrines that 

"still undermine and resist any view of human nature as being part of a continuum of 

nature" (p. 132). This overriding perception meant that science was not exempt from the 

influence of religion. She argues that "through scientific methods, it was possible to 

speculate and then to postulate theories supported by evidence which was mustered-not 

necessarily in a dishonest way, but as a result of selective vision" (p. 132) that was shaped 

by religious thought. 

In Western cultural philosophy, the study of science differs from the study of 

religion. However, in Aboriginal cultural philosophy, the study of science and religion 

has more in common. This understanding is explained in the following quotation: 

In the Aboriginal mind, a "spiritual" understanding of life differs from a 
"religious" understanding. A "spiritual" person understands "energy" and how 
it manifests itself throughout the Creation. In contrast, a "religious" person can 
uphold a belief in a "Creator" and adhere to certain values and ritual without 
a knowledge of energy and its movement. Religion is the expression of one's 
bclief in the "spintual". Aboriginal spirituaiity is not a religion, it is a "way 
of life" that requires awareness and consistent interaction with the environment. 
(personai communication, J. Dumont. 1994) 

From this teaching. Aboriginal people understand that a person who has a true knowledge 

of the spiritual realm expenences no contradiction in religious practices. In fact, as 
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P. Knudtson (1995) points out Aboriginal spirituality is actually "more akin to modem 

day 'quantum physics' than it is to religion" (personal communication). 

This kind of Abonginal world view may be thought of as being "holographic." 

As Ferguson (1980) explains, a holographic mode1 of understanding enriches and 

enlarges many disciplines because it provides human beings with the opportunity to 

synthesize both the scientific and the spiritual perceptions of reality. According to Frein 

(1970), a kind of cultural synthesis becomes possible when the differences between two 

world views are not denied (p. 183). In fact, he believes that cultural synthesis is indeed 

based upon these differences. 

In Freire's (1970) work, a discussion of culture with particular reference to how a 

person perceives hisher reality and place within the world is important. He noies that 

people "in their permanent relations with reality, produced not only material goods-but 

also social institutions, ideas, and concepts" (p. 91). Freire attests to the fact that "just as 

objective social reality exists not by chance, but as the product of human action, so it is 

not transfomed by chance" (p. 36). Steinem (1993) shares the notion that people must be 

active in the creation and development of themselves and their world view. She reasons 

that because "each individual is a iiteral microcosrn of al1 the forces in the universe, it is 

not a long stretch to a view of human beings . . . as k i n g  part of and constantly 

influencing as well as responding to the larger universe" (p. 155). 

This concept of mutuality in relationships that is present within traditional 

Aboriginal culture, is expressed in the following traditional teaching: 



In Aboriginal thought, a human being must leam how to function within a 
"total environment" of ever expanding circles of relationships. Beginning 
with one's family, the human king's interactions will extend into hidher 
clan, community, and nation; will rnove outward to other nations and races 
of people; and extend further still to include the global environment and al1 
the universa! elements within the Creation. A disruption in any one of these 
circles impacts on the whole. (personal communication, R. A. Antone, 1994) 

In his experience as an educator working with Hopi and Navajo people, Rhodes (1988) 

concurs: 

In this way of thinking, everything becomes a part of everything, with fewer 
discrete categories for observation or segregation of either ideas or people. 
This may lend itself to a more holistic observational technique, where the 
Anglo process of categorization lends itself to a more linear approach. (p. 24) 

Rhodes contends that a holistic vision of the world is demonstrated by the fact that 

"Navajos must fully understand something and have thought of al1 aspects of it before 

they will act on that information, or tiy to act on it" (p. 23). In his master's thesis, which 

had as its topic preparing Native adults for post-secondary education, Thomas (1997) 

agrees that "the 'wholistic' view, used in place of 'holistic' because of the Native 

preference for dealing with the whole person, requires that the individual be given the 

'big picture' as a way of teaching and learning" (p. 36). Rhodes (1988) explains that 

within Navajo culture, the people possess "the philosophical idea that the whole is more 

important than the parts, even though it is made up of the parts" (p. 23). In addition, he 

believes that "farnily and clan relationships are as important as the relationships of ideas. 

The parts cm be studied, but only in relation to the whole" (p. 23). 



In examining the impact of a cultural philosophy, humans tend to apply the same 

general principles from their perception of the world to their view of the nature of the 

human being. This tendency is illustrated best in the following teaching: 

The Creator said that al1 of life moves within a great circle bound together in 
h m o n y  and balance in four directions. When the human being, understands 
and lives by the pnnciples and values that are the gifts of these four directions, 
he will know how to becorne a part of the natural harmony and balance of life. 
These gifts flow from the spiritual center of every human being, but people 
will need to leam how to exercise these gifts in their everyday lives. (personal 
communication, J. Dumont, 1993) 

Thus, within traditional Aboriginal culture, the world was created so that it naturally 

operates on the principles of balance, hmony,  and interdependence whereas: 

In the Ojibwa mind, the world teaches people about movement, so it is understood 
that a11 of life moves to maintain a balance. The earth is in constant motion, and 
so too, will be the life of the human being that is viewed as a "wheel" unto itsclf. 
A holistic approach to life will require a person to develop themselves in al1 four 
directions of the medicine wheel. (persona1 communication, B. K.-K. Bell, 1992) 

Human beings may be naturally gifted with balance, but they are required to Iearn about 

their nature and how to exercise their gifts in order to maintain a balance. As one Ojibwa 

teacher clearly States: 

The whole person or the four aspects of one's self--body, mind, heart (emotions), 
and spirit-will need to be understood and developed within every human being. 
Later, a person will need to acquin the ability to balance the physical, mental, 
emotional, and spiritual energies both intemally within one's self and then, 
extemally within al1 of one's relationships in the world. (personai 
communication, B. K.-K. Bell, 1992) 

Thomas (1997) agrees that "in most Native traditional cultures, the balance between the 

emotional, physical, mental, and spintual is prefemd" (p. 83). 



The principle of balance in relation to the nature of the human being is an 

important concept, as the following quote explains: 

Everything in life is composed of energy, and Indigenous people who understand 
the "wholeness" of life know that human illness is a sign that the body is in a state 
of "disease." Every individual is to leam how to maintain a balance. Thus, 
illness is viewed as being beneficial because it causes us to examine ourselves for 
the purpose of determining the imbalance. (personal communication, P. Deere, 
1985) 

And where it is believed that: 

Everything within creation has a life force or "spirit" that carries the potential 
to enhance life or to diminish it--to heal us or harrn us. The central idea is to 
become familiar with the spiritual energy that exists in a11 things and in many 
forms through developing one's skills of discernment. Al1 forces in nature 
exist to ensure a balance in life. (personal communication, E. Niganobe, 1994) 

Common notions found within a traditional Aboriginal world view are often related to 

principles of balance and of wholeness, as this traditional Ojibwa teacher points out: 

Human beings enter this life as complete and whole beings. and they possess the 
gifts of life that will help them to live in the world. The life that a person lives is 
both physical and spiritual. Because the true spiritual path of one's life does not 
change, while the physical life is always changing, a balance must be maintained. 
(personal communication, J. Dumont, 1992) 

An Aboriginal view of the nature of the human being, as one who enters the world 

as a whole being in a state of balance, contradicts certain Western religious views. In this 

regard, Kushner (1996) explains the impact religion has on how people perceive 

themselves and their place within the world. He writes: 

To Say that we [human beings] are destined to lose God's love or to go to Hell 
because of our sins is not a statement about us, but about the tentative nature of 
God's love and the conditional nature of God's forgiveness [as] a cldm that God 
expects perfection from us and will settle for nothing less. (p. 32) 
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Kushner claims that the religious notion of human imperfection stems from the time of 

Adam and Eve in the garden of Eden. In his view, when people fail to live up to either 

their own or society's expectations. they intemalize this imperfect view of themselves by 

blarning themselves, others, and God for what happens. Kushner believes that people 

must learn first. how to analyze their personal beliefs; second, how to perceive their 

experiences in life as leaming; and finally, how to forgive. In so doing, they leam how to 

accept themselves, and others, and to find their place within the world. 

In examining the interplay between people and their society, Freire (1970) writes 

that people think about and encounter the world in three basic ways: "fatalistically, 

dynamically, and statically" (p. 97). He explains that the fatalistic view relates to the 

power of destiny, fate, or fortune. where a distorted view of God compels a person to 

attribute hisher suffering and sometimes, exploitation, as being God's will. The static 

view relates closely to the fatalistic view in that people see themselves as being subject to 

inevitable forces over which they have no power or control. In the static view, the world 

is perceived as a closed order or system-a given reality-to which people must adjust and 

from which there is no escape. Finally, there is the dynamic view, where people are able 

to perceive cntically the reality of their world and how they exist, and where they are 

willing to act in its transformation. Freire concludes that al1 three views are the result of 

"a historical and sociological situation, not an essential characteristic of peoples' 

behaviour" (p. 48). People's willingness to create and to transfom thernselves and their 

world depends on the view of reality that they hold. 



Defining Knowledge and Knowledge Creation 

People create reality-both personal and social. Helping them to become 

conscious of both its content and its dynamics enlarges the philosophical view that people 

have of themselves, others, and the world. Important components within anyone's 

philosophical view are the various pieces of knowledge, acquired over time, that 

detemine the pnnciples by which people live. This next section discusses learning as the 

overall context in which knowledge is created. 

Understanding Learnin~ and How Learners Learn 

The human brain's capacity to receive and process information and to perceive 

reality on varying levels of consciousness creates new assumptions for an enlarged view 

of leaming. Griffin (1988) argues that the potential for human learning requires a new 

approach that ''strives for whole-brain education" that "augments left-brain rationality 

with holistic, non-linear and intuitive strategies," and where the "confluence and fusion of 

the two processes are emphasizeà" (p. 126). Denis and Richter (1987) agree that there is 

a need to explore paths for leaming and thinking that are something other than linear. 

From their observations of Native people, they report on the existence of an "intuitive 

leaming modality" that "strongly resembles the stages in the [human] creative process" 

(P. 18). 

Samples and Hammond (1985) support the notion of whole-brain leaming. They 

refer to leaming rnodalities that "characterize the way the brain takes in information 

(input), as well as the way it restructures and expresses information (output)" (p. 40). 



They stress: 

symbolic-abstract [leaming] modalities involve symbols and abstract codes 
(reading, wnting, ciphenng) that appeal to dominantly left brain activity. Visual- 
spatial. auditory, and kinesthetic expenences usually excite more right-brain 
processing. Synergic modalities synthesize the two hemispheres and other brain 
systems as well. (p. 40) 

According to Samples and Hammond, excellence in education "must include other ways 

of accessing and processing experience," (p. 40) other than the rational and logical use of 

the mind. In making reference to Kolb's (1984) definition of learning style, Samples and 

Hammond note that "leaming styles differ from leaming modalities in a fundamental 

way. A learning style is the way we process information once we get it" (p. 40). 

In writing about the concept of learning style, Kolb (1984) discusses two basic 

structural dimensions of the learning process. The first dimension consists of "two 

dialectically opposed modes of grasping experience-one through direct apprehension of 

immediate concrete experience, and the other through an indirect comprehension of 

symbolic representations of experience" (p. 58). He defines the second dimension, as "a 

transformation dimension that has two dialectically opposed modes of transforming 

expenence"--one being through "intentional reflection, the other through extensional 

action" (p. 59). Thus, "the leaming process at any given moment in time may be 

govemed by one or al1 of these processes interacting simu1taneously"--a "synthesis of 

which produces higher levels of leaming" (p. 61). Kolb explains that d l  people learn 

differently. The two dimensions in his structural mode1 allow for the emergence of 

"adaptive processes for leaming" that are unique to the individual, but may "tend to 

emphasize some adaptive orientations over others" that tend to f o m  a pattern (p. 62). 



This somewhat stable and enduring pattern of grasping and transforming experience is 

what Kolb refers to as a learning style because it arises "from consistent patterns of 

transaction between the individual and his or her environment" (p. 63). Kolb notes that 

"more powerfut and adaptive foms of leaming" emerge when "the four elementary 

leaming modes or strategies are used in cornbination" (p. 65). 

Hill and George (1996), two Native adult educators, present a diagram depicting 

an Aboriginal approach to leaming that emphasizes the use of four distinct leming styles 

within a circular process. They describe "four fundamental stages to learning-awareness, 

struggle, building, and preservation" (p. 9). These stages may be correlated to four 

distinct styles of leaming--each of which utilize and emphasize specific aspects of the 

human being. For example, the awareness stage is associated with an intuitive learning 

style and spiritual aspect of the person; the stmggle stage with a relational learning style 

and emotional aspect; the building stage with a mental leaming style and cognitive 

aspect; and the preservation stage with a physical learning style or behavioral aspect 

(p. 12). Hill and George believe that al1 four parts of the human being-spirit, heart 

(emotion), mind, and body-are engaged in the learning process. They explain that 

certain styles of leaming, which may be understood as the human being's spiritual, 

mental, emotionai, and physical capacity for learning, may be called upon at times 

determined by the individual as necessary for mastering the task at hand. Similar to Kolb 

(1984), Hill and George contend that "we [human beings] leam in al1 four ways. We are 

al1 working in some cornbination of the four [learning styles]" (p. 18). 



In terms of Aboriginal people, research on learning styles provides some credence 

to the notion of left-braidright-brain learning activity, as expressed previously by 

Samples and Hammond (1985). For exarnple, Rhodes (1988) reports that "limited 

research indicates that the Native American population is more right brain dominant, 

more holistic, and more haptic than the general population" (p. 25). Rhodes further notes 

"that these are al1 areas in which our educational system is weak" (p. 25). Wallis (1983) 

in her work with Indian students at St. Mary's school in Red Lake, Minnesota concurs 

with Rhodes, and in her study notes that "there is a decided dependence on right- 

hemispheric functioning" for Native Americans (p. 41). In his analysis of the research 

related to leaming styles, More (1987) suggests that Native people have: 

- strength in global processing on both verbal and non-verbal tasks. 
- strength in simultaneous processing with slower development of sequential 

processing abilities. 
- strength in processing visuaYspatial information. 
- strength in using imagery for coding and understanding. 
- weakness in verbal coding and understanding; (meaning they are) reflective 

more than impulsive. (p. 24) 

He also reports how the "research shows a considerable overlap between Indian and non- 

Indian leaming style patterns, especially where there are sirnilarities in lifestyle" (p. 27). 

More concedes that cultural differences may have an impact on leaming style, but 

differerices in leaming "are not found with sufficient consistency to suggest a uniquely 

Indian leaming style" (p. 17). On the other hand. Kaulback (1984) refers to studies that 

"point to the fact that both Indian and Inuit children are most successful ai processing 

visual information and have the most difficulty performing well on tasks saturated with 

verbal content" (p. 30). He notes how their "learning by doing and observational style of 
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learning has had a profound effect upon the development of certain skills" like perception 

and that "these [Native] children have acquired the ability to organize their observations 

and fom concepts from them" (p. 33). 

Apart from the discoveries made in regard to Abonginal people, it appears that a 

more broadened approach to education through whole-brain learning would appeal to the 

general populace as well. In sharing her experiences about people in general, Gnffin 

(1988) says that "rational mind and metarnorphic mind are necessary partners" (p. 119). 

She defines the "metamorphic mind" as possessing a capability which goes "beyond what 

is usually described as right brain functioning . . . to include what is often described as the 

subconscious" (p. 119). She explains that "imagery is a right brain activity-for many it is 

visual, has no sense of time, is without words. . . .[and] cornes out of the workings of the 

subconscious" (p. 1 19). Ferguson (1 980) agrees, and explains that: 

The right brain sees contexi-and, therefore, meaning. Without intuition, we 
would still be in the cave. Every breakthrough, every leap in history, has 
depended on right-brain insights, the ability of the holistic brain to detect 
anomalies, process novelty, perceive relationships. (p. 297) 

Nummela and Rosengren (1988), in writing about the concept of the "tnune 

brain," added another dimension to the understanding of learning that is related to brain 

function. In their research, they observed the influence of emotion on the brain and 

concluded "that feelings and learning cannot be separated" (p. 101). The concept of the 

triune brain implies that the human brain is actudly three brains in one. The first part 

known as the reptilian complex is responsible for the automatic behavior required to meet 

basic needs and govems the psychological changes necessary to ensure survival. The 
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second part or limbic system is responsible for emotion and acts as a monitor for al1 

incoming information that carries with it a predominant function towards survival. The 

neocortex which constitutes five-sixths of the brain is referred to as the "human brain" 

and is responsible for the human capacity to reason. Nurnmela and Rosengren contend 

that the limbic system functions as an emotional filter that determines a person's 

acceptance and rejection of new infomation. These emotional barriers to learning exist 

at al1 times both on a conscious and unconscious level and will affect learning when the 

lower-brain functions related to survival and programmed behavior are triggered (p. 100). 

Marsick (1985) agrees that "many of the blocks to learning stem from the 

affective domain through feelings of low self-esteem that even the highest achievers often 

have toward themselves as leamers" (p. 7). She explains that within the context of higher 

education, other barriers to learning, in the form of internalized noms responsible for 

learner distress, must be overcome if learners are to become more self-directed. Marsick 

believes that educators need to recognize that "distress gets in the way of learning, but it 

can be discharged if dealt with, instead of denied" (p. 9). 

In examining the role of play in adult learning, Melarned (1987) contends that a 

playful approach to learning stimulates an integrative and creative energy within adults 

that helps them to concentrate, to solve problems, and to try out new ideas through the 

exercise of their imagination. She argues that "play does not just belong to the d m  of 

children because in the sense of wholeness and integration, play and learning are rooted 

in the sarne [creative] life force" (p. 21). In his work experience with Native adult 

learners, Thomas (1997) agrees that the use of humor, especiaily with Native people, 
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establishes the trust necessary for creating a positive leaming climate and teacherhtudent 

relationship. Thus, it would appear that the brain's capacity to effect learning is 

influenced by a broad range of intemal and extemal factors. 

In the next section, 1 discuss several leaming processes that lead to the creation of 

knowledge and knowledge definitions. 

Definitions of Knowledge and Knowledge Creation 

In the process of leaming, people create knowledge. O'Banion (1997) discusses 

two models of learning related to both the acquisition and creation of knowledge. In the 

first instance, he refers to a traditional objectivist view where "knowledge is objective 

and exists outside of the individual" (p. 83). O'Banion states that the goal of the 

educational process in this model is to ensure that the leamer knows the extemal world 

which is interpreted primarily by the teacher, and where mastery of knowledge is 

demonstrated through school tests. This model of leaming contrasts with the 

constructivist view that "knowledge is constructed by each learner in terms of his or her 

own perceptions of the world, [or from] the leamer's mental rnodels" (p. 83). The two 

process goals of this model are to facilitate an in-depth examination of knowledge and to 

develop multiple perspectives. Knowledge cornes from experience in working with 

problems and issues, and not from the memorization of information about problems and 

issues. According to O'Banion, a constnictivist view of education reflects the concept of 

contexhial learning where leamen find meaningfulness in their education because of the 

connections made from "learning by doing" (p. 84). In refetring to contextualism and its 

impact on the creation of a unique leaming style, Kolb (1984) explains that "reality is 



constantly being created by the penon's experience" (p. 63) because both the person and 

the event are shaped by the context of the historical event. 

Michelson (1996) offers a similar view; she points out that different knowledge is 

created and made available from different social and histoncal locations. In her opinion, 

Western academia needs to "relinquish the image of the rational consciousness 

constnicting knowledge in detached and splendid isolation" (p. 191). She maintains that 

al1 knowledge is situated knowled~e because it is "socially and historically situated in 

the matrix of the social relationships and social activity of the active human groups who 

create it" (p. 191). For Kolb (1984). leaming is "a process whereby knowledge is created 

through the transformation of experience" (p. 38). He agrees that knowledge is 

"continuously created and recreated, not an independent entity to be acquired or 

transmitted" (p. 38). Freire (1970) concurs with the idea that "knowledge of one's world 

is created by people and is the result of their ability to reflect upon and to draw meaning 

from their experiences, from their perception of reality, and from their understanding of 

their history" (p. 73). 

In Aboriginal thought, the human drive to fulfill the meaning and purpose of one's 

life leads to the creation of knowledge. The following Ojibwa teaching exemplifies this 

type of knowledge creation. 

A person's life path begins before the spirit enters this physical world. While at 
the Creator's side. people are given the intention and purpose of their life and are 
shown the course of their life path. Thus, the life force of the spirit contains both 
the will and the intention to live life, and the desire to fulfill that which the spirit 
is sent into the world to do. (personal communication, J. Dumont. 1993) 



45 

Aboriginal teachings embrace a form of knowledge that is created from one's joumey 

ihrough life and is facilitated by one's spintual connection to the world. In writing about 

Indigenous people and their knowledge base, Brant-Castellano (in press) denotes three 

categories that overlap and interact with each other. She refers to the first category as  

k ing a traditional knowledge consisting of legends or stories about the Creation of the 

world; encounters with ancestors and spirits; experiences with the environment, family 

and clan genealogies; as well as, facts and information relating to an understanding of the 

world. Apart from providing information, knowledge reinforces values and beliefs, and 

instills attitudes within the people. Brant-Castellano terms empirical knowledge as a 

second category that derives from multiple sources. This term refers to the way in which 

people create knowledge from the careful observation of a particular phenomenon over 

extended penods of time. Information from the observations of many people is 

interpreted within the context of existing information with revisions to the current state of 

knowledge being made when different perspectives converge. Revealed knowledge is the 

term that she applies to the last category. Viewed as being spiritual in nature, this kind of 

knowledge is acquired through revelation and stems from a person's intuitive sense, 

hisher dreams, visions, and fasting experiences. An individual seeks this knowledge 

usually in response to a need for solving a problem or for ascertaining some direction or 

guidance related to one's life journey or purpose. 

Because people tend to draw sirnilar ideas, assumptions, and conclusions from 

their experience in the world, they possess similar kinds of knowledge. Kolb (1984) 

notes how the mandala (circ1e)--a "symbol of wholeness, unity, and integrity is to be 
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found in most of the world's religions" (p. 229). Similady, from their experience in the 

world, Ojibwa knowledge of the world is created. In the words of a traditional Ojibwa 

teacher: 

The circle is a centrai and important symbol for how we view ourselves, the 
world, and life itself. To us, the circle was imprinted into the universe and set 
into motion from the very beginning of Creation. The Sun, moon, and earth are 
circles. Everywhere life moves in a circular fashion. In living one's life, an 
Ojibwa person understands that hisher life path moves in a circle from spirit 
tife to spirit life once again. (personal communication, J. Dumont, 1993) 

In thinking about the concept of the circle as it applies to knowledge creation, Kolb 

(1984) writes that the "typical four part structure of the mandala often represents dual 

polarities [and, it is] the integration of these polarities that fuels the endless circular 

process of knowing" (p. 229). 

In this regard, Michelson (1997) believes that the knowledge held by other 

cultures and sub-cultures provides Westem culture with "an opportunity to ennch 

academic learning with alternative ways of knowing" where knowledge can be valued 

"for its difference from, rather than its similarity to, academic expertise" (p. 144). For 

her, knowledge is a social product that humans make collectively, and it is important for 

people to be able to perceive the world more broadly. 

Michelson (1996) asserts that alternative ways of knowing stemming from 

alternative cultural experiences are important, even though they challenge the current 

definitions of knowledge espoused by Western institutions who assume both the power 

and authority to determine "what kind of knowledge counts" (p. 192). In het work, she 

encountered ferninist and anti-racist theonsts who argued that reason as a human function 



stems from "a concept of a detached rule-bound process for arriving at knowledge within 

the individual mind" (p. 191), which is the product of a specific intellectual history, 

narnely Westem cultural history. From her analysis, Michelson concludes that: 

experience and knowledge are neither chronologically, nor logically distinct. 
They are more helpfully seen as mutually determined, with knowledge shaping 
experience as much as the reverse. . . .the knowledge through which we organize 
meaning cannot be separated from experience. (p. 190) 

Michelson (1997) believes that "the separation of the content of knowledge from its 

context--what one knows rather than where one has learned it" (p. 142)--would be 

unacceptable to Westem academia because it challenges sexist, racist, and classist 

assumptions about the kind of people who are likely to know specific things. 

However, the use of alternative sources of knowledge and ways of knowing can 

lead to the development of enhanced cross-cultural or culturally sensitive learning 

experiences. in facilitating Aboriginal perspectives amongst social work students, 

Charter (1994) descnbes her use of a leaming strategy that helped students to share their 

feelings and persona1 experiences with regard to stereotyping. This strategy encourages 

students to acknowledge their biases and negative attitudes towards others that included 

stereotypical attitudes about Aboriginal peoples. Then, through various structured 

learning activities set up with Aboriginal elders, resource people, and social agencies, 

students were able to challenge these stereotypes. Later, many students "indicated that 

they had changed their attitudes about Aboriginal people as a result of their experiences" 

(p. 87). In this example, the creative use of alternative sources of knowledge from an 

alternative cultural experience enhanced their learning. 



Introduction to Educational Philosophy 

According to Elias and Merriam (1 995), the study of educational philosophy 

encourages educators to develop an awareness of the principles and reasons for teaching. 

As an interpretative theory, a philosophy of education like any thought system. originates 

within a specific socio-cultural context--meaning that the development of thought is 

greatly influenced by the particular problems, issues, and challenges existing within a 

culture. Because a philosophy expresses itself in the development of a concrete type of 

educational program and methodology, Elias and Merriam cal1 attention to the problems 

that often mise when a philosophy of education is applied in differing cultural contexts. 

However, this does not mean that a particular theory cannot be adapted to other cultural 

situations with some success. 

This section is devoted to a discussion of some philosophical orientations 

specifically relating to adult education. Where appropriate, traditional Aboriginal 

teachings related to education are compared in this examination of adult educational 

philosophy, its assumptions, and its teaching and learning rnethodology. 

A Comparative View of Adult Educational Philosophv and Methodolow 

Relevant to people of al1 cultures is the importance of transmitting knowledge and 

skills to future generations. As the following traditional Aboriginal teaching explains: 

The human k ing  naturally wants to understand the workings of life and the power 
of Creation, and it is the spiritual energy that pushes a person to search for 
meaning. The Creator has provided people with a knowledge of the "circle of 
life" and the oppominities to develop the skill for living a life which has meaning 
and purpose. This is knowledge and skill that must be passed down to each 
generation. (personal communication, J. Dumont, 1994) 



On this same topic, Knowles (1980) explains how, at one time, it may have been 

appropriate to define education as a process of transmitting what is known, but 

accelerated cultural changes means that new knowledge becomes largely obsolete in a 

matter of yean. According to Knowles, the great influx of adult learners entering the 

educational system has called into question the pedagogical model of education because it 

is derived from assumptions about children as learners. Thus, in aniving at his definition 

of andraeoev, Knowles reasons that new assumptions relating to how adults leam are 

necessary. In keeping with this shift, Knowles defines the word, andragogy, a term 

coined by European adult educators, as being "the art and science of helping adults leam" 

(p. 43). He views andragogy as being "simply another mode1 of assumptions about 

learners to be used alongside the pedagogical model of assumptions" (p. 43). In putting 

fonh his andragogical assumptions, Knowles recognized the need for these to be tested on 

different learners in different situations (p. 43). Although his focus is on clarifying the 

concept of andragogy as it relates to adult education, he maintains that "the single most 

critical difference between children and adults as learners is the difference in assumptions 

we make" (p. 49) about them. 

Some of Knowles' (1980) views are found within traditional Aboriginal cultural 

philosophy in that Abonginal people perceive no difference between the way children and 

adults l em.  This understanding is illustrated in the words of one Aboriginal teacher: 

Children are "gifts" from the Creator who an on loan to their parents, and so each 
child must be helped to fulfill hisher purpose in life. Being greatly respected, 
their spiritual capacity is to be nurtured, and they are given much freedom to 
explore. A belief in the concept of "balance" with a focus on relationships is the 



key to facilitating their learning. Like their parents, children will sometimes need 
direction and at other times, they will not. (personal communication, J. 
Armstrong, 1993) 

O'Banion (1997) attempts to consolidate the differences in assumptions about child and 

adult learning when he descnbes pedagogy as "the science and art of education" (p. 82). 

In his opinion, differences between adult and child learning are minimized if "pedagogy 

is stretched to mean 'how leamers lem',  then applying what is known about learning [in 

general] becomes the underlying rationale" (p. 82) for both the educational process and 

organizational structure. 

Over the years, numerous concepts, assumptions, and theories about learning and 

education in general have been analyzed from various philosophical perspectives. Yet, as 

Elias and Memam (1995) contend, there have been few attempts to explore the 

philosophical approaches to adult education. Although these authors, themselves, raise 

the question of whether there is a distinct philosophy of adult education separate from 

education in general, Elias and Merriam believe that a systematic philosophical analysis 

of the major issues and problems in adult education add clarity to the field of educational 

study. Therefore, in their work, they analyze and summarize adult learning theory and its 

assumptions into six adult education philosophical orientations: liberai, progressive, 

behaviorist, humanistic, radical, and analytic. They discuss these orientations in a logical 

sequence. Similar ideas and notions presented in each philosophy exist within traditional 

Aboriginal cultural philosophy. In the sections that follow, 1 point out the similarities 

between these philosophies and Aboriginal cultural philosophy. 



Liberal Philosophv and Similarities 

According to Elias and Memam (1995), liberal adult education has been 

infiuenced by the oldest and most enduring philosophy of education in the Western wodd 

known as the liberal arts approach. This philosophy of education attempts to lead a 

person from a mere knowledge of facu to a level where principles or assumptions are 

grasped and where situations are analyzed so that an ordered synthesis can occur. A 

liberal education ernphasizes learning the art of investigation, communication, and 

criticism through reading and the dialectical discussion of philosophy, literature, and 

works of art. 

Elias and Memam (1995) point out that when the liberal orientation is 

operationalized, the role of the teacher predominates because this philosophy is based on 

the assumption that many things are best taught by the teacher directly and often through 

the lecture method. Teachers derive their authority from their wisdom and command of 

their subject material. Thus, the education of teachers is an education in the liberal arts, 

and not in particular skills or techniques. Elias and Merriam, in concluding their analysis, 

note that the liberal education process promotes theoretical thinking by focusing on the 

operations of the intellect and its atternpts to grasp and to comprehend tnith. It 

emphasizes the human ability to contemplate theory through an intuitive approach to 

knowledge and places philosophy, religion, and the humanities in a superior place to 

science. 

Ideas simila. to liberai adult education exist within traditional Aboriginal cultural 

philosophy and its approach to education. As one traditional teacher explains: 



People must undentand that the traditional teachings that contain their "original 
instructions" are usually transmitted through an oral tradition rich in rneaning 
and symbolism. Any student of Ojibwa culture is continually reminded that the 
purpose of oral teaching is to provide the person with a great deal of individual 
freedom in pursuing a knowledge of life that is unique to one's spiritual path. 
Finding the meaning of life and one's purpose is an individual matter. (personal 
communication, J. Dumont, 1994) 

In regard to the role of the teacher, the following quotation provides a description: 

The spiritual link that human beings have with the Creator and the total Creation 
is the primary mechanisrn through which people discover universal "truth" and the 
meaning and purpose of one's life. The ability to cornmunicate with this spintual 
force is a central part of the spiritual development of al1 human beings. In this 
way, many traditional teachings have corne to the people. To Native people, al1 
knowledge and understanding of life fiows from the Creator. (personal communi- 
cation, J. Dumont, 1993) 

Progressive Philosophv and Similarities 

According to Elias and Memam (1995). the philosophical approach of progressive 

education more than any other school of thought has had the greatest impact upon adult 

educational philosophy and educational philosophy in general. As they explain, early 

progressive thought emphasized a child-centered approach to education and stressed a 

practical education based on experiment that liberated the talents and gifts of the child. 

Later. the goals of progressive education became both individual and social because 

liberating a learner's gifts and talents releases a potential for solving the social, political, 

and economic problems of society. Elias and Merriam point out that progressivism 

accepts the methods of science as a way for understanding the human person and for 

solving human problems in an evolving world. They fùrther note that the progressive 

concepts of learning by experience, scientific inquiry, vocational and utilitarian training, 

community involvement, and responsiveness to social problems found expression in the 



development of adult education. In other words, progressive adult education is "not 

restricted to schooling, but includes al1 those incidental and intentional activities that 

society uses to pass on values, attitudes, knowledge, and skills" (p. 55). In brief, "the 

school is just one agency responsible for transmitting culture," and so, learning is truly 

"life-long" (p. 55). People are bom also with unlimited potential for growth and 

development, and because of their intelligence, they can adapt the environment to their 

own needs and achieve a satisfying life through scientific methods and experimental 

thinking. 

In their discussion of progressive education, Elias and Merriam (1995) note that 

the role of the teacher is not only to capitalize on the learner's interests, but also to 

stimulate interest in those things educationally desirable. The teacher is one source, but 

not the sole source of knowledge. As they see it, the teacher focuses on helping learners 

to solve problems and to remove the emotional blocks to leaming that confront them. 

Teachers are viewed as leaders of group activities and as helpers who become learners by 

sharing their own experiences and insights without imposing their own views. 

Sirnilar ideas to progressive educational thought exist within traditional 

Abonginal cultural philosophy and are explained in the following traditional teaching: 

Over the course of a lifetime, many forces are at work to shape the hurnan person 
who enters this world with beginning "gifts"--qualities and traits with which 
shehe is bom. People are responsible for detennining what their gifts are, to 
leam how to use them, to develop their gifts to become whole and in balance, and 
in the end, to embody these gifts, so that they know "who they are" and "what 
they can do" for their people. (persona1 communication, R. A. Antone and J. 
Dumont, 1993) 



In regard to the role of the teacher, the following quotation explains how: 

the Aboriginal child-rearing process teaches children responsibility for their 
decisions and prepares them for their role as adults who will one day make 
decisions for their people. To Aboriginal people, the opportunity to leam is 
present at al1 times because the many spiritual beings present within the Creation 
will act also as child's teachen and mentors. (persona! communication, R. A. 
Antone, 1989) 

and where it is understood that: 

the spiritual capacity of children is to be numired and developed while they are 
still open to the spintual world, and before they learn how to discount their 
drearns and intuitive experiences. As spirituai beings, children are as capable as 
adults of channelling messages from the spirit worid to the people of their 
community in times of need. Thus. care-givers must develop the wisdom to help 
each child to fulfill hislher purpose or "calling" in life. (personal communication, 
J. Armstrong, 1993) 

Behaviorist Philosophv and Similarities 

Behaviorist adult education, according to Elias and Memarn (1995), is greatly 

influenced by a system of psychology known as behaviorism. From this perspective, 

knowledge is acquired through an inductive method where one can arrive at truth by 

exarnining the information gained from the senses alone. Behaviorists believe that the 

way to understand humans is through the observation of their behavior, and not through 

the exploration of the inner, unobservable recesses of mind and emotion. Behaviorists 

support an educational system that ensures peoples' survivai by the carefbl control of 

behavior that uses reward as the most effective reinforcer. 

According to Elias and Memam (1995). the concept of leaming how to leam and 

the provision of remediai and job-oriented training in adult education is based upon 

behavioristic thinking related io the survival of individuals and society. Behaviorism de- 
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emphasizes cornpetition by stressing individual success reinforced by the positive rewards 

associated with cooperation and interdependence on a global level. They also note that 

behavioral objectives in educational settings, and the need for the objective and 

measurable outcornes present in competency-based adult education of which cnterion- 

referenced evaluation, performance assessments, and feedback are a part are a direct 

outcome of a behaviorist view of learning. 

Another direct outcome is the notion of accountability in education which is based 

on the assumption that society values education because it helps people to become more 

productive members of society. The influence of behaviorism in adult education can be 

seen in the developrnent of individualized learning and instruction, the use of leaming 

objectives as statements specifying the kind of behavior to be developed, the use of 

learning contracts, and computer based or computer assisted instruction where the 

responsibility for leaming lies primarily with the leamer. 

From a behaviorist perspective, Elias and Merriam (1995) point out that the role 

of the teacher is to control the leaming environment. Teaching should take place under 

favorable conditions where student behavior can be observed and controlled through 

positive reinforce-ment, and where individual differences can be more efficiently dealt 

with. In this process, the teacher designs an environment and plans in detail the 

conditions that will elicit the desired behavior and pre-determined responses and will 

extinguish behavior that is not desirable. It is not enough for the teacher to select 

appropriate learning activities, shehe must organize them so that they reinforce each 



other. The leamer's role in behavioral education is active rather than passive; learners 

must act so that their behavior can be reinforced, 

Examples similar to behavionstic thought are illustrated in the following 

quotation: 

Every living thing holds the responsibility for determining how its particular life 
force is rneant to function within the world. The teachings talk about how the 
"beings" in the naturd world function together in a rnanner that is indicative of 
"cooperation", and not "competition". These beings know naturally how to 
support and sustain the other life-foms. Because dl of life existed here before 
the coming of humankind, human beings have the most to leam. They need only 
to look to the Creation for the examples of how they can live. (persona1 com- 
munication, R. A. Antone and J. Dumont, 1992) 

In reference to the notion of accountability, the following traditional teaching explains 

how: 

In Iroquoian cosmology, spintual forces exist in both "seen" and "unseen" terrns. 
They are given the power to sustain and to support life. Human beings are bom 
with an innate ability to Iearn, and they will seek out what they need to survive. 
However, it is understood that the Creator has provided people with everything 
that they might need for their survival in this world. At no time do human beings 
cease being a part of Creation, so people must be continually thankful for life and 
for what they receive from the Creation. They are responsible for taking care of 
their mother, the Earth. (personal communication, E. Benedict, 1996) 

In regard io the role of the teacher, traditional Aboriginal cultural philosophy differs: 

When the original human was given gifts by the Creator to help him to live in the 
world, Anishinabe was taught by the very elements of Creation itself. The sweet- 
grass, tree, deer, and Stone taught Anishinabe "by their very presence". This story 
tells us how "life within the natural world teaches". In fact, al1 of life has the 
capacity and willingness to provide for human beings and to teach them. The 
human king  is the only life-form in Creation who must leam how to CO-exist in 
the Creation. (personai communication, J. Dumont, 1992) 
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Humanistic Philosophv and Similarities 

Humanistic education, as Elias and Merriam (1995) point out, is concemed with 

the development of the whole penon with a special emphasis on the emotional and 

affective dimensions of personality. Humanistic principles are based on a view of human 

nature as k ing  inherently good. Consequently, humans will grow in a manner that is 

beneficial to themselves and to society. Based on this view, there is little need to place 

faith in a force outside of the individuai because the power is within the individual. In 

other words, human beings have freedom and autonomy in making persona1 choices that 

are proactive rather than reactive. The nurturance of each person's uniqueness and 

special talents and skills creates potential for the unlimited growth and development of 

not just intelligence, but of intuition and emotion as important components of the whole 

person. Elias and Merriam explain that the development of the seIf--what a person really 

is--and one's self-concept-who a person thinks shelhe is--in relation to one's 

responsibility to others and humanity in general is advocated. Self-actualization is the 

goal towards which people continuously strive, and behavior is the result of a selective 

perception based on what is important to them and includes a definition of reality as being 

what one perceives it to be. 

In adult education, Elias and Memarn (1995) note that humanistic assumptions 

surface in a variety of ways like the promotion of self-development and personal growth 

that does not occur in isolation from others. An equally valuable source of knowledge is 

the leamer and the examination of the learner's own life experiences, values, attitudes, 

and emotions. Humanists oppose cornpetition because it threatens and curtails leaming, 



instead they foster cooperative group learning experiences, discussions. and small group 

projects as appropriate leaming activities for developing the whole person. 

Elias and Memarn (1995) describe the role of the teacher as helper, facilitator, and 

partner in the learning process because the teacher does not necessarily know best, 

especially when working with adult learners. The teacher guides or facilitates the 

learning process in such a way that emphasis is placed on leaming, not on teaching. The 

teacher creates the conditions in which leaming takes place and trusts the Iearner to 

assume responsibility for learning. Thus, self-diagnosis of learning needs, and self- 

evaluation are important educational strategies to employ in humanistic adult education. 

Humanistic notions present within traditional Aboriginal cultural philosophy are 

illustrated in the teachings that follow: 

Human beings enter this life as complete and whole beings. They already possess 
the gifts of life to help them to live in the world. Creation teaches people that 
they are to strive towards fulfilling the highest principles of peace, cooperation, 
balance, and coexistence as being the true path of one's spiritual life that does not 
change. The "life road" teaching talks about the experiences associated with 
one's changing physical life that may cause a person to abandon hislher true self if 
healing work to examine these experiences is not done. Thus, in spite of "what 
you think you are," you can never know "who you are" until you look within. 
(personal communication, J. Dumont, 1992) 

And, where: 

Life experiences creating an imbalance in the human being are processed through 
healing work designed to help individuds to look within themselves--to unmask 
their true selves by examining the circles of trauma and hurt associated with their 
life experiences. This inner movement clears blocks, restores balance, and helps 
people to connect with their spiritual center. (personal communication, B. LK. 
Bell, 1991) 



In regard to the role of the teacher, traditional Aboriginal cultural philosophy explains: 

At a young age, Aboriginal children leam to evaluate information and to make 
choices. There is an inherent understanding of the need for freedom to process 
information at their own Pace and to make choices that are appropriate for them. 
A person's influence over another is to be respected, and it should not be used to 
oppress or suppress an individual's growth and development. Individual choice is 
respected, but parents will continually explain to their children that îhey should be 
thinking not only about their own needs, but also about the needs of others which 
includes the impact that any decision has on the world around them up to "seven 
generations into the future". (personal communication, R. A. Antone, 1989) 

In traditional Aboriginal philosophical thought, although the spiritual nature of the human 

is inherently good, their physical nature is subject to the "twinness of life." This 

understanding is expressed in the following teaching that stresses the importance of 

balance: 

From the very beginning when the Creator made this reality, he made it possible 
for everything to have a twin. This life that human beings live is a "twin" life that 
consists of a spiritual reality and a physical reality. The "twinness" of life exists 
also within our physical reality as explained in an Ojibwa story of twin brothers 
who are identical and equal except in their behavior and intentions towards life. 
The story advises that people should not desire or yearn to be like either one of 
these two, but rather to look for the middle path. (personal communication, J. 
Dumont, 1993) 

Radical PhiIosophv and Sirnilarities 

Elias and Memam (1995) explain that radical adult education advocates the use of 

education to bnng about social, political, and economic changes in society. It questions 

the basic values, structures, and practices of society and embraces a belief in the 

importance of human persons becoming cognizant of their ability to change the material 

and social conditions of their lives. The major goal of a radical education is 

humanization through a process of liberation. Radical theorists believe that knowledge 



results from a process of becoming aware of one's objective redity through the 

development of higher levels of consciousness. Critical consciousness, the highest level, 

is facilitated through dialogical discussion and is marked by depth in the interpretation of 

problems, self-confidence in discussions, and acceptance of responsibility. Elias and 

Memarn point out that in this libertarian, dialogic form of problem-posing education. 

dialogue and social activity are essential components of the learning process. 

Elias and M e k m  (1995) explain that when a radical educational process is used 

problern-posing and dialogic education begins with an investigation of the problems 

found within the leamer's cultural situation. The Iearner is encouraged to engage in a 

dialogue with the teacher for the purpose of exchanging perceptions relating to a 

problematic situation. Teachers learn from the students just as much as the students leam 

from them, and together, they decide on concrete actions to solve problems. In presenting 

material, teachers must be open to the clarification and modification of their own views. 

Higher levels of consciousness result from dialectical discussions that help leamers to see 

that their present situation is not pre-determined, but can be changed. 

Radical educational ideas apply more aptly to the contemporary societai situation 

of Abonginal people as expressed in the following statement: 

The pervasiveness of Western belief systems and practices eventually caused 
many Aboriginal people to abandon their own cultural teachings as they started 
to identify with a cultural way of l i t  that they perceived to be more acceptable. 
Many negative messages and images about king a Native person are intemalized 
within the people. In using processes of self-examination, Native people can un- 
cover the negative imagey that prevents them from strengthening their unique 
cultural identity. (personal communication, R. A. Antone, 1982) 



In making reference to the development of a consciousness, traditional Abonginal 

teachers believe that: 

The knowledge, understanding, and practice of spirit to spirit communication is 
still an integral part of traditional Aboriginal life today. Because al1 Aboriginal 
cultures derive their teachings of life from a spiritual base, it follows that many 
of the learning and teaching activities that occur within Aboriginal societies are 
structured for the purpose of helping people to develop a "spirihial 
consciousness." (personal communication, E. Hill, 1953) 

They also believe that: 

One's spiritual power of knowing begins with the development of a person's 
intuitive sense or one's natural human capacity to receive, to synthesize, and to 
integrate information. Understanding this capacity provides people with a new 
method of extracting information from one's personal and collective memory. 
The spiritual teachers often tell us that "the spirit knows what it has to do." They 
Say that the spirit is quite capable of Ieading a person through a life where "every- 
thing happens for a reason." Understanding the spiritual world is important if 
people are to understand the choices associated with their physical life where the 
synchronistic events of one's life are the result of many energy forces that are set 
into motion. (persona1 communication, J. Lathlin, 1995) 

In regard to the role of the teacher, the following is a description based on traditional 

Aboriginal cultural philosophy: 

The influence that anyone has over the thinking of another should be nothing 
more than providing a person with an opportunity to learn. In sharing their life 
experiences, teachers who are mentors provide learners' with examples of another 
perspective on life. Both teachers and l emen  believe that life experiences are 
the greatest teachers and cm provide profound lessons when the experiences are 
examined and shared with others. (personal communication, R. A. Antone, 1989) 

Analytic Philoso~hy and Similarities 

In examining an analytic philosophy of education, Elias and Merriam (1995) 

explain how it differs from other philosophies by concentrating on the analysis of 

language as the exclusive function of philosophy. They point out how concephial 
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analysis attempts to clarify the use of teminology and concepts employed in support of 

the knowledge, beliefs, actions, and activities of human life. In other words, no language, 

no matter how abstract, metaphysical, or theoretical is dismissed. Language is a social 

phenomenon where custom and social practices determine the meaning of words. Thus, 

in detemiining the meaning of words, analytic philosophers analyze how language is used 

in the arguments. metaphors, slogans, and statements developed by people and groups. 

In analytic thought, several tools of logic are used to conduct an analysis of a 

concept for the purpose of arriving at a definition that can be used in developing 

philosophical statements or policies. Conceptual clarity is sought particularly in areas 

where confusion in the use of a term creates difficulties and differences in opinion and 

policy. In practice, conceptual analysis is a value-free or neutral philosophical activity. 

However, anaIyiic philosophers, sometimes, make descriptive statements of what 

education should be. In analyzing the concept of adult education, they tend to restnct its 

use to the communication of knowledge that brings about a deepened awareness and 

consciousness in persons. Ski11 learning is included in this definition, only if the skills 

are intnnsically worth learning and are not merely instrumental skills. To analytic 

philosophers, the cornmitment of education is to the acquisition of knowledge, 

understanding, and insight in whatever social directions these may lead. In their view, 

education cannot be used as an instrument for attaining non-educational goals, no matter 

how socially necessary or desirable these goals may be. 

in traditional Aboriginal cultural philosophy, the meaning of words is often 

determineci by the use of language in custom and social practice. For exarnple, much 



cross-cultural confusion stems from a definition of the concept of Creator. As one 

Aboriginal teacher explains: 

n i e  institutionalization of spirituality created an understanding of "Goà" as an 
entity of great power and sometimes, personage who was usually male. 
Depending upon the teaching, God could be also quite punishing. In Abonginal 
thought, the "Creator" is a great spirit or "mystery" who lives on the other side of 
the sky and who responds always to the people with love and compassion. The 
Creator is neither male, nor female, but rather an energy force that flows 
throughout Creation where al1 of life has been designed for CO-existence. 
(personal communication, T. Greene, 1997) 

Therefore, in comparing philosophies and world views that cross cultural lines, it is 

important to understand language concepts in terms of how they are used within a 

particular cultural setting. As another traditional Aboriginal teacher explains: 

It is diffïcult to teach a Native language without some understanding of the 
spiritual and cultural beliefs of the people. A language conveys a unique under- 
standing and world view. Thus, the nature of Aboriginal languages and the 
cultural beliefs that they convey stresses the importance of relationship. The 
words only have meaning when taken in the context of the surrounding environ- 
ment. (personal communication, J. E. Thomas, 1986) 

The Role of Consciousness-Raising in Edueation 

The commonly-held assumptions that constitute a specific cultural philosophy are 

derived from a people's perception of reality. This perception is the filter through which 

people interpret their observations of and experiences in the world. A greater 

consciousness of the world leads to a broader perception of choices when dealing with 

any problem because it helps humans to see reality more inclusively, to understand it 

more clearly, and to integrate experience better. Therefore, it is important for educators 

to understand how the assumptions contained within their particular cultural philosophy 



shape the development of an educational philosophy from which both learning and 

teaching methodology is devised. 

This section is divided into three parts. The first part discusses various 

approaches to consciousness-raising. Following this part is a discussion of individual 

transformation and social change as two potential outcornes of a consciousness-raising 

approach to education. 

A~vroaches to Consciousness-Raising 

Every pnnciple, idea, and notion expressed through any philosophy is subject to 

human interpretation through the assumptions that we hold. Brookfield (1991) asserts 

that a person's perception of the world (world view) is shaped by one's assumptions 

which are "those taken-for-granted ideas, cornmonsense beliefs and self-evident niles of 

thumb that infonn our thoughts and actions" (p. 177) and underlie one's understanding of 

human nature. Assumptions are used as explanatory devices by which a person creates 

meaning, understands cause-and-effect, and generally, accounts for the events in hisher 

life (p. 177). 

Brookfeld (199 1) believes that people have assumptions so intemalized that 

helping them to become aware of the assumptions underlying their "habitual ways of 

thinking and living'' (p. 178) is very difficult and problematic. However, he believes that 

it is important to help people to realize that their "fixed ways of thinking and living are 

only options among a range of alternatives" (p. 178). Brookfield contends that even 

though some of peoples' "assumptions might be distorted, wrong, or contexhially 

relative" (p. 192), they cm be reconstituted "to m a .  them more inclusive and 
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integrative" (p. 177). He supports the notion that the ability to perceive reality, to reflect 

on one's assumptions and then to raise questions regarding one's common sense view of 

human activity are important skills central to the process of cnticai reflection (p. 177). 

He views this kind of exercise in cntical thinking as being part of a transfomative 

Iearning process because it encourages people to explore alternative ideas and to 

consider alternative forms of knowledge and ideological perspectives (p. 178). 

Similady, Mezirow (1985), in discussing whether an adult leamer cm be tmly 

"self-directed," employs the term meanine ~ers~ect ive  to describe the b'stxucture of 

cultural and psychological assumptions with which our past experience assimilates and 

transfomis new experience" (p. 2 1). He explains that a rneaning perspective is made up 

of meaning schemes which are sets of related expectations that "guide the way we 

experience, feel, understand, judge, and act upon Our situation" (p. 22). Because a 

meaning perspective defines a person's expectations, "it selectively orders what we learn 

and the way in which we l e m  it" (p. 22). According to Mezirow, a person cm transform 

a meaning perspective through a process of becoming critically aware of the cultural and 

psychological assumptions that one caries. Without awareness, these psychocultural 

assumptions have a tendency to constrain the way in which a person perceives and acts 

upon the world (p. 22). He further explains that a meaning perspective is transformed 

when a person understands the impact that hidher assumptions have on hisher ability to 

be "more inclusive and discriminating in the integration of experience" and more "open 

to discourse with alternative perspectives on disputed claims of validity" (p. 22). 
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In teaching Brazilian peasants literacy skills, Freire (1970) mentions how the 

develop-ment of a critical consciousness--conscientization--heIped learners to perceive 

their personal and social reality as a world that could be transformed. nirough 

conscientization, Freire explains how "that which had existed objectively, but had not 

been perceived in its deeper implications (if indeed it was perceived at dl) begins to 

'stand out', assuming the character of a problem which challenges the minci" (p. 70). in 

Freire's view, the development of this awareness is a crucial aspect of education. He 

advocates "a problem-posing education" and regards dialogue as "indispensable to the act 

of cognition which unveils reality" (p. 71). 

For Aboriginal people, the unveiling of reality is achieved through processes of 

self-examination. This understanding appears in the following quotation on the subject of 

embracing cultural teachings and rebuilding identity: 

Many Aboriginal people will need to undergo a process of self-examination to 
uncover the cultural assumptions that they have internalized from Western 
culture. This is important as many of these intemalized assumptions invalidate 
traditional Aboriginal beliefs and practices. (personal communication, R. A. 
Antone, f 983) 

Antone, Miller, and Myers (1986). in writing about the effects of oppression on 

Aboriginal societies, created the terni, ethnostress to describe the consequences of the 

disruption of cultural beliefs on the development of a joyful Native identity or self- 

concept (p. 7). In their work. they found that many Aboriginal people had intemalized or 

absorbeci into their own thinking and cultural beliefs systems, the negative imagery and 

experiences associated with their historicai contact with Western European cultures. 
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Education was the primary mechanism for bringing about this cultural disruption dunng 

the residential school period of their history. 

Some of the Aboriginal beliefs and behaviors that were onginally created for 

survival during this period of history continue to flourish within Aboriginal communities. 

As Antone, Miller, and Myers (1986) explain, these "distress patterns" work to disrupt 

relationships between people of the same culture, as well as their interaction and 

acceptance of people from other cultures. In helping Aboriginal people to liberate their 

thoughts and feelings, they encourage them to re-evaluate the impact of historical 

experience on their personal and social beliefs and behaviors. They write: 

If we realize that these destructive feelings and behavior are only pattems of 
distress, then we c m  move to rid ourselves of them. We can l e m  to heal Our- 
selves and move towards our personal and collective liberation. We believe 
that these pattems can be destroyed or reversed, provided that we are committed 
to healing and to re-evaluating Our current reality. (p. 37) 

Antone, Miller, and Myers (1986), Brookfield (I991), Freire (1970), Marsick 

(1985), and Mezirow (1985) advocate the need for an educational process that can engage 

people in a process of critical reflection. As they see it, people must be helped to 

recognize that their perspectives may be based on faulty assumptions. Fortunately, 

various methodologies exist for helping people to become conscious of the cultural 

assumptions that they cany. 

Brookfield (1991) advocates a process whereby people are able to analyze the 

cntical incidents in their lives. He contends that "a fuller picture of participants' 

assumptive worlds is revealed when they describe both negative, as well as, positive 

incidents" (p. 186) in their lives. He maintains that it is easier for people to focus on 



recalling specific situations, events, and people, rather than asking them to identify their 

general assumptions. He notes that critical incidents of a more intimate and persona1 

nature have a tendency to reveal the core of one's being because people tend to present 

only partial representations of themselves in incidents that reflect their work and 

community life. When using his approach, BrooMeld asks leamers "to produce nchly 

detailed accounts of specific events, and then move to a collaborative, inductive analysis 

of general elements embedded in these particular descriptions" (p. 18 1). 

Mezirow (1985) advocates the use of critical reflectivity--"the bringing of one's 

assumptions, premises, criteria, schemata into consciousness and vigorously critiquing 

them" (p. 25). He believes that the uniquely adult function of criticai reflectivity is 

largely missing from the literature of adult learning theory despite the fact that it is an 

indispensable part of self-reflective learning; an essential part of dialogic learning; and a 

significant part of instrumental learning where al1 three are integral parts of self-directed 

leaming. Mezirow explains that critical reflectivity differs from the prevailing concept of 

reflective thinking which is limited to the interpretation of data, the application of fact 

and principles, and the use of logical reasoning. Critical refiectivity can be accomplished 

through the three adult learning functions that Mezirow defines as follows: 

instrumental leaming--task-onented problem solving that is relevant for con- 
trolling the environment or other people; dialogic learning--by which we attempt 
to understand what others mean in communicating with us; and self-refiective 
learning-by which we come to understand ourselves. (pp. 17- 18) 

He explains that "diaiogic learning enables one to recognize that distorting assumptions 

or ideologies that one has taken for granted often touch on one's selfconcept" (p. 24). 
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This awareness "cm lead to self-reflective leaming if one attempts to understand how and 

why he or she has corne to intemalize these distortions in the first place" (p. 24). 

Mezirow notes that a clearer understanding of one's self is achieved by "identifying the 

psychocultural assumptions acquired earlier in life that have become dysfunctional in 

adulthood" (p. 18) and affect leaming. 

Freire (1970) advocates critical thinking using a generative themes methodology 

in which participants are presented with material detailing scenes and situations that are 

familiar to them. He claims the use of generative themes preserves the richness of the 

educational process by providing learners with the opportunity to examine the totality of 

their expenence, rather than forcing them to l e m  concepts and ideas within one 

paxticular discipline (p. 1 13). In analyzing a generative theme, a facilitator engages the 

leamer in a dialogue about hisher perception of the ideas and concepts which are 

interdisciplinary in nature. The dialogical nature of the process respects the nght of the 

educator to suggest concepts, ideas, or alternative themes that may help learners to make 

connections, to fil1 a gap, or to illustrate a relationship between the theme being discussed 

and the educational program's content (p. 113). Freire contends that criticd thinking is 

necessary if people are "to seek out the ties which link one point to another and one 

problem to another" (p. 60). Thus, critical thinking must done by both the educator and 

the leamer dunng the process of inquiry or when engaged in problem-posing education. 

Freire believes that critical thinking is a necessary part of praxis which he defines as 

"reflection and action upon the world in order to transform" (p. 36) a social reality. 
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In reference to Aboriginal people, Thomas (1997) shares similar ideas when he 

contends that "if their prior expenence is respected and utilized effectively, Native 

students are as capable of leaming and thinking critically as well as anyone else and of 

taking full responsibility for that leaming" (p. 96). In fact, he writes, "1 have found that 

Native students require an approach to adult education that is designed in such a way as 

to draw on pnor life experiences" (p. 84). He notes how this approach usually leads to 

their success in education. For Aboriginal people, Freire's (1970) banking concept of 

education, so characteristic of the oppressive education wrought upon Native people 

through the residential boarding school system, has now passed. Today, knowledge is no 

longer "a gift bestowed by those who consider themselves knowledge-able upon those 

whom they consider know nothing" (p. 58). 

In working with Aboriginai adult leamers enrolled in the First Nations Technical 

Institute, I (1995) have noted how the use of a portfolio-assisted pnor leaming assessment 

helps leamers to begin identifying their individual gifts and talents and to know "who 

they are" and "where they have corne from" (p. 62). In helping learners either to write or 

to verbaiize their life experiences, 1 have witnessed how the portfolio development 

process supports the Aboriginal learning process of storytelling. In introducing this 

process, 1 explain how the leamer, in telling the story of his or her life, "becornes 

conscious of what she or he knows (knowledge). can do (skills), feels and believes 

(attitudes)" (p. 62). Thus, portfolio development for the purpose of prior learning 

assessment engages the participant in a process of learning that helps the leamer to 

recognize cornpetencies above and beyond a specific occupation and that flow into one's 
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total environment of family. community, and the world beyond. Thomas (1 997) concurs; 

he explains that the traditional storytelling methodology utilizes prior experience, and in 

this way assists learners to understand new knowledge; provides time for contemplation; 

and facilitates the teaching of mords, values, and beliefs, as well as the concepts of 

relationships and pattems. Storytelling is a way of encouraging students to assume 

control of what is Iearned and how fast it is leamed. in fostenng cntical reflection, 

learners will eventually understand the reasons why the story is being told. Marsick 

(1985) offers another technique for helping learners to become conscious of their 

intemalized noms. She advocates the use of the re-evaluation counselling method in 

institutions of higher education where the development of self-directedness in learning is 

often necessary and encouraged. She believes that, through this method, "perspective 

transformation c m  and does take place . . . the individual can reflect critically on pattems 

of thinking, feeling, and behaving" (p. 12) to overcome any baniers to leaming. 

Individual Transformation 

In Steinern's (1993) view, change in education means that we must "leam to 

'unleam' and to demystify the forces that have told us what we 'should' be before we can 

value what we 'are"' (p. 109). According to her, "Change means more than just 

integrating females and people of color into the cumculum or into any existing structure, 

whether it is the work force or a view of history" (p. 129). 1t means finding a belief in a 

true self who resides within each of us. Steinem agrees with Plato who said "The sou1 

knows who we are from the beginning" (p. 154). 
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In her analysis of current educational practice, Steinem (1 993) points out that the 

impact of education on racial and ethnic self-esteem has often been acknowledged by 

educators in general. H~wever, current education has also been responsible for 

suppressing self-esteem in the general population as well by treating students as if they 

were empty vessels without consideration for the wisdom gleaned from life experiences. 

She argues that for women, al1 races, and classes, education has separated "what we 

studied" from "how we lived." In other words, it has broken the link between mind and 

emotion, between what we have leamed intellectually and what we have expenenced. 

She claims that for "Native Amencan students, who have only recently been able to leam 

about their own culture in some tribal schools, there has been a clear understanding that 

the content of education is just as crucial as providing access to it" (p. 125). 

Consciousness-raising as an integral part of the educational process is important 

for everyone, but it is particularly important for people who corne from oppressed 

cultures. Steinem (1993) quotes from a book written by a Black author: 

The black bourgeoisie--the element which has striven more than any other 
element among Negroes to make itself over in the image of the white man-- 
exhibits most strikingly the inferiority cornplex of those who would escape their 
racial identification. (p. 126) 

Steinern notes that this author's observations are just as tme of any group whose core 

self-esteem is low and who therefore crave situational esteem and approval from those 

they view as above them. She says: 

the marks of self-hatred are the sarne: acceptance of an intemal ranking system 
based on approval from the powerful, refusal to help or identify with one's own 
group, and an obsession with fashion, appearance, and other foms of conspicuous 
consumption. (p. 126) 



For people who view their education as a means of helping them to achieve 

success and acceptance in the mainstream, sharing a way of life found in the mainstream 

becomes an overpowering aspiration and attraction. When oppressed people enter 

institutions of higher leaming and feel grateful for being there, unfortunately they 

intemalize the messages about who they are more eagerly. In reference to Brazilian 

peasants, Freire (1970) agrees that "the oppressed suffer from a duality. They are at one 

and the same time, themselves and the oppressor whose consciousness they have 

intemalized (pp. 32-33). He points out that this is "the tragic dilemma of the oppressed 

which their education must take into account" (p. 33). He also adds, "Almost never do 

they realize that they, too, 'know things*, that they have learned in their relations with the 

world" (p. 50). On this same topic, he notes: 

self-depreciation is another characteristic of the oppressed which derives from 
their intemalization of the opinion the oppressors hold of them. So, often do they 
hear that they are good for nothing, know nothing, and are incapable of leaming 
anything--that they are sick, l a q ,  and unproductive--that in the end, they becorne 
convinced of their own unfitness. (p. 49) 

When they do succeed in becoming like the oppressor, they will often strike out in a type 

of horizontal violence at their own people for the pettiest reasons. Marsick (1985) agrees 

that "people of working or lower class background have an even greater struggle since 

they must break through greater barriers to speaking up in class, believing that they have 

something worthwhile to Say, and in tmsting their thinking" (p. 7). 

Oppression, however, occurs much more generally than most people think as the 

following quotation explains: 



In Western society, many people have experienced some type of systematic mis- 
treatment occurring through physical violence, but usually through the disregard 
of feelings and emotion, the discounting of a person's abilities or the invalidation 
of hidher knowledge and intelligence. People tend to intemalize their 
mistreatment by accepting it as 'it's just the way things are', and to unconsciously 
extemalize it, by mistreating others. (personal communication, D. Jenson, 1994). 

BrooWield (199 1) wams educators to be aware of group-think in which people operate on 

the illusion that al1 right-thinking people agree. Hence, it is important to encourage 

learners to consider the possibility that their assumptions mirror the group-think of their 

field (or culture), rather than being accurately grounded in their own expenences (p. 185). 

He explains how a member of any group may feel pressured to avoid questioning 

accepted assumptions for fear of destroying the group's unity or of bringing criticism ont0 

one's self (p. 179). 

Antone, Miller and Myers (1 986)' Brookfield (1 99 l), Freire (1 WO), Manick 

(1985) and Mezirow (1985) agree that consciousness-raising is an important part of 

education because it is emancipatory. Once a structure of assumptions (belief system, 

ideology, or paradigrn) is brought into consciousness, it cm be negated in favor of an 

alternative perspective, or a synthesis as a way to reconde elements of contradiction 

within a person. Mezirow (1985) says, "Such learning is painfbl because it often involves 

a comprehensive reassessment of one's self and the ve'ry criteria that one has beem using 

to make crucial value judgments about one's life" (p. 24). Brookfieid (199 1) agrees that 

educators who foster this kind of transfomative leaming and assist people in questioning 

the assumptions underlying their stmctures of understanding must do so with care and 

sensitivity so that their self-esteem is left relatively intact. In his opinion, "It is no good 



encouraging people to recognize and analyze their assumptions if their self-esteem is 

destroyed in the process" (p. 179). 

The affective dimension of leaming plays a critical role in the transformation 

process. Nummela and Rosengren (1988) explain how, in the past, "the affective was 

treated separately from the cognitive, (and teachen) interested in cognitive development 

had little to Say when dealing with students who would not respond to reason" (p. 102). 

Samples and Harnrnond (1985) refer to the exclusion of the affective in instructional and 

educational practices as a kind of rnyopia that excludes three quarters of a leamer's 

capacity when only cognitive approaches are utilized. Griffin (1988) contends that a 

person who is capable of shifting and transforming emotions is equally capable of shifting 

viewpoints and considering a situation from its multiple perspectives. Brookfield (199 1) 

explains that "displays of emotion do not betoken pedagogic failure" (p. 19 1). Rather, 

they can frequently be welcomed as doses of reality where entrenched prejudices can 

surface and be analyzed for the purpose of understanding how they block out the 

possibility of participants taking on each other's perspectives, and how they can see their 

own views from another ideological vantage point. Consciousness-raising on an 

individual level impacts the educational system and vice versa. It leads to self- 

transformation. As Mezirow (1 985) States: 

there is probably no such thing as a self-directeci learner, except in the sense that 
there is a learner who can participate fully and freely in the dialogue through 
which we test our interests and perspectives against those of others and 
accordingly modify them and our leaming goals. (p. 27) 
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As Ferguson (1980) explains, "Memories, including deeply entrenched pattems of 

behavior and thought are dissipative structures" (p. 169). They are pattems or foxms 

stored in the brain. Thus, old pattems are likeliest to change when they are greatly 

perturbed or shaken by States of consciousness that activate a significant energy flow. 

The parts reorganize into a new whole, and the belief system transforms into another 

order. Each transformation makes the next transfonnation likelier because each one 

creates a new level of complexity. Kushner (1996) suppons this notion of energy change. 

In defining forgiveness, he explains how it requires: 

a letting go not only of the negative energy-the sense of bittemess and resentment 
we carry with us when we remember how someone--or someihing like education-- 
has hurt us, but also of the meanings which we learned as a result of that and 
similar injuries we incurred through life. (p. 106) 

In the case of Aboriginal adult learners, consciousness-raising combined with the infusion 

of cultural knowledge into the educational curriculum contributes to the development of 

their self-esteem and educational success. As Thomas (1997) puts it: 

In my teaching, 1 often utilize elders as a way of developing the spiritual 
dimension and the self-esteem of mative] students. Elders help the students to 
see that their ways of living may be different from what they are leaming in 
books; it does not mean that their cultural ways are inferior. (p. 90) 

He believes that a higher self-esteem, "in tum, contributes to the development of self- 

confidence and one's ability to leam successfully'~ (p. 83) in any situation. 

Social Change 

In general, the self-esteem of al1 people could benefit from a consciousness- 

raising approach to education. As Steinem (1993) remarks, low self-esteem is the result 

of many socialization factors like living with pmnts who denigrate us. Mezirow (1985) 



claims that the process of socialization makes us heir to distorting assumptions. He 

agrees that traumatic childhood events can cause us to leam specific prohibitions such as 

never confront, never succeed, never express feelings, never be the center of attention, 

never do less than better than others. and so on. The inhibitory mle fades from 

consciousness, but it continues to influence adult behavior by evoking feelings of anxiety 

when adult action threatens to violate the rule. Marsick (1985) leamed from her work 

that when people are reminded of past experiences in which they were denigrated for their 

inability to learn, they may not be able to listen clearly to new information. Nummela 

and Rosengren (1988) stress that continued research on the barriers to leaming is crucial 

for educators because they clearly indicate that feelings and ernotional attachment are 

integral parts of learning. They note that "if teachers want their students to learn, they 

need to be aware of these barriers created in the classroom. as well as, those brought from 

home in addition to attitudes held by particular cultural groups" (pp. 100-101). 

In his work, Freire (1970) explains how a human perception of reality influences 

the institutions of child-rearing and education found within a culture, an understanding 

that is also found within the following Aboriginal cultural teaching: 

Mother is the child's first teacher. In Iroquoian society, women are responsible 
for teaching their children about the various kinship ties that exist within the clan, 
between clans within the nation, and with al1 of the natural world. How one 
l e m s  and what one l e m s  is largely detemiined by an individual's perception of 
the total environment, but mother, in particular, cames the greatest responsibility 
for teaching her children. Family is an important source of information and 
learning. (personal communication, R. Henry, 1984) 

From his research, Kaulback (1984) agrees with the notion that cultural differences 

related to child-naring affect leaming. In reference to Aboriginal people, he writes: 



although far from conclusive, there is a growing body of research to suggest that 
distinctively different child-rearing practices-one stressing observational learning 
and another emphasizing verbalization-has fostered the development of very 
different styles of learning among Native and White children. (p. 34) 

More (1987) agrees that "child raising practices are related to leming style" in that "a 

major characteristic of traditional Native life was that children were allowed to explore 

and be independent as soon as they were able" (pp. 23-24). He notes that "watch-then- 

do" was the primary method whereby the child acquired skills within the farnily group, 

and explanations and questions in verbal form were minimized. As Freire (1970) puts it: 

home and school do not exist in the abstract. Rather, they are situated in a context that is 

relative to a historical time and place, and one will influence the other. 

In moving beyond the limits imposed by the process of socialization, Mezirow 

(1985) believes that perspective transformation can provide adult learners with: 

alternative perspectives for understanding how social practices and institutions 
can be modified so as to create a society in which adults can be liberated to 
participate fully as self-directed leamers in the quest for the meaning of their 
lives-to explore fully the meaning of experience. (p. 29) 

Through perspective transformation, he writes, "a self-directed leamer can often see the 

necessity of taking collective action to make institutions more responsive to the learning 

needs of those whom they serve" (p. 29). Steinem (1993) agrees that "when one member 

of a group changes, the balance shifts for everyone, and when one group changes, it shifts 

the balance of society" (p. 127). She provides an example of how Native Americans in 

the United States "whose histos, and languages were forbidden in schools well into the 

1970s, were aided by bilingual education laws that Hispanic Americans initiated" (p. 29). 

Thus, educational changes can have wide-ranging effects. 
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However, before implementing new approaches to learning, particularly, in the 

case of critical reflection, Brookfield (1991) cautions educators first to reflect critically on 

their own assumptions and meaning perspectives. Charter (1994) concurs and 

recommends that adult educators "consider how their own personal educational 

experiences, beliefs and values may influence the adult leamers they teach" (p. 93). 

Through an examination of their personai and professional philosophies about education, 

Charter believes that adult educators cm surface personai bias and ethical dilemmas that 

potentially c m  block their appreciation of alternative methods of facilitating learning. 

This kind of self-analysis may be hard work, but as Ferguson (1980) States, "Only that 

which is deeply felt can change us. Rational arguments alone cannot penetrate the layers 

of fear and conditioning that comprise Our crippling belief system" (p. 35). But, in facing 

one's fear, the results can be positive. Thomas (1997) remarks that in "understand-ing 

why 1 do what 1 do and its relationship to the literature has not only provided me with a 

personal philosophy, but [has] given me confidence as an adult educator" (p. 99). 

Freire (1970) agrees that the profess of conscientization applies to both educators 

and the people they teach. Put simply, he believes that "the more educators and the 

people investigate the people's thinking, and are thus jointly educated, the more they 

continue to investigate" (p. 101) and provide the oppominity for every entity in society to 

develop and to transfom. Michelson (1997) cautions educators by noting that the 

development of instruments and policies for recognizing knowledge and other ways of 

knowing can never be a neutral process. In her view, values and cultural assumptions 

will enter invariably into any process that professes to be concemed with the assessrnent 
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of knowledge and skills. From her expenence in South Afnca, where the majonty Black 

population in power is now considering the recognition and assessrnent of prior learning, 

Michelson (1997) notes that "the issue at stake here is the definition of socially useful 

knowledge" (p. 149). She raises the question of "whose interests will that definition 

serve?" (p. 149). Freire (1970) raises a similar caution for people who wish to sumount 

their oppression. He declares that conscientization only has meaning when the oppressed 

can become the "restorers of humanity" for both themselves and their oppressors. In 

other words, "The oppressed must not, in seeking to regain their humanity. become in 

tum oppressors of the oppressors" (p. 28). Michelson (1997) agrees that it is important 

for people, as a whole. "to collectively explore experience as part of a strategy to 

understand one's own oppression and to make links between persona1 and social history" 

(p. 145). Only through the raising of their consciousness will people corne to understand 

that it is important for them to question their philosophy, determine the source of their 

views, transfomi their perception, and then act upon the world. 

Holistic Education 

Nummela and Rosengren (1988) contend that research on how the brain processes 

information means that "teachea will need to acknowledge that the student is 

experiencing learning at multiple levels at al1 tirnes, including the unconscious, and that 

ail processes are continually active" (p. 102). They point out that thought is a part of a 

whole process. Based on his analysis, Rhodes (1988) concludes that the forrnal 

educational process, as it stands, has been largely ineffective for Native Amencan 

students. However, as Samples and Hammond (1985) further add, the formal educational 
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process is also ineffective for the general population as well, when one takes into account 

an understanding of learning styles and modalities that imply the development of a more 

holistic perspective in instructional planning and teaching practices. Nummela and 

Rosengren (1988) share similar sentiments. They suggest that "new integrative teaching 

strategies based on new systems must be developed" (p. 102). They contend that an 

interactive teaching process is more effective than a didactic one in facilitating learning 

that allows students to express feelings and emoiions through verbal and non-verbal 

behavior. 

Rhodes (1988) agrees that where Native American students are involved 

particularly, a more holistic approach to education is needed. He suggests using a multi- 

level approach that fosters a broader base and context for understanding and encouraging 

the study of many aspects at the same time, including recognition of the inter- 

relationships involved. He proposes the dissolution of subject area boundaries as a 

technique for developing a holistic approach. Rhodes further suggests an examination of 

the Native American practice of storytelling where the speaker uses a circular or spiral 

process rather than a linear one in capturing the details, the context, the surroundings, and 

the feelings that an just as important as the main points in creating a whole picture. He 

illustrates this concept by giving an example of a Navajo student who expressed his 

frustration when asked to surnmarize the main points of a story by saying, 'There are no 

main points. They don? make sense without al1 the rest" (p. 23). Dumont (1992) affirms 

the fact that Aboriginal people have a "capacity for dl-around circular vision" (p. 79) that 

makes for a unique experiencing of the world different from a culture which chooses to 
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view the world in a tangible and linear fishion. More (1987) agrees that storytelling is an 

extremely effective method for teaching cornplex concepts. He notes how the method 

allows the learner to understand at hisi'her own level of cognitive and emotional 

development, so that "when a learner recalls a story or legend later, it has acquired an 

even deeper meaning" (p. 23). Ferguson (1980) recommends the use of a "synectic 

approach to leaming" that is "based on making connections that relate the new to the 

familiar-an ability that has been discouraged in many people" (p. 305), resulting in a 

kind of pattern blindness as the inability to see relationships or detect meaning. 

Perhaps holistic education is not the most appropriate t e n  that can be applied to a 

system of education that incorporates many of the assumptions about leaming and 

teaching discussed previously. Rhodes (1988) notes that "there is much confusion about 

the term 'holistic' in education" (p. 26). Ferguson (1980) offers another t em that 

describes a system of whole person education known as transpersonal education 

(p. 287). She explains that this system promotes an understanding of the integration of 

mind and body; knowledge of two major modes of consciousness and how they interact; 

as well as the potential of altered and expanâed States of consciousness. In her view, 

transpersonal education emphasizes the continuum of knowledge, rather than subject. and 

the common ground of human experience that transcends ethnic or national differences. 

It aids the learner's search for meaning, the need to discem foms and patterns, and 

deepens "one's awareness of how a paradigm shifts and how frustration and struggle 

precede insights" (p. 288). 
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In the next chapter, 1 provide a description of an Aboriginal approach to holistic 

education. This approach is based on the understanding that I acquired from my study 

and on the results of my educational work with Aboriginal adult learners enrolled in the 

Native social service worker program offered through the First Nations Technical 

Institute. 



CHAPTER 3 

AN ABORIGINAL APPROACH TO HOLISTIC EDUCATION 

For the purposes of this chapter, new learning is understood as the knowledge, 

skills, attitudes (feelings and beliefs), and insights that 1 have acquired since 1995. This 

new leaming is contained within a description of a holistic mode1 of education that is 

currently being practiced within FNTI's Native social service worker program, and which 

foms the bais  of this chapter. This chapter descnbes my study in which 1 became part 

of a teaching team that was to implement a FNTI social service worker program. Also, 1 

provide a description of an educational philosophy that is based on traditional Aboriginal 

cultural philosophy and a definition of holistic learning. This description precedes a 

discussion on the development of the traditional Aboriginal teaching and leaming 

methodology employed within the program. This educational methodology is discussed 

further in conjunction with the use of a portfolio-assisted prior leaming assessment as a 

contemporary educational strategy. A description of the outcornes of this Aboriginal 

approach to holistic learning according to an Abonginal understanding of the concept 

completes this chapter. 

Overview of the First Nations Technical Institute 

The First Nations Technical Institute (FNTI) located on the Tyendinaga Mohawk 

Territory near Deseronto, Ontario is Aboriginally-owned by the Mohawks of the Bay of 

Quinte and operates as a post-secondary educational institution. F m ' s  educational and 

training programs offer diplornas and certificates in human services, small business 

management, cornputer science, media studies, and aviation to name but a few. The 
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learners enrolled in M n ' s  programs are pnmarily Abonginal people who represent 

various First Nation communities situated throughout the province of Ontario. These 

First Nation cornmunities constitute primarily three distinct cultures of Aboriginal people. 

These are the Ojibway, Cr%, and Iroquoian cultures. 

In Canada, there is no totally free-standing, fully accredited, Aboriginal post- 

secondary institution. Therefore, no Aboriginal college can grant diplornas, degrees, 

and/or certificates without the assistance of a govemmentally recognized and approved 

educational partner. For MTI, two Ontario Colleges, Loyalist College of Belleville and 

Canadore College of North Bay, act as these accrediting partners. FNTI assumes 

responsibility for curriculum design and educational program delivery as these relate to 

Aboriginal or First Nations people. 

From the time of its incorporation in 1985, FNTI has been committed to the 

design, development, and delivery of educational programs for Abonginal adult learners 

that are leamer-centered and culturally-relevant. FNTI faculty and staff believe in helping 

Aboriginal adult lemen acquire the knowledge and skills related to the concept of life- 

long learning and the skills associated with learning how to l e a . .  

Within the human services department of FNTI, the faculty, including myself, 

share this understanding and have expanded it to include the knowledge, skills, attitudes, 

and insights associateù with helping Aboriginal adult learners to continue in their learning 

regardless of where it occua. Although it is generally understood that Aboriginal 

learners must be proficient and comptent in an occupational role, we also believe that 

these leamers must be proficient in the many roles and functions required by their unique 
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cultural and societal affiliations. Therefore, the human services faculty and staff have 

spent much time and attention on the definition, clarification, and articulation of an 

Aboriginal learning model that is largely based on traditional Aboriginal cultural 

philosophy. As a teaching member of this staff, 1 am convinced of the value of this 

model. Our work has been slowly influencing other educational departments within the 

Institute, as well as other educational institutions within the province of Ontario and 

beyond. This chapter discusses the educational approach used specifically within FNTI's 

Native social service worker program. 

Background of FNTI's Educational Experience with Aboriginal Adult Learners 

Since 1985, many adult educators, including rnyself, have shared their thoughts 

and experiences during the various educational conferences and meetings hosted by 

FNTI. From these discussions, a number of startling common sense observations became 

clear. In general, the number of adults who did not complete secondaq school was 

increasing. Of those adults who did succeed, many functioned at an elementary level of 

literacy and numeracy at best. Many adults in general whether they were of Aboriginal or 

non-Aboriginal descent were considered illiterate in that their reading, writing, and 

mathematical computation skills did not meet the established entry level requirements for 

either college or university. The demand for adult basic education programs at the 

community level increased as the drop-out rates in non-Aboriginal populations of leamers 

became higher. Aboriginal leamers were affected as well, and an even higher rate of 

drop-outs occumd more prevalently amongst Aboriginal populations on the whole. 

From these observations. it appeared that many people, Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 



87 

alike, were neither successful in accessing post-secondary education, nor successful in 

completing it once they were enrolled in the system. It was these observations that helped 

M n ' s  administration and faculty to recognize the demand for an educational service that 

could meet the needs of a large population of Abonginal adult leamers. 

When the human services department of FNTI investigated further die problern of 

why the educational system could neither attract, nor retain its leamen, the need for an 

Aboriginal adult leamer profile emerged. Several faculty, myself included, reviewed an 

existing profile that was based on an analysis of the barrien that adult Iearners faced more 

generally. From this review, it was discovered that many adult learners had to overcome 

many personal, situational, and institutional barriers if they were first, to access and 

second, to succeed within the educational system. With further analysis, it was 

discovered that Aboriginal adult learners shared many of the barriers associated with 

adult learners in general. However, for Aboriginal adult learners, their unique cultural 

background that included life experiences tainted by the impact of generational abuse 

stemming from their histoncal oppression, created even further obstacles to their 

educational success. 

Addressing Educational Needs 

In reference to educational program design, FNTI's administration decided to 

address these issues by secunng on secondment the services of two Loyalist College 

faculty members. At the same time, in 1985, the concept of prior learning assessrnent 

(PLA) was king initiated formally in Quebec as a new educational strategy. As the ideas 

associated with PLA began to burgeon, PLA was eventually introduced into Ontario's 
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provincial college system in 1989. In the years leading up to the formal inception of PLA 

in Ontario, FNTI's administration was fortunate to have had exposure to the unique 

educational concepts related to the use and implementation of a PLA system that was 

envisioned by Loyalist College adult educators. This exposure to the PLA educational 

strategy subsequently influenced the design and development of FNTI's Aboriginal 

approach to holistic education. 

Because the current educational system did not seem to be meeting the needs of 

adult learners in general, and of Abonginal adult leamers in particular, FNTI's 

management was willing to take a risk and to implement a new educational approach. 

During discussions with FNTI's management, the two Loyalist College adult educators, 

who had agreed to be seconded to MTI, expressed some very strong beliefs and opinions 

about how the educational system was unfair and inept not only in its ability to 

accommodate the needs of adult leamers, but also in its response to the conditions 

affecting their learning needs. These two adult educators believed that many of the 

barriers faced by adult learners in general could be overcome if a system of prior leaming 

assessrnent was initiated. In response to these views, FNn's management requested 

these two adult educaton to develop a "social service worker" prograrn for Aboriginal 

adult learners. Their task would be difficult in that their expenences with Abonginal 

people were quite limited. Fominately, these two byalist College adult educators who 

were appointed as prograrn managers within FNTI reaiized their weaknesses and 

limitations, and quickly arranged to select and to hire both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 

people as instructors. Once secured, the process of coming to tems with one another, as 
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unique human beings who possessed marked differences in cultural beliefs and 

educational practice, was then set into motion. Working together, these people became 

the teaching team and the inevitable designers and creators of the Aboriginal model of 

holistic education discussed in this chapter. In 1986,I was fortunate to have been hired 

as one of the primary Aboriginal instructors who participated in the development of this 

leaming model. 

Traditional Aboriginal Educational Philosophy 

Before describing the holistic model of education employed by FNTI in the 

delivery of its Native social service worker program, 1 will provide readers with some 

understanding of what is meant by traditional Aboriginal educational philosophy. An 

understanding of this educational philosophy is important because it inspires one's 

activities and gives direction to practice. The power of philosophy lies in its ability to 

help people to better understand and appreciate the activities of everyday life. This is the 

philosophy that we tried to incorporate into Our social service worker program. 

Therefore, the following section is divided into two parts. In the first part, the 

importance of traditional Aboriginal knowledge will be addressed as background 

information necessary for helping readers to understand in the second part, a definition of 

holistic learning within a traditional Aboriginal educational frarnework. 

The Importance of Traditional Abori~nal Knowledpe 

In exploring the meaning of knowledge as it pertains to Aboriginal people, 1 make 

neither a claim, nor an assumption that the knowledge presented within this chapter is 

universal for al1 people. From my understanding, Aboriginal people do not possess a 
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monopoly on the tmth. However, from my traditional Aboriginal teachings about life and 

the world, 1 have corne to understand and to believe that it is important to give expression 

to the truths that 1 and my people have experienced. In this account, there exists a 

collective body of knowledge-facts or tniths--shared by Aboriginal people in general, as 

well as, a personal body of knowledge held by myself as an individual. Personal 

knowledge or personal tniths Vary from individual to individual, and such truths are 

colored undoubtedly by the individual's curent knowledge base which is comprised of 

one's cultural assumptions that stem from hisher life experiences. 

Therefore, when an Aboriginal person is asked to speak the tmth, shehe will 

often respond by saying that shehe cannot tell you the tmth, but only what shefhe knows. 

The acceptance of information as being a tmth often depends upon the amount of trust 

that is extended to the person who is speaking and depends upon one's capacity for 

discemmenb-an intuitive sense that interfaces itself with what is already known by the 

individual receiving the communication. Therefore, tmth is the degree to which 1 can 

tmst what I know and fed, and my sense of tmth will be tempered by the cultural 

assumptions that shape my understanding of my life experiences. Discemment in 

knowing how to use and apply what is known provides the wisdom that enables a person 

to balance the collective truths with hidher persona1 tmths. In reading this account, 1 cm 

only describe what 1 know from my educational and life experiences. It will be left up to 

the reader to detexmine whether the knowledge contained within this description qualifies 

itself as k ing either a collective or a personal tmth. Also, the body of knowledge 

contained in what is being descnbed here and referred to as traditional Aboriginal 
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educational philosophy should not be viewed as being less than, but simply, different 

from Western cultural knowledge. It is important for people to keep in mind that they can 

benefit from many different cultural perspectives and world views. 

Aboriginal World View 

To establish a context or frame of reference for discussion, 1 will begin by noting 

that in an Abonginal person's world view, there are many relationships that interconnect 

and extend beyond Our human relationships. In Aboriginal thought, an individual's total 
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Fiare 1. An Aboriginal penon's world view. 

environment will influence the thoughts, feelings, spirit, and actions of a person including 

hisker interactions with others and the world. An appreciation of an Aboriginal concept 
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of the total environment requires that a human king leam how to communicate with and 

to function within ever expanding circles of relationship to and involvement with the 

outside world. An Aboriginal world view, as depicteci in Figure 1, denotes kinship ties to 

every elernent present within the Creation, beginning with one's human relations and 

extending outwardly to include the entire universe. 

Within Aboriginal cultural philosophy. these circles of relationships constitute a 

person's total environment. Each of these circles in this world view represents and 

contains many different forms of life. From this perception of reality, an Aboriginal 

person understands that each and every life form is quite simply a particular manifestation 

of the spiritual energy that flows throughout the entire Creation. Thus. everyone and 

everything is spiritually connected, and everyone and everything has a function and role 

to play in ensuring that the universe continues to operate in a state of balance. In 

Aboriginal thought, al1 human beings possess the capacity for a consciousness that is able 

to perceive the spintual nature of life, and then to understand how al1 of life is 

interconnected. If human beings can becorne aware also of their individual role and 

purpose in life, then it follows that people become naturally respectfil and sincerely 

thankful for the spirits of the many life forrns that provide them with food, water, and the 

air that they breathe. For Aboriginal people. human beings who possess these qualities 

naturally desire to maintain a balance within themselves that includes finding a balance in 

their interactions with others and the world in its most broadest sense. For this kind of 

penon, balance is vital not only for human survival, but also for the survival of al1 life. It 

is a form of balance that can be achieved only through the development of a spiritual 
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consciousness that actively seeks to apply and to integrate into daily living the principles 

associated with the concepts of hmony. co-existence. reciprocity, and interdependence. 

However, living a balanced life does not in any way deny the existence of the 

twin. In Aboriginal cultural philosophy, everything in life has a twin--an energy opposite. 

Balance in life is only possible because of the existence of these energy twins. In fact, 

life as we know it could not exist without them. On a more simplistic level, if life were 

designed to be aiways positive, there would quite simply be no need for balance. Thus, 

positive and negative ion charges exist within the universe in many forms, and the 

twinness of life exists within the human being in the form of what may be understood as 

positive and negative energy and intent. in Aboriginal thought, living life in either 

extreme creates an imbalance. Thus, dismptions created by an imbalance in any one of 

various circles of interconnected relationships in an Aboriginal person's world view 

impacts on the whole by either filtering downward to the individual or rippling outward 

throughout the universe. 

Challenges of An Aboriainal World View 

Initially, when traditional Aboriginal teachers on contract with the human services 

department of FNTI presented this Abonginal world view to the entire teaching team, 

some of us dismissed the concepts as k ing  little more than religious fanaticism; others 

remained silent, but quietly worked to get their point across. Overall, in retrospect, we 

were quite challenged by the logic of the presentation. However, it would take years for 

us to understand fully the ramifications of the message contained in this Aboriginal world 

view. 
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Looking back on my educational experience in the Native social service worker 

program, I now believe that for some of us the truth and understanding of the message 

being conveyed in an Aboriginal world view was obscured by our failure to connect our 

emotions with the (thoughts) knowledge in our heads. We knew what was happening, but 

we could not feel, and if we could feel it, perhaps we were afraid, confused, or simply did 

not know how to articulate what we were feeling. In any event, our understanding of the 

importance of an Abonginal world view and the traditional knowledge inherent was 

largely lost in the early stages of the program's development. In retrospect, I believe that 

it was because we could not feel its truth. No one person in particular is to be blamed for 

this lack of awareness. For some of us, our life experiences did not provide us with the 

experience of feeling the earth or becoming one with al1 of Our relations. Issues related to 

program design and cumculum development, created by a Western system of education 

that upheld and valued a very different set of cultural assumptions and beliefs about 

reaiity, the world, and the nature of the hurnan being, were hard to ignore. Additionally, 

as individuals, Our minds were filled with our own unique set of beliefs, attitudes, and 

assumptions related to the question of what constituted a legitirnate and valid form of 

education. Thus, we were challenged from the outset to consider a broader definition of 

education, training, and social service work. In the beginning, some of us would tread 

lightly because we feared that alternative forms of knowledge and a new approach to 

education and learning would neither be generally accepted, nor understood either by the 

academic authorities or by Aboriginal people, themselves. 
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Finally, we decided to design a Native social service worker program based on 

traditional Abonginal cultural philosophy as a way to revitalize and to restore the self- 

respect and cultural integrity of those Aboriginal adult leamers who enrolled into Our 

program. We then began developing a cumculum and educational methodology aimed at 

reversing the social and psychological damage and generational trauma created by their 

historical encounter with the residential school system and their early contact with people 

from other cultures. By providing Aboriginal adult leamers with the training and 

education necessary for liberating themselves from their internalized oppression, we 

believed that we could prepare social service workers who had the capacity to address the 

underlying causes of their Native community's dysfunction. By learning to help 

themselves, these Abonginal adult leamers would then help other Native people. 

Establishing Our Mission and Philosophy 

Over the years, issues related to program design and delivery were key areas of 

both debate and discussion for the faculty of the Native social service worker program. 

At times, the tasks associated with thinking through the course content and designing 

teaching and learning strategies became overwhelming and very time consuming, but we 

persevereù because of a perceived need for understanding and consensus. To help the 

process, FNTI had contracted Abonginal elders and iraditional teachen, and we 

discussed, at iength, within the context of three major Aboriginal languages (Mohawk, 

Oneida, and Ojibwa), the meaning of various educational terms, concepts, and processes. 

Finally, the teaching team agreed upon what we perceived to be a traditional Aboriginal 

educational philosophy-one that was based on the traditional cultural beliefs and 



practices of Abonginal people in general. This educational philosophy is contained in the 

following four paragraphs: 

The Creator has provided al1 life foms with a set of instructions for how they 
are to live within this world. These original instructions given by the Creator 
consist of a knowledge of life and the ability to live life in a balanced and 
complete way. 

Human beings differ from the other beings of Creation who by their very nature 
follow the instructions given to them. It is natural for them to do so. Human 
beings because of their nature must discover the knowledge of life which is 
contained within them and develop the skills to live their life in the way that 
the Creator intended. 

Human beings must learn how to live a life of quality which has meaning. They 
must leam how to live in harmony and balance within the Creation. They must 
develop the skills which will help them to discem and to know what the Creator 
has intended for them, both as individuals and as a people. 

To follow the original instructions given by the Creator means that human beings 
must leam to live in a state of CO-existence with al1 of their relations. These 
original instructions provide people with a knowledge of the circle of life and how 
life is to be lived. This is knowledge and ski11 which must be passed down from 
generation to generation. (Hill, 1995, pp. 4-5) 

Based on this traditional Aboriginal educational philosophy, we then formulated a 

mission statement, as follows: 

MTI is an Aboriginal place of learning. The Human Service prograrns are 
founded upon our original instructions from the Creator that furthers the fullest 
understanding, maintenance, and development of the whole person within the 
total environment. 

In fulfilling this mission statement, the teaching team envisioned several goals that would 

need to be achieved. These are stated as follows: 

1. To develop an educational framework rooted in Aboriginal knowledge of Our 
original instructions. 



2. To develop Human Services programs that are rooted in Abonginal 
knowledge and Indigenous experience. 

3. To provide Indigenous approaches to experience and development. 

4. To facilitate the understanding of the whole person in the total environment. 

5. To facilitate the development of the whole person in the total environment. 

6. To facilitate the maintenance of the whole person in the total environment. 

Deciding on Our Teaching Ap~roach 

Developing an educational framework was perhaps the hardest issue to address in 

the articulation of a holistic approach to education. Because many Aboriginal people had 

intemalized Western cultural beliefs and practices as a result of their many educational 

and life experiences, Our aim was to devise an alternative form of learning-one that was 

derived from a unique understanding of the learning process. To accomplish this task, we 

focused Our attention on a method of leaming, growth, and development that could 

provide the Aboriginal adult leamer with the opportunity to develop himlherself as a 

whole person who could take pnde and have confidence in their Native identity and 

culture. We believed that if we helped them ?O move through a leaming cycle of 

awareness, struggle, building, and preservation in al1 aspects--spiritually, emotionally, 

mentally, and physically--and through many of the relationships associated with each 

circle of their total environment--farnily, clan, comrnunity, nation, and the world--then we 

could empower them to undertake the leaming necessary for their continued growth and 

development. Because many Aboriginal people would need help in surfacing, 

identifying, understanding, and rnoving beyond the cultural assumptions that they had 



98 

acquired over the years, we knew that our educational task would be difficult. However, 

the method of holistic learning discussed in the next part became the essential 

foundational component of the Native social service worker program's educational 

frarnework. 

Defining Holistic Learnin~ Within a Traditional Aboriginal Framework 

As human beings grow to adulthood, they are capable of leaming in a wide variety 

of ways and at astounding speeds. In the first few years of life, human beings l e m  

language, and social and physical skills at a rate that will likely not be equaled again. 

Much of this Ieaming is acquired by trial and error and is motivated by one's natural 

curiosity, interest, and the need to solve the basic problems encountered through daily 

living. As a team, we worked to develop a holistic mode1 of leaming that was based on 

these ideas and the understanding that follows. 

When a human being enters the formal system of schooling, their natural curiosity 

and ability to acquire the information and skills needed to solve their problems becomes 

limited by the needs of the educational system to maintain control over what is taught and 

what is learned. Within fomally structured educationai institutions, leaming becomes 

much more narrowly defined, and certain types of learning and styles of teaching 

predominate. Often the cornmon methods of teaching do not fit either the learning style 

or the interests of a large number of adult leamers, and this leads to boredom, attendance 

problems, shoddy acadernic work and high drop-out rates. Certain educational 

experiences cm compound the problem even further by ignonng what the person has 

learned through everyday living or by directing the adult learner to a common starting 
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point in a curriculum that limits the adult learner's choice of study options and activities 

that would meet hidher individual interests, learning needs, and experiences. 

Many Aboriginal adult learners who have experienced this type of schooling often 

believe that they cannot l e m  or that they are not as srnart as the rest of the leamen. To 

address this problem with Aboriginal adult learners, the teaching team of the Native 

social service worker program decided that every effort should be made to have the 

learning activity match the learner's unique learning style. We understood that adult 

learners had the capacity to l e m  in several different ways. Thus, through self-assessrnent 

and various forms of testing, activities, and discussion, we worked to help Aboriginal 

adult learners become aware of their unique and individual learning style. We also 

helped them to become aware of their ability to develop the other leaming styles 

necessary for them to survive not only in a formal educational context. but also in the 

world more broadly defined. 

Deciding on a Learning Style Assessrnent Tool 

In the initial stages of developing the Native social service worker program, the 

teaching team stmggled to find a leaming styles assessment tool that would provide the 

Aboriginal adult learner with an adequate tool for self-assessrnent and discussion. This 

struggle led to the development of a learning styles assessment for Native people that was 

predicated on a traditional Aboriginal cultural understanding of the whole person, and the 

notion that "dl of life moves within a circular pattern" for the purpose of maintaining a 

balance within the world. 



PRESERVATION 

Emotional-RtIational 

STRUGGLE 

F i a r e  2. An Aboriginal approach to learning. 

In Aboriginal thought, a whole person consists of spirit, heart, mind, and body- 

the capacity to see, feel, know, and do. Therefore, in the leaming process, a whole person 

engages his or her physical, mental. emotional, and spiritual capacities in receiving data 

or information for the brain to process. Understanding one's self well enough to know 

how one takes in information and then processes it increases a person's ability to take 

control of the learning process. In an Abonginal approach, balance is important, and 

learning activities are designed to help the learner to develop hisher capacity for learning 

in four primary ways. These are the intuitive (spiritual), ernotional-relational, mental, and 
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physically-centered leaming styles as depicted in Figure 2. We then incorporated these 

dimensions and understandings into Our study. 

According to an Aboriginal definition of holistic learning, to develop the whole 

person means that human beings must be helped to identify and to develop their innate 

human capacities and abilities in the four above-noted aspects of self. Then, in an 

Abonginal sense, human beings must learn how to achieve a balance first within 

themselves, and second, in al1 of their extemal relationships with and in the world and 

beyond. 

For Aboriginal people, al1 growth and development occurs within a cycle of 

learning where the first step in this cyclical movement begins often with an intuitive 

sense--an awareness of one's needs in relation to one's self, family, community, nation, 

and one's place within the universe. Once a person is aware of a need or problem, then 

he/she makes a decision to personally strug& with the feelings or emotions associated 

with an influx of new information about one's self, othen, and other aspects of one's total 

environment. Sometimes, this new information contradicts the assumptions, beliefs, and 

attitudes that a person already holds. In this second stage of the cycle, attitudes and 

beliefs often change through an intemal struggle with the contradictions present in one's 

thoughts and emotions or feelings. Resolution of the contradiction Ieads to the 

establishment or building of new knowledge constructs in the third stage. The fourth and 

final step occurs when a person integrates the new knowledge, belief, andlor attitude into 

a new sense of self or self-concept. A learning cycle completes a full circle when an 

individual is able to balance hisnier intemal capacities and can preserve a new sense of 
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self while facing the extemal realities associated with one's life. The cycle repeats itself 

with each new awareness, need, or intuitive sense, 

Although the previous description of the leaming cycle begins with an awareness 

and moves in a logical pattern towards an action, it should be noted that for some 

leamers, a logical sequence is not possible; they simply "jump" around in the cycle. For 

example, a person can act or do something first, then engage in a struggle with hisher 

feelings about the action. and only later think about what he/she knows or has learned 

from the experience before even becoming aware of or seeing why helshe had acted in the 

first place. Thus, even though Aboriginal adult leamers may identify a prefemed learning 

style or find that they often respond in a particular patterned way to most leaming 

situations, they are encouraged to develop their weaker styles. Over the years, the 

teaching team has discovered how an awareness and understanding of one's choices in 

leaming style provides Aboriginal adult leamers with a greater confidence in handling the 

various leaming situations that they encounter. 

The leaming cycle described above denotes a process that repeats itself in a never 

ending spiral. In Our educational experiences with Abonginal adult leamers, we have 

observed how human beings move continually through a cycle of awareness, struggle, 

building, and preservation with each new piece of information andlor glimpse of new 

knowledge. In Aboriginal thought, this spiralhg process of learning supports and 

promotes the development of a greater and deeper human understanding as new levels of 

consciousness about one's self, others, and one's total environment are achieved. The 

leaming cycle occurs again and again throughout the lifetime of an individual. Therefore, 
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learning is considered to be life-long. As information from each new learning cycle is 

integrated into a person's perception, the spiral effect results in an ever increasing 

expansion of knowledge and understanding. 

Usine! Learnina Stvles Assessments 

In delivenng FNTI's Native social service worker prograrn, leaming style 

assessments are conducted at every prograrn orientation session. Aboriginal adult 

leamers are asked to complete a self-assessrnent questionnaire and are provided later with 

descriptions of the various learning styles for their analysis and discussion with one of the 

facilitators. From these experiences, the teaching team recognized how an understanding 

of the learning cycle enhanced the self-esteem of Aboriginal adult leamers. It was 

important for them to know why they may not readily under-stand what was being 

presented to them in any given learning situation. In working with these Aboriginal adult 

leamers in both groups and individually, we observed how a leamer was much more 

likely to ask questions and to request that the information be re-fomatted in a such way 

that their learning and subsequent understanding of the matenal, task, or activity could be 

facilitated better. Also, we discovered that the learning needs of the participants often 

demanded flexibility in the styles of teaching that could accommodate differences in 

learning style. Thus, facilitators were chailenged to exercise their creativity in the design 

of their overall training process, as well as in the development of various 

teachingdeaming activities. In some cases, facilitators found that they were not as 

flexible in handling certain tasks as they had originally thought. In light of this 
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awareness, the teaching tearn responded by agreeing to share jointly in the delivery and 

facilitation of the leaming tasks. 

Assessinpr Feedback from Learners 

When Aboriginal adult leamers were asked to provide feedback on what they had 

leamed, many of them cornrnented on how their previous formal educational experiences 

seemed to exclude knowledge and understanding of the spiritual and emotional 

dimensions of not just the leaming process, but of themselves, as human beings. For 

many, their forma1 educational experiences focused largely on the development of the 

mental and physical capacities that supported, namely, the acquisition of knowledge and 

skills on a largely cognitive level. Generally speaking, as a result of their FNTI 

educational experience, many Aboriginal adult learners have remarked how they had 

become more whole as a result of their participation in the Native social service worker 

program. 

Description of Educational Methodology Used Within a HoIistic Mode1 of Education 

Within the Native social service worker program, we attempted to work from the 

learners' needs as defined by them and from what we considered most appropriate to their 

individual work settings and Native community situations. Thus, the teaching faculty 

was not as concemed with content as much as they were with helping Aboriginal adult 

learners to develop the cntical thinking skills necessary for them to view their societal 

affiliations, their corn-munities' issues, and their life situations as problems to be solved. 

In this approach to education, the facilitators continually stressed to the Aboriginal adult 

learner the importance of becoming aware of hisher total environment. Therefore, 
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learners were taught to analyze and to determine not only what was needed to do their 

job, but aiso what was needed to live life within the context of their total environment and 

their Aboriginal cultural identity. 

Implementing Learning and Teachinp Activities 

The educational methodology in this kind of learning mode1 endeavors to help the 

Abonginal adult leamer to develop a broader more holistic view of self, others, and the 

world surrounding them. LRarning and teaching activities were designed to provide 

opportunities for adult learners to enhance their knowledge, skills, attitudes (feelings and 

beliefs), and insights in a manner that would allow them to function in a more empowered 

and balanced way both within themselves as individuals, and then outwardly in their 

relationships with other people and ultimately, with al1 things within the total Creation. 

Therefore, it was important that the teaching faculty view themselves as facilitators of 

learning. Their goal whether in teaching or in learning was to help Aboriginal adult 

learners to analyze, to problem-solve, and to create solutions to problems that stemmed 

from their many and varied life experiences. Also, the unique cultural and societd 

affiliation that many Aboriginal adult Ieamers brought to the learning environment often 

required them to be able to develop these solutions from the perspective of their particular 

Aboriginal cultural orientation. In many cases, Abonginal adult leamers were 

encouraged to develop solutions and strategies that supported the re-vitalization of their 

specific cultural beliefs and practices as some of these had been either forgotten, replaced, 

or anglicized due to the impact of the residential school system and the influence of 

Christianity. 



Understandine the Facilitator's Role 

Because traditionai Aboriginal culturai beliefs Vary from community to 

community, a ngid and heavy emphasis on the specific content of a course is not as 

important as the ability io be able to think about and to analyze the topics associated with 

a specific area of study. Therefore, learning facilitators are not viewed as subject experts. 

They are required to possess some knowledge of the subject area, but most importantly, 

they must be willing to share what they know by drawing on their own life experiences. 

Facilitators must possess the ability to explore, in partnership with the Aboriginal adult 

leamer, the subject, topics and/or material related to any particular area of study. The job 

of a facilitator is to facilitate thinking; to help the learner analyze a particular subject, 

reading, task andfor activity; to help leamers identify concepts; to pose questions that are 

important in developing the learners' understanding; to help learners grasp principles and 

assumptions so that linkages between facts and ideas can occur; and fïnally, to help 

learners identify, access, and evaluate the resources-both human and material--necessary 

for their continued Iearning, growth, and development. 

In the Native social service worker prograrn, people are treated as textbooks. 

Adult learners are coached through processes designed for identifying, extracting, and 

evaluating the knowledge, skills, attitudes (feelings and beliefs) and insights from the 

presentations, discussions, readings, and tasks. Leaming activities are designed to 

provide oppoxtunities where life experiences cm be shared openly by the facilitators, 

resource people, as well as the learners themselves. Working in conjunction with a 

learning facilitator, adult leamers are helped to identify the learning needs that will help 
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them to understand and to develop more positive relationships with themselves, others, 

and the world more broadly. By the same token, Abonginal adult learners are encouraged 

also to identify the knowledge and skills required for hem to be successful within their 

specific occupations. 

In conducting this approach to learning, we found that teachers who have a 

tendency to want to lecture often fînd this particular educational methodology difficult to 

grasp. In Our experience with Abonginal adult learners, we have found that they prefer 

teachen who can facilitate a leaming process, who can design tasks and activities for self- 

teaching and exploration, and who can engage them in a discussion and analysis of the 

topic at hand for the purpose of assessrnent and evaluation. Also, we found that 

Abonginal adult learners, who are encouraged to do their own research on the subjects 

that interest them and that are in some way related to the topic of study, are more highly 

motivated to complete their studies and their individualized educational program 

objectives. In this style of learning and teaching, facilitators share their knowledge and 

avoid making the definitive statement on any subject being discussed. Therefore, a good 

facilitator is sorneone who can balance hidher knowledge content with hisher ability to 

demonstrate and to develop within the adult leamer his or her skills for processing 

information. Over the years, we have found that an educational methodology that helps 

the Abonginal adult leamer to develop hislher critical thinking skills prepares the leamer 

for success within other educational contexts, as well as within institutions of higher 

learning. 
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Traditional Aboriginal Techniques of Teaching and Learning 

Because of the emphasis on whole person development, Aboriginal adult learners 

within the Native social service worker program are introduced to various methods, 

processes, and techniques that they cm use in their work, with their families, and in daily 

life. Facilitators search constantly for leaming activities that can support and motivate 

Aboriginal adult leamers to continue with their growth, development, and leaming well 

beyond graduation. Therefore, an adult learner who undertakes this approach to learning 

receives instruction and facilitation in several areas related to the acquisition of 

knowledge and skills for broader application. To help achieve this objective, actual 

program delivery methods require a blending of both experiential and traditional 

Aboriginal cultural techniques and processes for learning and teaching. 

Incor~orating the Senses in Learninq 

in the development of learning skills that support whole person development, 

traditional Aboriginal cultural practices often pay close attention to the development of 

one's physical senses. In Aboriginal thought, the six senses of sight, hearing, smell, 

touch, taste, and the extra-sensory perception known as intuition are viewed as doonvays 

for the influx of information pertinent to an Aboriginal person's leaming and human 

development. In an Aboriginal view of learning and teaching, humans possess the 

capacity to experience life in its broadest terms. Human teachers, acting as facilitators, 

help people to process and to understand the teachings inherent within their varied life 

experiences. Often, traditional Aboriginal cultural beliefs and practice emphasize the 

acquisition of knowledge and skills in situations where the very elements of Creation 
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(e.g., tire, water, air, and earth) are considered to be the primary teachers. Therefore, 

Aboriginal adult learners are encouraged to participate in leaming activities that 

emphasize traditional teachings and an introduction to the ceremonial practices associated 

with the sweat lodge, fasting, and use of traditional medicines. Going hand in hand with 

the use of expenential exercises to stimulate and to develop the human senses is the need 

to help Abonginal adult learnen to become cognizant of the observation and self- 

reflection skills necessary for processing their leaming expenences. 

Integratinpr Dialogue 

Because Aboriginal teachings stem from an oral tradition, the use of dialogue 

ylays an extremely important role in traditional Abonginal leaming processes. Small 

group discussions, individual interviews, and activities that encourage questions and 

answers are used to develop the Aboriginal adult leamer's capacity for oral discussion 

and presentation. Engaging Aboriginal adult leamers in dialectical discussions and public 

presentation helps them to reclaim their skills for oration and sto~ytelling-the two most 

vital elements of a traditional Aboriginal educational practice that is based on an oral 

tradition. In these processes, Aboriginal adult leamen practice the communication skills 

of summarizing, feedback, and reflection. These skills are significant and integral parts 

of any counselling process and are the core of the educational program. The practice of 

oral tradition in an Abonginal leaming and teaching process develops a person's ability to 

listen, think, reason, discem tmth, and make choices that are appropriate to the 

individual's life path and unique life experiences. 



Valuing Listening 

Listening skills, both extemal to others for the purpose of memory retention and 

comprehension and intemal to one's own intuitive thoughts, aid in the development of a 

learner's spiritual capacity for creativity. In the teaching tearn's view, a person's abiliiy 

to problem-solve often necessitates creativity. Consequently, in the Native social service 

worker program, we foster creativity by helping the learner to develop hislher ability to 

image and to visualize. Meditative exercises, relaxation sessions, and guided 

visualization are some methods used to quiet a learner's mind, so that hislher intuitive 

sense can engage in the creative process. Knowledge and ski11 related to the development 

of and trust in one's intuition foms an integral part of the traditional Aboriginal practice 

of spirit to spirit communication that hinges on a penon's openness and sensitivity to 

spiritual energy in al1 of its foms. Knowledge and skills related to the development of 

this type of spiritual consciousness requires a learning method-ology that stems from an 

understanding of the continuing interaction of al1 life present in the universe. 

Using Rituals 

A traditional Aboriginal educational methodology utilizes teaching, sharing, and 

healing circles to facilitate the development of social skills and the release of emotional 

burdens that block both creativity and leaming. Such circles provide Aboriginal adult 

learnen with the oppoxtunity to leam from each other's experience while, at the same 

time, helping hem to build and establish supportive relationships. In a traditional 

Abonginal cultural sense, these types of circles emphasize the self-reflection skills of 

looking within and seeing one's self where the responsibility for one's perceptions and 
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actions can be understood and accepted. Circles provide the Aboriginal adult learner with 

a forum for venting painful feelings and for examining unhealthy relating patterns that 

stem from one's negative life expenences. Thus, knowledge of feelings and skills in 

identifying the roots of one's behavior are key components in the creation of an 

understanding necessary for building and preserving al1 of one's relationships that begin 

with the family and extend outwardly to one's clan, community, nation, and inevitably to 

the rest of humanity and the world. In traditional Aboriginal thought, healing circles 

facilitate the discovery of a person's true identity, one's special gifts and abilities, and the 

purpose and meaning of one's journey through life. 

Speaking in the First Language 

Finally and wherever possible, Aboriginal adult learners are encouraged to use 

their original languages both in public speaking and in class discussions. The Aboriginal 

adult learner who is fluent in hisiher fïrst language understands that al1 Aboriginal 

languages are living languages in that they depict a picture of an object in relationship to 

something else. In this sense, most Aboriginal words are verbs that describe an action. 

As one traditional Aboriginal language teacher explained, an Aboriginal language 

provides people with a sense of relationship, and a different comprehension of how 

everything in the world is connected. In comparing this notion with Western thought, a 

person could Say that they have a life of their own, but in Aboriginal thought, the life of a 

person is expressed in the notion of "what the Creator has given to me". In this sense, an 

Abonginal person does not exist except in relationship to the Creator. Thus, in the 

English language and in Western thought, the two-person and Creator--are often thought 
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about and viewed as being separate entities. Therefore, in Aboriginal thought, the world 

functions very differently from the world viewed through a Western perspective. Because 

Aboriginal languages can enrich a penon's philosophical understanding of the world, the 

use of an Aboriginal adult leamer's first language and the active translation of the 

Aboriginal terms and phrases employed by a language speaker supports the deveIopment 

of comparison and comprehension skills used in critical thinking. 

PortfoIio-Assisted Learning Within a Holistic Mode1 of Education 

At the time of the Native social service worker program's inception, portfolio- 

assisted prior learning assessment was viewed as an important educational strategy for 

helping Abonginal adult leamers to identify and to extract from their life expenences, the 

knowledge and skills related to their program of study. Only later, when learners began 

to document their life experiences did we realize PLA's greater potential in helping 

learners to understand how they perceive and then evaluate information according to their 

basic cultural assumptions, values, and beliefs about self, others, and life in general. In 

this section, 1 explain the concept of prior learning assessment and how portfolio 

development is used within the Aboriginal approach to holistic education discussed in 

this thesis so far. 

The Concept of Prior Learnin~ Assessrnent 

PLA is understood by most adult educators to mean the measurement of learning 

gained through experiences other than those associated with forma1 post-secondary 

educational courses and programs. This type of learning cm be acquired through many 

avenues such as work experience, community involvement, volunteer work, and 
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independent study, to name just a few. In theory. it is possible for a person's prior 

learning expenences to be assessed for knowledge and skills at the post-secondary level 

whether these are acquired under the sponsorship of business, industry, govemment 

andior social service organizations or related to a specific job or not. It is in this sense 

that the concept of prior learning assessment supports the premise that adults acquire 

knowledge and skills through many means of forma1 and informal study. A PLA system 

evaluates this leaming and matches it to a program of study for the purpose of either 

granting academic credit or applying for exemptions from courses of study. Through 

PLA, it is possible for leaming, acquired from the varied life experiences associated with 

an Aboriginal adult leamer's family, community, and hisher total environment, to be 

assessed and accredited ai the post-secondary level. As well, a PLA system carries the 

potential of being able to help many working adults and immigrant populations to secure 

full-time employment in their fields of expertise. In theory, PLA offers these individuals 

a mechanism by which they can gain legitimacy and recognition for the education that 

they may have obtained from outside of the province of Ontario and that previously went 

unrecognized by provincial educational institutions and by self-governing, professional 

trade, licensing bodies. 

In viewing the potential of PLA, it becme obvious to our faculty that if a system 

of prior learning assessment was effective for helping adult learners, in general, to access 

post-secondary education and to receive post-secondary accreditation, then it would 

indeed be effective for helping Aboriginal adult learners to do the same. 



Use of a Portfolio-Assisted Prior Learnin~ Assessrnent 

Although the use of a PLA system provided the human services teaching team 

with a greatly needed insight into the Aboriginal adult learner, the journey towards this 

new under-standing was not without struggle. When the concept of a portfolio-assisted 

prior learning assessrnent was presented to the Aboriginal adult learners enrolled within 

FNn's Native social service worker program, many of them expressed a discornfort and 

in sorne cases, a deep fear about recording life experiences that they felt were better left 

forgotten. The historical impact of Western culture had created dysfunctional 

communities of Abonginal people who felt and experienced much pain from the 

generational abuse affecting their lives. In general, many Aboriginal leamers, regardless 

of age, were burdened with painful memories associated with both their cumnt and past 

life experiences. The majority of Aboriginal adult leamers, when they began the process 

of sharing and recording their life experiences in a written portfolio format, surfaced 

these painful memories. When they did, their ability to focus and to pay attention to the 

present for the purposes of leaming for the future was greatly disrupted. Low self-esteem 

and a need to help Aboriginal adult learners to process and overcome their pain became 

major educational issues, and the FNTI human services tearn responded by introducing 

healing activities into the Native social service worker program cuniculum. At the sarne 

time, traditional Aboriginal cultural teachings were becoming increasingly more 

important as Aboriginal adult leamers searched for the positive qualities and attributes 

associated with being Native people. 
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Over the years, portfolio-assisted prior learning assessrnent in the Native social 

service worker (NSSW) prograrn has been expanded into the following uses. These are: 

1. to seek exemption from 75% of the academic program, 

2. to seek exemption from specific courses, 

3. to receive professionai accreditation in a related field of study, 

4. to prove competency related to specific job performance, 

5. to identify learning needs, goals, and persona1 interests, 

6. to expand their persona1 resumes in seeking a career change, and 

7. to document academic knowledge and skills specifically related to program 
outcornes. 

Challenges in Using PLA 

While PLA has been a useful tool in our educational practice with Aboriginal 

adult leamers, it has not been without its drawbacks. For example, in our educational 

expenence, we have had to debate issues related to who is responsible for naming the 

leaming and for determining the validity of knowledge and skills that do not match the 

current definitions of knowledge espoused by Westem academic institutions. At FNTI, 

we, too, have had to work at accepting a definition of knowledge and ski11 that does not 

match the Westem educational mind-set because we work with Aboriginal adult learners 

whose knowledge and skills are very much situated within the context of the culture, 

comrnunities, and temtories in which they live. Because of these realities and our focus 

on the importance of an educational process that is learner-centered, we have made a 

conscious effort both to encourage and to preserve traditional Aboriginal knowledge and 
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skills within its particular program of study and in its use of PLA through the portfolio 

development process. 

From a traditional Aboriginal cultural perspective, a portfolio-assisted prîor 

learning assessrnent has been useful in helping both learning facilitators and Abonginal 

adult learners to undentand the importance and use of life experience in educating 

Abonginal people. In the Native social service worker program, both groups have 

benefitted from knowing how to identify, to extract, and then to articulate the knowledge, 

skills, attitudes, and insights contained within a specific life experience or experiential 

exercise. In this sense, portfolio development has been an important process not only for 

creating self-awareness, but also for facilitating leaming. 

In utilizing various portfolio development processes, Aboriginal adult leamers 

have corne to understand how their openness and acceptance of new information is often 

curtailed by some very strong opinions and views that are supported by equally strong 

emotions and beliefs. In Our educational experience, on the one hand, we have found that 

the type of self-reflective learning inherent within a portfolio development process has 

been invaluable in helping Aboriginal adult leamers to understand the importance of their 

own culture and langage in a world that is moving many of them away from their unique 

cultural identity. On the other hand, through portfolio development, we have been able to 

help many Aboriginal adult learners to appreciate a reality and a world view that supports 

the existence of many different life-forms which includes people from many different 

cultures. Therefore, in facilitating a traditional Aboriginal belief in coexistence, 

portfolio development has helped many Abonginal adult learners realize that they may be 
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blocking another perspective or world view because of feelings and beliefs stemming 

from their negative life experiences with people from both their own and other cultures. 

Also, we have found that the telling of one's story in an autobiographical section 

of a portfolio supports traditional Aboriginal methods of leaminglteaching related to the 

practice of storytelling through an oral tradition. nius, where Aboriginal adult leamers 

previously failed to make the connections necessary for increasing their appreciation and 

understanding of traditional Aboriginal "ways of knowing," an examination of their own 

life experiences helped them to comprehend the meaning of the traditional teachings 

associated with their particular oral tradition. For Aboriginal people, traditional 

Aboriginal knowledge and skill is rooted in their life experience. Portfolio development 

has provided the means for helping both the facilitators and the adult learners to 

recognize the value and importance of their traditional knowledge. 

Overall Value of Portfolio in Our PLA Process 

In summary, the FNTI Native social service worker teaching team concluded that 

the use of a portfolio-assisted prior leaming assessrnent has benefitted Aboriginal adult 

leamers in several ways. Firstly, the documentation of their prior learning experiences 

through a portfolio development process provided Aboriginal adult learners with the 

opportunity to discover and to identify the sources of conflict that many of them had with 

their Native identity and with people from other cultures. Secondly, the teaching tearn 

became quite excited by the fact that the portfolio development process provided 

Aboriginal adult learners with the opportunity to document life experiences that contained 

knowledge and skills that went well beyond a formal area of academic study related to 
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Native social services. Thirdly, and over time. it became clear that the knowledge and 

skills associated with one's traditional Aboriginal cultural heritage and life experience 

could now be expressed and validated in a way that had never been done before. In fact, 

portfolio developrnent, when placed within an Abonginal cultural context, provided not 

only a mechanism for validating knowledge and skills, but also a means for empowering 

Abonginal people with confidence and self-esteem in themselves as human beings and as 

Native people who possessed a valuable cultural heritage. 

Over the years, the teaching team has become very cognizant of the personal, 

situational, and cultural issues that affect the Iearning and teaching of Aboriginal adult 

leamers. Great efforts have been made in attempting to meet the educational needs of 

Abonginal adult leamers and in helping them to overcome the barriers that they perceive 

are blocking their learning and educational success. Because the teaching team of the 

Native social service worker program began using portfolio-assisted prior learning 

assessment shortly after the program's inception, PLA has become an important strategy 

for recognizing and accrediting learning at the community college level. Thus, PLA plays 

an integral role within FNTI's educational philosophy and practice. Today, several 

training programs within other educational departments of FNTI have added a portfolio 

development component to their system of delivery. 

In 1987, FNTI organized its first Canada-wide conference on the use of prior 

leaming assessment as a new educational strategy. Over the years, FNTI has acquired an 

extensive library of material resources that support the recognition of PLA as a viable 

strategy in the delivery and accreditation of post-secondary learning. To demonstrate 



119 

their cornmitment to PLA, FNTI's management created a separate department in 1994 

that has become home to the Canadian Association for Prior Learning Assessrnent 

(CAPLA). CAPLA continues to advocate for the wide-spread use of PLA both within the 

private and public sectoa. People from a cross-section of education, business and 

industry, labor unions, and govemment agencies throughout Canada and the United States 

compose the membership of this non-profit association. 

Since 1985, FNTI and its various educational prograrns have experienced many 

changes related to educational program design, delivery, and evaluation methods. From 

our educational experiences with Aboriginal adult learners, the human services teaching 

team responsible for the Native social service worker program endeavored to create a 

program of holistic leaming. As a result of our efforts. we believe that we have made 

major strides in creating an Aboriginal approach to holistic education that is largely based 

on an understanding of traditional Aboriginal cultural philosophy and incorporates the 

creative use of such modem educational strategies as a portfolio-assisted pnor leaming 

assessment. 



Outcomes of An Aboriginal Approach to Holistic Education 

I A Philosophy for Transformative Education 
1 

1 Learning and Teaching Methodology 

1 Interna1 Analysis of Self External Analysis of 
Total Environment 

\ / 
Identifying Cultural Assumptions 

I 

I Perspective Transformation 
1 

I Co-Exis tence 

Fimire 3. An Aboriginal approach to holistic education. 

In sumrnarizing the educational outcomes of this Aboriginal approach to holistic 

education, 1 offer Figure 3 as an aid to this discussion. It illustrates an Aboriginal 

approach to holistic education that is based on an Aboriginal definition of holistic 

leaming. An Aboriginal definition requires the development of the whole person in four 

aspects of self, namely, spirit (spiritual), heart (emotional), mind (mental), and body 

(physical). Leamers are chdlenged to l e m  how to achieve a balance within themselves 

and within al1 of the many extemal relation-ships associated with a total environment that 

consists of concentric rings of relationships that begin with farnily and extend outwardly 

to incorporate dl of the various aspects of the universe. In learning how to achieve 

balance, leamers are introduced to a concept of life-long leaming that occurs usually, but 

not necessarily, through a cycle beginning with an awareness that leads a person to 
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struggle with hisher interna1 contradictions, and finally, results in the building of new 

knowledge constructs that the person then utilizes to preserve a new sense of self or 

world view. The spiral effect of learning that is integral to any process of growth and 

development results in an ever increasing expansion of knowledge and understanding. 

Thus, in moving through the learning cycle again and again, leamers develop a greater 

understanding of themselves, others, and the world around them. 

Effectiveness of an Aboriginal Approach 

Knowledge and understanding of the learning process enables Aboriginal adult 

leamers to take control of their leaming. Differences in learning style are accepted by the 

learner, and an understanding of one's capacity to l e m  in four primary ways provides a 

person with the oppominity to develop himherself as a whole person. The Aboriginal 

approach to undentanding one's total environment for the purpose of achieving balance 

in each and every circle of one's many relationships requires adult learners to become 

aware of the spiritual, mental, emotional, and physical realities of the world surrounding 

them. For many Aboriginal people in general. the historical disruption of their traditional 

cultural beliefs and practices has resulted in individual, family, and community 

dysfunction due to the psycho-social generational traumas associated with having 

intemalized their oppression. 

In helping Aboriginal adult leamers to overcome the effects of their oppression, a 

philosophy of education must be broad enough to allow for the continuing growth, 

development, and transformation of not only the Aboriginal person, but also hisfher 

family, community, nation, and society as a whole. Thus, a philosophy of education 
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based on a traditional Aboriginai cultural philosophy supports a transfomative process of 

education. It provides Abonginal adult leamers with the opportunity to transform the 

perceptions îhat they hold of themselves, others, and the very universe surrounding them 

by introducing them to an alternative form of knowledge that is based on a traditional 

Aboriginal cultural world view. 

This type of transformative educational philosophy provides the overail context in 

which both leaming and teaching methodologies are created and developed. In this 

Aboriginal approach to holistic education. 1earningAeaching processes and activities are 

directed towards the acquisition of knowledge and skills for exarnining and evaluating 

one's intemal world of self and/or self-concept, as well as, the extemal world or total 

environment outside of one's self. From an Aboriginal cultural perspective, adult 

learners must balance leaming about themselves with leaming about others and the world 

around them. In this model, it is simply not enough for adult learners to analyze and to 

understand the outside world, they must also be able to analyze and to understand 

themselves. 

Value of Identifying Cultural Assurn~tions 

In analyzing themselves, others, and the various aspects of their total 

environment, adult learners, in this model, leam how to identify the cultural assumptions, 

values, beliefs, and emotions that comprise the perceptual filter through which they 

determine the meaning of their life experiences. By identifying and challenging the 

personal views, opinions, and beliefs that limit their understanding and acceptance of new 

infoxmation in al1 fonns, the perspectives of adult l e m  are transformed. Therefore, an 



intemal examination of the assumptions and emotions that one carries often leads a 

person towards healing, especially in cases where negative feelings and beliefs about 

one's self, other people, and about the world in general are perceived to be contradictory, 

wrong, or distorted. Thus, healing is learning according to a traditional Aboriginal view 

of education, 

An Aboriginal approach to this type of perspective transformation entails also a 

movement towards forgiveness that is understood to be a part of the healingliearning 

process as explained in the following statement: 

Forgiveness provides people with the potential to renew both themselves and 
their life. When people can no longer act upon or live out their pnnciples, then it 
is time to "look within". To tnily forgive, people must go back through all of 
their experiences to explore both the feelings and the beliefs that have shaped 
them. With healing, people will never forget, but they can change their perception 
of their experiences by releasing the negative feelings associated with them. 
(personal communication, J. Dumont, 19%) 

In an Aboriginal view, transforming one's perception of self, others, and the world in 

general includes transforming one's negative emotions as well. With each inner change, 

new knowledge becomes integrated into the whole of a person's perception where a shift 

in one's ideological perspective is initiated by an awareness that one may be blocking out 

the views, opinions, and emotions of other people. 

In conclusion, the FNTI educational expenence with Abonginal adult leamers 

enrolled in the Native social service worker program has taught us that conflict between 

people is more casily resolved when they cm truly understand, forgive, and accept both 

personal and cultural differences. An Aboriginal notion of CO-existence flounshes when 

equality is hased on a tme respect and acceptance of difference, rather than on sarneness. 



CHAPTER 4 

SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

In this final section, 1 present a summary of the study, a set of conclusions based 

on what 1 leamed from my involvement in the study, and recomrnendations that fiow 

frorn these conclusions. The summary takes the form of a compendium containing the 

sum and substance of my fuller statement about the study as expressed in the first three 

chapters. I blend together, as though woven, ideas from the literature with my 

experiences from conducting the study. The result is an intenveaving in surnmary form 

of an Aboriginal-specific perspective on leaming with a more general Western cultural 

perspective. In putting together my conclusions, 1 attempt to move beyond my own 

beliefs and preferences by taking a more inclusive approach. The recommendations that 

follow each conclusion are directed to adult educators who have similar interests as my 

own. 

Summary of the Study 

In the first part of the summary, 1 focus specifically on traditional Aboriginal 

teachings and their learning implications before 1 focus on a more general perspective. In 

this way, 1 set the stage for the conclusions and recommendations that follow. 

S pecific Perspective 

This thesis explains how, in traditional Aboriginal thought, everything becomes a 

part of everything else with fewer discrete categories for observation or segregation of 

ideas (Rhodes, 1988). In other words, by observing the qualities and characteristics of 

their own human existence, and those associated with the interaction of al1 life within the 
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natural world that surrounded, traditional Aboriginal people came to understand "how the 

natural world teaches" (personal communication, J. Dumont, 1992). By transforming 

their experience into a "knowledge of life and how life should be lived" (personal 

communication, J. Dumont, 1993), traditional Aboriginal teachings were devised. They 

contain a knowledge of the "original instructions" for "how to livc one's life with 

meaning and purpose" that included the "desire to fulfill that which the spirit is sent into 

the world to do" (personal communication, J. Dumont, 1993, 1994). Existing amongst 

traditional Aboriginal people since the beginning of Creation, this knowledge and skill is 

conveyed in Aboriginal languages that "stress the importance of relationship" (persona1 

communication, J. E. Thomas, 1986). They are "transmitted through an oral tradition that 

provides the individual with much freedom in pursuing a knowledge of life related to 

one's spiritual path" (personal communication, J. Dumont, 1994). In traditional 

Aboriginal thought, a spiritual link to the Creator--"an energy force that flows throughout 

the Creation" (personal communication, T. Greene, 1997) is very important because "it 

provides a mechanism for discovering the 'truth', meaning, and purpose of one's life" 

(personal communication, J. Dumont, 1993). 

In addition to possessing a spiritual knowledge of the circle of life (personal 

communication, J. Dumont, 1993, 1994), traditional Aboriginal people were aiso astute 

observem. By focusing on their human qualities, they observed that the whole of their 

k ing consisted of four parts--mind, body, heart, and spirit (persona1 communications, 

B. K-K. Bell, 1992; J. Dumont, 1993). From watching the interaction of the life around 

them, they observed the circular nature and movement of the world (personal 



communications, B. K.-K. Bell, 1992; J. Dumont, 1994), and how life functioned 

cooperatively, and not competitively (personal communication, R. A. Antone & 

9. Dumont, 1992). In my study, the learners noted how their own human existence 

"moved in a circle from birth to death-from spirit life to spirit life once again" (persona1 

communication, J. Dumont, 1993). In examining the nature of everything around them, 

they saw "how everything in life had a twin," and they came to understand their own 

duality in having "both a physical and spintual reality" (persona1 communication, 

J. Dumont, 1990, 1993). From their observations of the natural world, they noticed that 

"twin energies" (persona1 communication, P. Deere, 1985) existed not only within their 

own being, but also wiîhin al1 îhings. Thry observeci and fdt  the spirit of the universe 

and knew that this "energy existed within al1 things within the Creation" and that this 

"life-force or spirit" (persona1 communication. B. K.-K. Bell, 1991) existed inside of the 

human being as well. For example, one of my leamers remarked, "Since 1 have been 

taking ihis program, 1 am much more aware of the energy in the classroom and of the 

people who 1 sit beside each day. Sometimes, both people and classroom can feel very 

negative." 

In formulating an understanding of themselves and their world, the anceston of 

today's Aboriginal people reasoned that "al1 of life exists as an interconnected reality" 

that was "designed by a Creator to function in a state of balance, harmony and 

interdependence" (personal communication, J. Dumont, 1992, 1993). Based on this view. 

everyone and everything has a responsibility for determining how its particular life-force 

is meant to function for the purpose of sustaining life and for CO-existence (personal 
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communication, R. A. Antone & J. Dumont, 1992). In my study of the Native social 

service worker program, Abonginal learners often commented about the uncertainty they 

felt when asked to explain why they were bom. Because many of these Aboriginal adult 

Iearners had a history of abuse, it was common for them to feel that life was not worth 

living. Thus, in explaining that human beings enter the world with "beginning gifts" 

(personal communication, D. Paul, 1990), many Aboriginal adult learners became more 

willing to learn how to identify their gifts and embrace them so that they could know 

"who they are" and "what they can do" for their people and the world as a whole 

(personal communications, R. A. Antone & J. Dumont 1993; P. Sandy, 1984; 

E. Silversmith, 1986). In many cases, Abonginal adult learners. enrolled in the Native 

social service worker program, were also more willing to punue a program of learning 

that could help them to not only find, but also, fulfill their vocation in life. Taken in this 

context, "Aboriginal spintuality is not a religion, it is a way of life" (persona1 

communication, J. Dumont, 1994). It requires people to interact consistently with their 

environment (personal communications, J. Dumont, 1994; D. Paul, 1990) and to become 

consciously aware of themselves, others, and the world around them (personal 

communications, R. A. Antone, 1993; J. Mohawk, 1984; E. Niganobe, 1991; 

J. E. Thomas, 1987). Viewed in this way, a traditional Aboriginal penon must acquire 

not just the knowledge. but also the skills of discemment (personal communications, 

T. Greene, 1996; E. Hill, 1993; E. Niganobe, 1996) associated with a respect for the 

spintual nature of al1 life (personal communication, R. A. Antone & J. Dumont 1992) 

because everything exists only in relationship to something else. Therefore, in dl aspects 
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of life that includes also ceremony (persona1 communications, E. Niganobe, 1992, 1993; 

P. Sandy, 1994, 1995; J. E. Thomas, 1985). "people express not only their thankfulness" 

(personal communication, E. Benedict, 1996), but also their "intent" (personal 

communication, T. Greene, 1996) for the continuation of a mutually beneficiai 

relationship with al1 of the life forces that support and sustain their lives (personal 

communications, R. A. Antone, 1997; E. Benedict, 1996). 

From a traditional Aboriginal perspective, the concept of the total environment 

consists of "a series of ever expanding circles of relationships that begin with the 

individual, include one's family, community, and nation and extend beyond to encompass 

al1 of the universal elements" (personal communication, R. A. Antone, 1994). Thus, 2 

traditional Aboriginal view of the world is holistic. and an "imbalance or disruption in 

one circle impacts on the wholeness of life" (personal communication, R. A. Antone, 

1994) creating "dis-ease" in many forms (persona1 communication, P. Deere, 1985). 

In perceiving the existence of two separate realities--"an ordinary everyday 

physical reality and a non-ordinary spintual reality," traditional Aboriginal people must 

acquire both the knowledge and skills to live "their lives in a balance of the two realities" 

(Dumont, 1992, p. 79). Also, they must find a balance between the life-diminishing and 

life-enhancing qualities and human intent (personal communications, P. Deere, 1985; E. 

Niganobe, 1994) that exists within themselves, others, and the world around them 

(personal communications, J. Mohawk, 1984; J. E. Thomas, 1987). 

in the Native social service worker program, the teaching team observed how 

Aboriginal adult leamers benefitted from a learning program that helped them to analyze 
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themselves, as well as the world around them. For the majonty of Aboriginal adult 

learners in the program. learning about themselves helped them to achieve higher levels 

of self-esteem. Because in joumeying through life, these adult learners had undergone 

certain life experiences that had caused many of them to abandon themselves and their 

principles (persona1 communications, B. K.-K. Bell. 199 1 ; J. Dumont, 1992, 1993). In 

some cases, Aboriginal adult leamers chose to abandon their cultural teachings, their 

unique cultural identity, and their relationship to the environment" (personal 

communication, R. A. Antone, 1982) in favor of an ideology that they perceived was 

more acceptable. Because the "tme path of one's spiritual life does not change" (persona1 

communication, J. Dumont, 1992). it mzy bt secesszry te "look within" (personal 

communication, E. Niganobe, 1995), for the purpose of exploring the life experiences 

related to "one's changing (physical) life" (personal communication, J. Dumont, 1992). 

Using "processes of self-examination" and "healing", traditional Aboriginal people leam 

how to release the negative feelings associated wiih their negative life expenences, so 

that they cm change their perception of the experience (personal communications, R. A. 

Antone, 1992; B. K.-K. Bell, 1991; J. Dumont, 1992) and move towards the kind of 

"forgiveness that provides people with the potential to renew both themselves and their 

life" (personal communication, J. Dumont, 1992). This kind of kngwledge and skill is 

important because even in Western cultures, mmy people have experienced "some type 

of mistreatment through physical violence, but usually, through the disregard of feelings 

and emotion, the discounting of one's abilities or the invalidation of one's knowledge and 

intelligence" (personal communication, D. Jenson, 1984). In the case of Aboriginal 
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people today, many of them will need to uncover the cultural assumptions from Western 

culture that invalidate traditional Aboriginal beliefs and practices (persona1 communi- 

cations, R. A. Antone, 1983; D. Jenson, 1984), if they are "to remove the blocks, restore 

balance and reconnect to one's spiritual center" (personal communication, B. K.-K. Bell, 

199 1). This understanding is important because "the human being is the only life-form 

who must l e m  how to CO-exist" (personal communication, J. Dumont, 1992). 

Thus, "the influence that anyone has over the thinking of another should be 

nothing more than providing a person with an opportunity to leam through the sharing of 

their life experiences" (persona1 communication, R. A. Antone, 1989). To traditional 

Abodgirial people, life experiences can be "the greatest teachers and can provide 

profound lessons when they are shared and examined with others" (personal 

communication, R. A. Antone, 1989). In their cultures, "the rnother is considered to be 

the child's first teacher", so "family is an important source of information and learning" 

(personal communication, R. Henry, 1984) along with the "many other spiritual beings 

within the Creation who act as teachers and mentors" (personal communication, R. A. 

Antone, 1989). Thus, the spiritual capacity of children is to be nurtured and developed 

before they l e m  how to discount their dreams and intuitive experiences (personal 

communications, J. Armstrong, 1993; J. Lathlin, 1995). Because traditional Aboriginal 

people believe that the spirit knows what it has to do and is capable of leading a person 

through life (personal communications, W. Fine Day, 1984; J. Lathlin, 1995), the spiritual 

development of children begins early. They are provided "with much freedom to explore 

within a learning framework that focuses on balance and relationships" (personal 
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communication, J. Armstrong, 1993), and where eventually, they will "leam how to 

identify their gifts and to fulfill their purpose in life" (personal communication, D. Paul, 

1990). 

Over the yean, the teaching team has incorporated these ideas into an educational 

philosophy that has guided the development of Our Native social service worker program. 

Today, many traditional Aboriginal "leaming and teaching activities are structured for the 

purpose of helping people to develop a spintual consciousness" (personal comrnuni- 

cation, E. Hill, 1993) that can facilitate human growth and development "in a spiralling 

movement towards every expanding levels of consciousness and a deeper understanding 

(persona1 communication, R. A. Antone, 1990). 

General Perspective 

In perceiving their reality, every culture of people develops its own "philosophical 

view" (Elias & Memam, 1995) that is comprised of "a set of cultural assumptions" 

(Brookfield, 1991) used to explain the events and experiences of their lives. Thus, for 

several Western educators, adult learners must be helped to become aware of how their 

cultural assumptions, "meaning perspectives" (Mezirow, 1985), and "internalized noms" 

(Marsick, 1985) limit and restrict their learning, their passage through Iife, and their 

ability to coexist in a multi-cultural environment. To them, education must become a 

process by which people are helped to develop a 4acritical consciousness" (Freire, 1970) 

about themselves and the world in which they live (Antone, Miller, & Myers, 1986, 

Brookfield, Marsick, Mezirow). By using 46processes of self-examination" (Antone, 

Miller, & Myers) and by exploring the critical incidents (Brookfield) within their life 
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experiences, many adult lemers can be helped to examine the perceptual filters through 

which they view themselves, othen, and the world around them. In Our program, for 

instance, the identification of the cultural assumptions contained within the life 

experiences of Aboriginal adult learners was facilitated through the portfolio 

development aspect of Our PLA strategy. By transforming their perspectives, many 

Aboriginal adult leamers were able to develop a higher level of self-esteem that helped 

them to become more confident and therefore, more successful in their leaming 

endeavors and social interactions both inside the classroom and outside in the world more 

broadl y. 

In expanding one's view of the educational process, this study discusses how 

research on whole brain leaming (Gnffin, 1988), intuitive leaming (Griffin, S87; Denis 

and Richter, 1987). "triune brain functions" (Nummela & Rosengren, 1988), learning 

styles (Hill & George, 1996; Kaulback, 1984; Kolb, 1984; More, 1987; Rhodes, 1988; 

Samples & Hammond, 1985; Wallis, 1983), and the "basic structures of consciousness" 

(Wilber, 1990) support an understanding of the human brain's capacity to experience and 

to process information on multiple levels. Specifically, in the development of Our 

Aboriginal approach to holistic education, this research provided the supporting rationale 

for the Aboriginal cultural assumptions that the teaching team made in regard to helping 

adult learners develop themselves as whole people--mentally, emotionally, spiritually, 

and physically. Additional research related to the "influence of distressful feelings" 

(Manick) in creating "emotional barriers to Iearning" (Nummela & Rosengren, 1988), 

and the influence of humor (Thomas, 1997) and play (Melarned, 1987) in enhancing 
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learning indicated the need for more inclusive and holistic processes of leming and 

teaching. From Our educational experience with Aboriginal adult learners, this research 

supporteci greatly the affective and intuitive dimensions of Our educational process and 

helped us to recognize the importance of achieving a balance between the objective and 

subjective leaming and teaching methods that we ernployed. Models of adult learning 

such as andragogy (Knowles, 1980) which includes the notion of "leaming how to learn" 

(Smith, 1983) contain examples of learninglteaching processes that are based on new 

cultural assumptions related to how adults leam. Thus, the overall research to which this 

study refers implies the need for a paradigm shift (Ferguson, 1980) to a more holistic 

educational process that can develop not only adult learners, but also society as a whole. 

In an Aboriginal world view, educational processes affect not only how people relate to 

each other, but also how they relate to everything else in the world. Thus, the Abonginal 

concept of accountability in education is much broader than simply meeting the needs of 

the adult leamer, the institution, and society as a whole. It includes learning to be 

accountable for the impact that Our human activity has on the earth and beyond. 

This study suggests that adult learners are not the only group who could benefit 

from a perspective transformation (Mezirow, 1985) in their current view of education. 

Adult educators, themselves, would benefit from an examination of the beliefs and 

notions that comprise their educational philosophy, shape their practice, (Charter, 1994; 

Elias & Memiam, 1995) and determine their "acceptance and validation of non-Western 

forms of knowledge" (Michelson, 1996) and ways of facilitating learning (Charter, 1994). 

In developing the Native social service worker program, we experienced first hand the 
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difficulties associated with the acceptance of a new approach to education. In fact, the 

creation of Our Aboriginal approach to holistic education was made possible precisely 

because the memben of the teaching team were able to critically reflect on their 

individual educational philosophies and perspectives. 

In considering a traditional Aboriginal educative process, the use of pnor life 

experiences (Thomas, 1997) and the "assessment of the learning--knowledge, skills, 

attitudes (feelings and beliefs) and insights" (Hill, 1995) contained in these experiences 

become valuable leaming processes for both adult learners and adult educators. They 

support not only the traditional Aboriginal practice of storytelling (Rhodes, 1988; 

Thomas), but also a method of education in which the critical reflection (Antone, Miller, 

& Myers, 1986; Brookfield, 199 1 ; Freire, 1970; Marsick, 1985; Mezirow, 1985) 

associated with a transformative leaming process (Brookfield) becomes an integral part of 

a holistic model of education that raises not only the consciousness, but also the "self- 

esteem" (S teinem, 1993) of adult learners. 

Educational processes that foster an awareness and an acceptance of "alternative 

ways of knowing" (Michelson, 1997) that exist within a multi-cultural environment help 

adult Iearners to perceive themselves and their world more broadly. For example, 

traditional Aboriginal cultural philosophy contains knowledge that supports the 

development of a "spiritual consciousness" (personal communication, E. Hill, 1993) 

capable of perceiving the nature of life as an "interconnected reality" (personal 

communication, Dumont, 1992) that is both physical and spiritual. It is a model of 

education that supports a view of education different from certain Western cultural views 
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(Berry, 1990) and certain Western religions (Kushner, 1996). but nevertheless, is useful 

for the expansion of a philosophical view of the world that inevitably filters down to 

influence one's educational philosophy and practice. 

When discussing the importance of alternative world views, this study implores 

educators to consider how knowledge is situated (Michelson, 1996) in the social and 

histoncal reality of the people who create it (Freire, 1970). We took Our Abonginal 

knowledge and shaped it into an educational philosophy and practice that has been 

successful in supporting the whole person development that Aboriginal adult learners 

needed for them to be successful in more than just their educational pursuits. Thus, the 

acceptance of traditional Aboriginal knowledge in its various fonns (Brant-Castellano, in 

press) can be construed as a move towards a constnictivist view of education (O'Banion, 

1997) that is pertinent to the creation of knowledge. It is an educational view that 

supports the need for contextual learning (Kolb, 1984; O'Banion) in an environment that 

requires a more holistic approach to education. 

Conclusions and Recomrnendations 

In comparing FNTI's Aboriginal approach to holistic education with the ideas and 

concepts contained in the literature and oral history review, 1 have concluded that the 

major strengths center on its view of learning as a process of balancing one's extemal 

analysis of the world with the intemal analysis of one's self. Learning about one's self 

has the potential for initiating changes in a human being's perceptual filter that may 

prevent the consideration and acceptance of other ideological perspectives, cultural belief 

systems, and educational philosophies. From an Aboriginal perspective, learning about 
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one's self leads inevitably to the healing necessary for individual transformation and a 

tnie forgiveness of one's self and others that makes living in a state of CO-existence 

possible. Thus, learning is both an outcome and a life-long process of transforming one's 

experiences into a knowledge and an understanding that supports a person's unique 

development in becoming a human being who can live hisnier life with meaning and 

purpose. 

In describing an Aboriginal approach to holistic education, 1 have become aware 

of what Knowles (1980) calls panacea addiction--the either-or thinking that is based on a 

simple and single solution to a conplex problem. Because of the influence of his work 

on my thinking, 1 have becorne very aware of my personal tendency to fonn an 

ideological attachment to the Aboriginal-based educational mode1 that has worked for 

me. Therefore, in assessing the value of an Aboriginal approach to holistic education, I 

have attempted to move beyond my own ideological attachments in drawing the 

following conclusions and recommendations. 

1. 1 have concluded that the concept of human freedom goes beyond sirnply being 

able to adapt to the social and educational expectations present in the world around us. In 

learning about the nature of persona1 and social realities, 1 have found that it is important 

for Aboriginal adult educators to pursue the freedom to create and develop educational 

programs for Abonginal people that are based on a unique cultural perception of the 

tmths associated with their view of reality. Thus, in my own work with Aboriginal adult 

leamers, 1 have watched how they have rnoved towards a p a t e r  degree of self- 

directedness and control of their leaming with each validation of the various aspects 
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related to their unique cultural perspective. Over the yean, 1 have corne to believe that an 

educational framework based on the use of culturally-appropriate learning and teaching 

methodologies designed to support die developmeiii of the whole person in the broadest 

use of the term--meaning mentally, ernotionally, physically, and spiritually--will help not 

only Aboriginal adult learners, but also adult leamers more generally. Therefore, 1 

recommend that adult educators seriously consider the use of an educational process that 

cm validate alternative cultural knowledge and experience and balance the intemal 

(subjective) analysis of one's self with the extemal (objective) analysis of the world. 

2. In attempting to articulate an Aboriginal approach to holistic education, 1 have 

found new labels for desciibing the leaming and teaching processes that have been 

employed by myself and my colleagues in our educational work. In using the leming 

processes associated with critical reflection (Brookfield, 1991) and perspective 

transformation (Mezirow, 1985), 1, and those who have been working with me, have been 

able to help Aboriginal adult learners to perceive themselves, their own culture, and the 

cultures of other people more broadly. In many cases, the individual transformations that 

have resulted from the use of these processes have led to the development of a leaming 

cornmunity that has encouraged the building of supportive relationships and has fostered 

an environment where individual and cultural differences are more acceptable. In such a 

leaming environment, adult lemers cm and do lem from each other, especially when 

cultural diversity is encouraged. Therefore. 1 recommend that adult educatoa endeavor to 

acquire a knowledge and understanding of the educationai concepts necessary for 

facilitating not just traditional Abonginal learning and teaching processes, but also the 
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methods associated with other cultural expenences, particularly when working with 

culturally diverse groups of adult leamers. 

3. Based on rhis sîu$, 1 have iearned that the assessment of one's prior learning 

experiences and an examination of the criticai incidents (Brookfield, 1991) in an adult 

leamer's life are capable of producing the same results. In preparing their academic 

portfolios, many Aboriginal adult leamers are provided with the opportunity to 

understand how the events of their lives have shaped not only their knowledge and skills, 

but also their attitudes (feelings and beliefs). Thus, I have concluded that a portfolio- 

assisted pior leaniing assessment has the potential to provide adult learners with valuable 

insights into iheir cultural assumptions, and how these may be affecting the view they 

have of themselves, others, their relationship to the natural world, and their ability to 

consider other ideological perspectives different from their own. Therefore, 1 recommend 
1, 

portfolio-assisted PLA as an effective tool for helping both Aboriginal and non- 

Aboriginal adult learners to name their leaming and to build the levels of self-esteem 

required for the preservation of their cultural identity and cultural integrity, while helping 

people from other cultures to do the same. 

4. In using learning processes, like portfolio development and cntical incident 

examination, it is important for adult educaton to create a learning climate that provides 

adult learners with the safety they need for exploring the inner dimensions of themselves. 

Time and flexibility in program delivery must also be considered as such processes cm 

becorne very timeconsuming. The quality of interaction between the facilitator and the 

adult leamers engaged in this kind of educational process is another important 
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consideration. If the facilitator has problems in sharing or has not undergone a similar 

process of self-examination, then the acceptable levels of trust and understanding may be 

lacking in the facilitation process. Therefore, 1 recommend that adult educators 

experience these processes first before they attempt to implement them. 

5. In developing a more holistic approach to learning, 1 have concluded that adult 

educators m u t  consider the affective, intuitive, and experiential dimensions of the 

learning process in addition to the cognitive dimension. In working with Aboriginal adult 

leamers, 1 have observed how the use of the ieaming processes associated with the 

affective, intuitive, and experiential dimensions helped them to develop a greater 

awareness of themselves as whole people who are self-directed and capable of learning in 

several different ways. In general, this awareness is important to the development of an 

adult leamer's capacity for leaming how to leam (Smith, 1983) effectively in a variety of 

fomal and informal situations and settings. Therefore, 1 recommend that adult educators 

become comfortable and confident with the use of these various learning dimensions (e.g. 

affective, intuitive, and experiential) before they attempt to facilitate a more holistic 

approach to learning. 

6. In utilizing the learning styles material and critical reflection processes 

associated with learning how to iearn, 1 have concluded that it is important for adult 

educators to consider the word, leaming, as being both a noun and a verb. Used as a 

noun, leaming can be the result of a process of transforming one's experience into an 

outcome or knowledge-a fact or piece of information. Used as a verb, learning refers to 

the process whereby the learner is actively engaged in the process of integrating the 
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knowledge in the whole of hisher perception that creates one's understanding. In 

working with Aboriginal adult learners, 1 have found that facilitating an understanding is 

a much more difficult process to effect. It is easy to transfer knowledge--facts or 

information, but the understanding related to its meaning and application is subject to 

individual interpretation and may take years to develop. For example, when Aboriginal 

adult learners were asked to document their life experiences during a portfolio process, 

many of them were able to provide facts and information related to how certain events in 

their lives had transpired. In short, they could describe what happened to them. 

However, when they were asked to place the event into a larger context and to explain its 

significance in shaping their overall world view, many Aboriginal adult learners struggled 

to articulate their under-standing. Initially, many of them viewed their experiences as 

isolated events that had no significant meaning or relevance to how they perceived 

themselves, others, and the world around them. Therefore, in facilitating any educational 

process, 1 recommend adult educators to consider seriously, at the outset, the kind of 

learning--knowledge or understanding--that they would expect their adult learners to 

acqu ire. 

7. In evaluating the results of any learning process, 1 advise adult educators to 

avoid making judgments on what an adult learner perceives andfor identifies as being 

his/her knowledge or understanding. In providing the adult learner with the freedom to 

leam, there is no room for should-be or ought-to-be preferences in the educational 

process, particularly when affective, intuitive, or experiential learning processes are 

employed. This caution is especially relevant to adult educators who are working with 
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adult learners frorn a culture different from their own. Therefore, 1 recommend that adult 

educators examine their own educational philosophies for the purpose of surfacing the 

cultural assumptions that might become potential sources of conflict in the evaluation 

process. 

8. Finally, in considering the questions relating to what is socially useful 

knowledge and by whose standards is this to be determined, 1 have concluded that 

community-based educational programs can provide the freedom of choice necessary for 

fulfilling the aspirations, interests, and needs of the people who comprise the comrnunity 

collective. They are the people who must determine the standards and the kinds of 

knowledge that are socially useful. In retrospect, 1 arrived at this conclusion when 1 was 

considering whether or not an Aboriginal approach to holistic education could be applied 

more generally. 1 have decided that the philosophical problems associated with the 

development of a spiritual consciousness would make the broad application of this mode1 

very difficult to implement, even for some groups of Aboriginal people themselves. 

Also, the concept of accountability contained in an Aboriginal approach to holistic 

education can be potentially more controversial because it requires adult educators to 

consider not just the needs of the adult learner, the institution, the community, and 

humanity as a whole, but also the needs of the earth and the entire universe. However, 

because the starting point for organizing educational program content is usually the 

present, concrete situation reflecting the aspirations and experiences of the people, it may 

well be that the human abuse of the earth will eventually require the developrnent of a 

more holistic educational process in the end. Nonetheless, I recommend that this 
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for community-based implementation. 

Persona1 Reflection 

In establishing a learning plan for the acadernic study that would lead eventually 

to the development of this thesis, 1 was asked to state my overall leaming goal. 1 wrote 

that I wanted: 

To articulate a holistic mode1 of education that utilizes processes of learning and 
teaching within an Aboriginal framework and that facilitates the development of 
community-based educational programs for Aboriginal people. 

In meeting this goal, 1 identified Aboriginal education as my area of study and 

holistic learning as my specific aspect. During the course of my study, 1 stepped beyond 

the limits of mainstrearn literature and a Western educational context. However, 1 believe 

that my adult educational philosophy and practice has been enriched by my exposure to 

the ideas and concepts sternming from an alternative form of knowledge and world view 

that 1 found in Aboriginal oral history. In analyzing the Western-based literature and 

comparing it with my oral history, 1 was pleased to discover the existence of similar 

educational concepts and methods, although few in number. 

Overall, 1 believe that this study has provided me with the opportunity for a cross- 

cultural educational experience, the ramifications of which 1 greatly undervalued until 1 

agreed to be interviewed by a journalist from the Winnipeg Free Press in December of 

1998. This journalist was investigating the question of whether there should be a separate 

school for the Aboriginal people living in the city of Winnipeg, Manitoba, a request that 

was put forth by Aboriginal people themselves. As 1 explained to the joumalist FNTI's 
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people to understand themselves, others, and the world around them, he interrupted our 

conversation with his own persona1 reflection. He said: 

1 used to live in Toronto where 1 wrote for a multi-cultural magazine called 
Diversity. When 1 was interviewing the East Indian Sikhs, they told me 
that they wanted their own schools because the White people were teaching 
their children how to be racist and non-accepting and that they feared their 
children would be rejected. Then several hours later, 1 spoke with the East 
Indian Muslims who said that they wanted their own schools because the 
White people were teaching their children how to be tolerant and accepting 
and that they feared their children would be assimilated. So, you tell me the 
answer. Could FNTI's Aboriginal approach to holistic education benefit al1 
people or is it just for Aboriginal people? 

Stunned by his comments and questions, 1 did not have an answer at the time. Later, after 

giving some thought to his questions, 1 decided that if people of al1 cultures could be 

helped to transform their perspectives of one another and of the world in which they 

lived, then perhaps achieving a state of CO-existence in a world so full of diversity could 

be possible. Wowever, 1 now leave these questions for you--the readers--to consider. 

Could FNTI's Aboriginal approach to holistic education benefit al1 people or is it just for 

Aboriginal people? 

In closing, 1 believe that this study and my experiences in conducting it have 

enhanced my understanding of the important need to facilitate educational processes that 

can identify the cultural assumptions responsible for preventing the consideration of the 

other educational philosophies, ideological perspectives, and world views associated with 

cultural CO-existence. In fact, 1 now speak from my own persona1 experience because in 

undertaking this study, 1 had to become more aware of my own cultural assumptions. 
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In the beginning of this study, I perceived that 1 was being asked to use Westem 

forms of knowledge to legitimize and to validate traditional Aboriginal forms of 

knowledge and skills. In other words, 1 believed that the knowledge contained in my 

Aboriginal world view would be judged as being unacceptable because it did not 

correspond to Westem academic noms or forms of knowledge. I was aware that 1 had 

this assumption, and initially, 1 also believed that somehow 1 had to justify and prove that 

the knowledge related to holistic learning contained in my Aboriginal oral history was at 

least equivalent, if not better than the knowledge contained in a Western cultural view. 

Because of these assumptions, my anger and resentment towards Westem culture and its 

system of education grew with every piece of literature that I reviewed. As 1 continued to 

study, my emotions intensified until they reached a point where I had to look inside of 

myself to find the experiences that had shaped the assumptions responsible for my 

perception. Through self-examination, 1 then realized that my assumptions were based on 

my previous educational experiences in a secondary school where 1 had been told by 

various teachers that the beliefs of Aboriginal people were merely superstitious folklore 

and that their customs and practices had no particular relevance to the real world. In 

remembenng these experiences and sirnilar experiences of prejudicial treatment by non- 

Native people, 1 began to cry from the hurt and shame associated with my persona1 

experiences of having been misunderstood, judged, and not accepted. In releasing these 

negative emotions, I was able to change my perception, transform my perspective, move 

to forgiveness, and complete my educational study by recognizing and honoring the 

knowledge and wisdom held by traditional Aboriginal people. 
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In having cornpleted this thesis, 1 now believe that 1 needed to make reference to 

certain Western-based ternis, concepts, and ideas because this was a language that could 

help to facilitate an understanding of the tmths contained in my Aboriginal cultural view. 

If' 1 have been able to help Western-educated audiences, both Aboriginal and non- 

Aboriginal, move towards a greater understanding and acceptance of the traditional 

Aboriginal knowledge related to a mode1 of holistic education, then I believe that 1 have 

accomplished much more than simply meeting my learning goal. Perhaps, however, my 

greatest accomplishment has been in learning how the validation of my specific 

Aboriginal cultural knowledge and experience has become a matter related to my own 

personal perception, belief, and feelings of intemal acceptance. This educational study 

has provided me the opportunity to identify and to reconstitute a personal set of cultural 

assumptions that had prevented me from positively validating not only myself as an 

Aboriginal person, but also my own Aboriginal-specific knowledge. 

As a final thought, 1 would like to thank the Creator for providing me with this 

insight and the opportunity to complete the educational study that led to the development 

of this thesis. This work has enhanced my own educational practice and enriched it in a 

manner that has allowed me to share with others the unique educational experiences 

related to an Aboriginal cultural perspective. 
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