
Advocating for First Nation Learners in 
Ontario's Provincial Education System

By: Nicole Richmond
To: ONECA Fall Conference

November 5-7, 2025
www.nicolerichmond.com

http://www.nicolerichmond.com/


Background

• When First Nation children who are ordinarily resident on-reserve 
attend off-reserve schools , education services are offered by 
schools which are governed the Ontario Education Act and are 
guided by the Reciprocal Education Approach.     

• When a First Nation has services outside of the tuition agreement, 
such as high cost special education, transportation, language 
teachers, trustees, etc., a First Nation may also negotiate an 
Education Service Agreement (“ESA”) with a school board to 
determine how these costs are covered and how these services 
are provided.



Reciprocal education approach

• The Reciprocal Education Approach (REA) was designed to 
improve access to education for First Nation students by 
eliminating the need for First Nations and school boards to 
negotiate and enter into an agreement for the base tuition fee.

• When requirements and eligibility criteria are met, the REA 
requires that school boards:
• admit First Nation students who ordinarily reside on-reserve, to a school 

of the school board
• provide funding support for students who would ordinarily be eligible to 

be pupils of the board to attend a First Nation school



Reciprocal education approach

• The REA sets out a reciprocal base fee that school boards must 
pay or charge First Nation entities that participate in the REA, 
which depends on where the student attends school.

• School boards and First Nation entities may enter into agreements 
for additional services and supports in addition to the base fee.

• This approach was developed in partnership with First Nations 
and school boards, and came into effect on September 1, 2019.



REA guidelines 

• The Reciprocal Education Approach Instructions for First Nations 
and School Boards, 2025-2026 

• https://www.ontario.ca/files/2025-10/edu-rea-instructions-2025-
2026-en-2025-10-02.pdf

• 73 page document – with instructions for First Nations, for Boards 
and for Schools 

• Where students can register, the catchment area, what a FTE is, 
fees, payment schedules,  
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Education Service Agreement

• When the First Nation wants formal authority over student support 
and program delivery, such as  
• Cultural programming (language, elders)
• Attendance and discipline processes
• Reporting and communication expectations
• Special education funding and service pathways 

• Enhance services beyond minium, such as 
• Transportation 
• Mental health, speech therapy, psychological assesments
• Access to supports (ie, counsellors)



Objective 

• Ensuring that the First Nation (rather than the school board) 
controls educational decisions about its students

• Data sharing is formalized and on-going
• Attendance
• Graduation rates
• Literacy (grade 3 and 10 provincial standardized testing)
• Suspensions 
• 16 by 10 – indicator of success 



A note on data

• We need to be able to measure if we want to figure out whether 
our learners are succeeding 
• Helps us determine if we are making a difference
• Helps us determine if our interventions are working
• Helps us spot problems
• Helps us determine our baseline

• But – we need to think about what “success” looks like



1. Identity, Culture & Belonging

• Whether the school environment supports the student’s sense of 
self, cultural identity, and belonging. 
• Sense of belonging and inclusion (student self-assessments, talking 

circles, interviews). 
• Cultural safety in the school environment (reports of racism or 

microaggressions, climate surveys). 
• Participation in language learning and progress in Indigenous language 

skills. 
• Involvement of Elders, Knowledge Keepers, and land-based activities
• Participation in cultural programming, ceremony, feasts, seasonal 

learning cycles.



2. Academic Progress & Learning

• Academic indicators should be interpreted in the cultural context 
of each student and community.
• Literacy and numeracy development and progress over time.
• Course completion rates and credit accumulation.
• Graduation pathway planning (OSSD, trades, Indigenous Graduation 

Certificate, college, university).
• Successful transitions between grade levels (especially Grade 8 to Grade 

9).



3. Attendance, Engagement & Participation

• Attendance data should be interpreted holistically, understanding 
family, community, and caregiving responsibilities.
• Attendance trends over time, rather than total absences.
• Reasons underlying chronic absenteeism (health, transportation, grief, 

safety).
• Classroom participation and engagement (teacher observations).
• Re-engagement supports when returning after time away.



4. Social, Emotional & Mental Wellness

• Reflect emotional safety, wellness supports, and relational 
connection in school.
• Student sense of safety in school environments.
• Students identifying a trusted adult in the school setting.
• Use of wellness rooms, cultural spaces, or land-based regulation 

supports.
• Support during times of grief, stress, or family/community responsibility.
• Recognition of cultural knowledge and experiential knowledge as learning



5. Equity & Fairness Indicators Equity 
indicators 
• help track how students are treated across key systems of support 

and discipline. 
• Suspension and expulsion trends for First Nation students. 
• Special education referral patterns and wait times for assessments.
• Access to psychoeducational supports and mental health assessments.
• Enrollment in enrichment, gifted, or leadership programming.

• From a systems approach: are there ways to recognize Indigenous 
knowledge through programs and offer credit for that 



6. Family & Community Connection

• Strong school relationships require ongoing community 
involvement, trust, and meaningful voice. 
• Caregiver comfort engaging with school staff and leadership. 
• School participation in community events, visits, and ceremony. 
• Representation of First Nation voices in advisory committees and 

decision-making processes. 
• Cultural and relational accountability practices (e.g., ongoing data-

sharing circles).



Context in Ontario

Ontario First Nation, 
Métis, and Inuit 

Education Policy 
Framework (2007, 

refreshed 2016)

Goal: improve student 
achievement, well-
being, identity, and 

community 
partnership

Boards receive 
Indigenous Education 

Grants under GSN 
(Grants for Student 

Needs)



Ontario FNMI Education Policy Framework

• Two core goals were set:
1. Improve achievement among FNMI students. 
2. Close the achievement gap between FNMI and non-FNMI students 

(in literacy, numeracy, retention, graduation, and advancement). 
• It also stipulates 10 performance measures (PMs) grouped under three 

goals (high level of achievement; reduced gaps; public confidence) 
to track progress. 

• In 2014 a specific Implementation Plan was released for 2013-14 
onward. 

• Broader scope: not just student achievement, but supporting 
educators, embedding Indigenous perspectives in curriculum, 
increasing collaboration, engaging communities.



Question

• Have you ever seen your boards Education Action Plan?  Have you 
been consulted about it?  Do you know what it says?  Do you know 
what its priorities are?  

• Do you have any provisions in your ESA to have input onto the 
Action plan?
• How is that working out?  
• How are you tracking your data?  What gets tracked gets done.

• Policy and law are important – you need to remind the school 
boards of their obligations and what that means.  
• What do you expect / want?  Be clear.



Has the FNMI strategy made a difference? 

• Achievement gap remains large: Research shows that the 
Framework’s targets (e.g., by 2016) were not convincingly met. For 
example, one study found that the policy “has yielded problematic 
outcomes” and that the system still struggles to take an active role 
in reconciliation/de-colonization.

• Insufficient data / uneven tracking: While performance 
measures exist, data about FNMI student outcomes is patchy, 
often inconsistent across boards, and sometimes lacks 
granularity (e.g., disaggregated by First Nation, Métis, Inuit, or by 
board/region). Some performance measures (especially those 
around self-esteem, public confidence) are difficult to quantify.



Has the FNMI strategy made a difference?

• Systemic and structural issues: Many barriers are deep and 
systemic: intergenerational trauma, socio‐economic 
disadvantage, lack of culturally relevant supports, unfamiliar 
curricula, transition issues from First Nation community to 
provincial schools. Policy alone has limits without adequate 
resourcing and institutional transformation.

• Implementation variability: The policy gives direction, but actual 
implementation across boards differs significantly. Some boards 
may embed FNMI perspectives well; others less so. The capacity 
of individual schools, boards and communities to respond 
depends on local leadership, funding, and partnerships. 



Anishinabek Education Secretariat Strat Plan 

• Create training material and host gatherings for Indigenous 
trustees and Indigenous Education Council members to share 
best practices and strategies.



Side note: the impact of the TRC 

• Many education directors observed that the Truth and 
Reconciliation Report has made the single biggest impact on 
changing the public education system and its attitude towards 
First Nations people.  They identified the need for more efforts on 
reconciliation and treaty awareness, land rights, connection to 
land, culture, language, Anishinabe Aadziwin and 
Anishinaabemowin as part of both First Nations education and 
mainstream education, to contribute to nation building and 
reconciliation. 



Indigenous 
Education 
Advisory 
Committees 
(IEACs)

Required for all Ontario school 
boards

Include representatives from First 
Nation communities with students in 
the board

Provide guidance on policy, 
curriculum, culture, staffing, 
programs



Indigenous 
Education 
Leads

Funded through Indigenous 
Education Grants

Coordinate programming, 
partnerships, cultural safety 
planning

Advocacy: Ensure adequate staffing, 
resources, authority, and community 
accountability



Education 
Services 
Agreements 
(ESAs)

Agreements between First Nations 
and school boards for tuition & 
student support

Advocacy: include culture, language, 
transportation, data-sharing, land-
based learning

Use ESAs to formalize commitments 
and ensure accountability



Board Action 
Plans on 
Indigenous 
Education

Annual plans tied to Indigenous 
Education Grant spending

Boards must report progress to 
IEAC and Ministry

Request clear timelines, budget 
lines, and measurable targets



Indigenous Graduation Coach Programs

Support pathways for First Nation secondary studentsSupport

Provide advising, identity-building, cultural connectionProvide

Advocacy: expand across schools and ensure stable fundingExpand 
across



Common Barriers for First Nation Learners

Curriculum that does not centre Indigenous knowledge

Underrepresentation of Indigenous staff and leadership

Funding inequities and patchwork supports

Racism and bias in assessment and discipline



Key Advocacy 
Goals

• Culturally-safe, land-based, identity-affirming education

• Sustainable language programs

• Indigenous staffing and leadership pathways

• Shared decision-making between boards and First 
Nations



Key 
Stakeholders

• First Nations (Chief & Council; Education Authority)

• IEAC members and Indigenous Education Lead

• School Board Trustees and Director

• Ministry of Education (Indigenous Education Office)



Strengthening 
IEAC 

Influence

Request IEAC voting rights on key 
decisions

Require annual public progress 
reporting

Co-develop agenda and workplan 
with First Nations

Ensure IEAC recommendations are 
tracked and responded to



Sample Motion

• That the Board, in partnership with IEAC 
and local First Nations, co-develop a 3-
year Indigenous Education Action Plan 
with budget commitments, staffing 
targets, and bi-annual public reporting.



Sample ESA 
Provision 

(Language & 
Culture)

• “The Board will provide a dedicated 
cultural educator and fund land-based 
learning experiences for First Nation 
students at least 6 times per school 
year, co-designed with First Nation 
education representatives.”



Delegation 
Talking 
Points

Start with identity and community 
connectionStart

State one clear ask tied to a policy lever 
(IEAC, ESA, Action Plan, staffing)State

Cite a local data point or lived experienceCite

Request a follow-up meeting and timelineRequest



Monitoring 
and 

Evaluation

Grad rates, credit accumulation, 
attendance

Language program enrolment and 
land-based learning frequency

# Indigenous staff and leadership 
positions

Community satisfaction and 
student voice feedback
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