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Abbott School’s Cree Extended Alternative Program

| ntroduction

In keeping with its practice of site-based planning and afocus on innovation, the Edmonton
Public School Board (EPSB) has balanced financial pressureswith community aspirationsand created
aflexible, dynamic system. It hasinstituted 39 alternative programssince 1971 including second
languageinstruction, arts, science and learning specialty programming. Itssecond languageinstruction
programsinclude French, Hebrew, Ukrainian, Cree, German, Spanish, Arabic and Mandarin.

In 2008, the Board decided to create a Cree Extended Alternative Program, separate from the
Cree Language and Culture (Awasis) initiativeit launched in 1977. The story of why and how a
second Cree program wasinstituted and the lessons|earned in only two years of operation provide
insightsinto the continuing challenge of addressing children’s educational and cultural needs.

Location, location, location

Abbott Elementary School, population 226, serves childrenin kindergartento Grade6in
Edmonton’snortheast region. Nearby R.J. Scott Elementary (108 students), previously twinned with
ajunior high school, was re-twinned with Abbott in 2008. R.J. Scott was experiencing declining
enrollment and both school s serveasimilar population. Separated by amajor avenue, familieson the
R.J. Scott side arealittle better off financially. They arelesstransient and alittle |ess dependent on
school-based social servicesthan Abbott families.

This story is part of a project carried out by the Program Unit of the Edmonton Public
School Board and Tamarack: An Institute for Community Engagement. Its purpose is to
understand the ecology for innovation and collaboration in the Board’s schools by explor-
ing the experience of four schools or school collaborations. The Caledon Institute is pub-
lishing two community stories as part of this effort: one on the Cree Language Program at
Abbott School and a second which describes the emergence of a transition program for
immigrant students which was influenced by work done at Balwin School.
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Principal Brad Mamchur administers both school s and brings abackground in special needs
programming to hiswork. Hisexperience teaching high school and an affinity for children who learn
differently led him to advocate for alternativesto the Board’ straditional approach of resourceroom
removal! for secondary students. High rates of school |eaving convinced him that specia needs
programming had to be coordinated and integrated into regular classroom instruction. Hissuccesses
and thework of other, similarly-inclined educators|ed to the establishment of Special Needs
Departmentsin many Edmonton high schools. SaysBrad: “We are coming to the point where our
most capabl e teachers want to take on the challenge of teaching our most difficult students. They
understand that we have to connect with our studentsasindividual learnersfirst. Curriculum comes
second.”

That philosophy went with Brad to Abbott Elementary in 2005. 1n 2000, (then) principal
Dean Michailides had established the board’s second Partnersfor Kids (PFK) program at Abbott.
(Principal SandraWoitas hel ped develop thefirst PFK at Norwood Elementary School in 1997). The
Abbott community includes many Aborigina peoples, single-parent familiesand peopleliving on low
incomes. Theimpactsof family violence, drug and alcohol abuse and Fetal Alcohol Syndrome are
among the difficultiesfaced by many members of the community. The PFK program provides one-on-
one mentorship for students, meal and snack programs. An on-site Family Centre offersresourcesfor
parents, including accessto afamily therapist and an in-home support worker. PFK helped lift some
of theweight from staff members’ shoul ders of meeting students' needs. SaysBrad: “Within two
years, PFK and new staff brought in by Dean had hel ped transform Abbott from adefault school —
where children and staff were obliged to go —to aplace they wanted to go.”

Even with theimprovements brought by PFK, Abbott has struggled for thelast five yearswith
high rates of transiency; 45 percent of the student population turnsover each year. Pressures
associated with high levelsof immigration, poverty and transience areincreasing the stresseson
familiesat Abbott. Many residentsin the community’s 800 multi-family dwellingsare doubling up on
occupancy inorder to keep living costslow.

Asthe social fabric around the school continued to deteriorate, Brad and his staff sought ways
to support families both inside and outside the school. The usual invitationsto meet-the-teacher and
student-led conferences were not bringing many peopleinto the building, so in 2008, aresearcher
began aprogram of speaking with parentsin their homes. That same year, the school held afocus
group in partnership with Edmonton’s Family Centre and two researchersfrom the University of
Alberta. Parentswere asked three questions:

e What kept them from coming to the school ?
e What stopped them from taking an activeroleintheir children’s education?
e Why did they not support the school outside of school hours?

Expecting to hear that families' own unsatisfactory historieswith institutions wasthe source of
the problem, they were surprised to heard that the answer was rooted in the issues of poverty and
transience: Some people did not want to get to know their neighbours. They feared that once
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neighbourhood connections were made, they would haveto fend off requestsfor child care or theloan
of household items. Sincethey planned to move within ashort time, connections were something to
avoid.

Over the past two years, thisinsight has been further clarified as school staff |earn more about
the differences between urban- and reserve-based Aboriginal peoples. Reserve-based Aboriginal
peoples are more apt to move back and forth from the city to the reserve, and many perceive
themselvesastransient.

An emerging response

Forty-five percent of Abbott’s students are First Nations, and the majority of those are Cree.
Focus group insights and one-on-one conversations at peopl €' s homesled Abbott staff to the
conclusion that providing a Cree-focused program option would address previously unacknowledged
cultural differences. Though thisapproach might appear to favour one culture among the many First
Nations populationsin the neighbourhood, it was hoped that the lessons|earned might provide a
platformfor cultural learning at alater date for other Edmonton Aboriginal groups.

Developing atargeted program would also make it easier to draw support from the School
Board. By defining the Cree cultural curriculum asan ‘ extended’ program, Abbott would beeligible
for more student funding and would be able to draw in more outside human resources—e.g., elders
and Central Servicesstaff.

Inthefall of 2008, akindergarten extended class opened and 17 students enrol led.

Developing an idea on the ground or building theroad asit is travelled

Formulating an ideaand sketching out amodel of how it might play out inreality areonly the
beginning in developing anew way of educating. Embedding theideainto afunctional program—
using aprocess of experimentation, trial, error and adaptation —is quite another.

Theteachersand administration at Abbott and the EPSB program unit staff have continued to
modify the curriculum and delivery model asthey learn more about how it operatesin practice.

Figuring out how to get parents and students more engaged in the program and in their
children’seducation —akey component of academic success—wasthefirst step. SaysBrad: “ Since
my arrival in 2005, we had been unsuccessful in bringing parentsinto the school, but we now realized
that theright invitationiscrucial. Inthefall of 2009, we built three teepeesin front of the school and
had an evening where we prepared and roasted fish, cooked bannock and listened to stories—all asa
celebration of learning. Many of our students are affected by hyperactivity disorder and find it very
hardto sit still inaclassroom, but that evening they all sat in rapt attention until midnight.”
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Balancing thetwin goalsof cultural education and literacy and numeracy isanother key step
toward academic success. It takestimeto forgethe relationships and devel op the program elements
that truly reflect Cree community valueswhile al so satisfying the educational expectations of the Board
and Education Ministry. Grade 1 students spend the first 30 minutes of their day with their
kindergarten classmatesin asmudging and circle activity, then areintegrated with the school’ s other
Grade 1 studentsfor amorning literacy activity. Beforelunchtime, they return to the Cree extended
class, missing out on the regular programming that extends the morning’slessons. By day two, the
Cree-focused students are already slightly out-of-step with their grade peers.

M eeting the diverse expectations of children and familiesisyet another challengethat affects
thework. One program cannot suit the needs of every person or family. IntheAbbott community,
the urban- and reserve-based Cree each have their own ideas about education. So what arethe
implicationsfor program design and delivery?

Staffing the new program presented itsown set of challenges. The pressureson arelatively
inexperienced teacher charged with introducing afledgling program with anew group of learnerswere
very heavy. Inhindsight, it would have been more reasonabl e to support agroup of teachersand
community elderswith thework of launching thisnew initiative.

Early signals are mixed

The program’simpact on student learning and progressare mixed. Trust has been built among
students and teachers, and thereisasolid sensethat children are engaged in their learning activities.
Having agroup of adultsavailableto providein-class assistance has accel erated the devel opment of
supportiverelationships. Children are now ableto meet adults’ eyesand ask for help. They appear
confident that their teacherswill be ableto provide what they need.

These examples of progress have not yet translated into improvementsin academic
performance. The magjority of students are unable to meet the expected literary and numeracy
standards. Teachers, administrators and specialists have acknowledged these concernsand are
recommending additional support for thiscohort of children.

Same intent, different manifestation

Thecurricular and cultural complexities of offering the Cree extended program are not easily
resolved and the academic progress of thelearners has been slower than anticipated. But Brad
Mamchur is certain of onething: The program provides his studentswith abase from which they can
learn. SaysBrad: “ English Language L earning programming supposesthat children have asolid home
language but, with our Cree children, neither their Cree nor their English is strong enough to support
concept learning. We are dealing with issuesof culture, poverty, transience, ahighly politicized
community and the educational difficulties associated with Fetal Alcohol Syndrome. The cultural
elementswe' re offering may be the best and only solution for connecting childrento their teachers,
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their school and their educational futures. Without some kind of attachment and successin learning,
weknow wewill lose childrento adifferent kind of family — our street gangs.”

Still pursuing the goal of using Aboriginal language and culture asthe meansto increasethe
confidence and capacity of vulnerable childrento learn, thoseinvolved with the Abbott experiment
have madeimportant modificationsto their model. Next year’s programming will be provided to any
studentsin kindergarten, Grade 1 and Grade 2 that desire greater knowledge of Cree cultureand
language. A teacher whoisfluentin Creewill providelanguageinstruction for 45 minutesaday to
each of threelevelsduring the afternoon learning blocks. Inthe morning, that teacher will be
integrated into other classes and support thoseinvolved in the language program and any others
requiring help inthe areas of literacy and numeracy.

The cultural tenetsof the programwill still hold true:

e Creevaues—kinship, working cooperatively, sharing

e nature-based program—Aboriginal worldviewsrecognize theinterconnectednessof all living
thingsand the spirit that existswithin each

e community involvement —wel coming the extended community into the school such as parents,
Elders, grandparents and other community members

e extended use of Creelanguage— primary focus of the afternoon classes.

Thisapproach achieves a better balance between literacy and numeracy, and the teaching of
Aboriginal language and culture. 1t further extends appreciation for Aboriginal traditionsto theentire
student body.

Will the tentative roots hold?

Brad'stenure at Abbott isdueto endin 2010, well before the Cree extended programrolls
out to serve students from kindergarten to Grade 6. If the Board choosesto continue the program
beyond itsfirst threeyears, it will befully operational by 2014. Finding theright principal to continue
Brad'swork will be crucial to the program’ssurvival.

Asof late May 2010, the new principal for Abbott has not yet been selected. Inorder to seea
continued evolution of the program, the new administrator will need to have agenuinebelief inthe
value of thework. Thoseinvolved must be adept at fostering arespectful, inclusive school culture that
honoursthe community’sdiversity —Abbott’s defining characteristic. The new principal must be able
to communicate that, with high aspirations, every child can lead asuccessful, healthy life.

Lessons about collaboration and innovation

The story of Abbott highlights several important |essons about social innovation.
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Getting the right people on the bus

In hisbook, Good to Great, Jim Collinsarguesthat the central challengein building
organizationsthat perform consistently well isto “get the right people on the bus’ —those with
appropriate skill, passion and networksfor thework at hand [Collins 2001].

Thesamethingistruein social innovation. After reviewing student outcomesfrom the
project’s second year, administratorsrealized that their initial view of the critical competenciesfor the
ideal Cree program teacher had been completely reversed. Originally, they felt that |language fluency
and cultural competency ranked ahead of good curriculum and strong pedagogy. By theend of year
two, the learning gap between Cree program Grade 1 and regular Grade 1 students had widened
dramatically. Administrators now feel that the most effective teacher would be one with many years of
experience. Teachersneed strong pedagogy and adeep grounding in standard and adapted curricula.
While cultural competence and language fluency are still important elements of the program, thisisan
areawhere community members can be employed to enrich and extend astrongly supportivelearning
environment.

Brad Mamchur’s continued presence at Abbott isalso seen ascritical to student success. His
understanding of theissues, commitment to the program and rel ationshipswith key peopleare
necessary ingredientsfor either continuing the Cree program or for reintegrating its students back into
theregular program stream. Theboard’'s current practice of regularly moving principalsfrom one
school to another can disrupt fledgling programs; consideration of longer principal appointments may
be appropriatein particular circumstances.

Customized — rather than cookie-cutter — responses

When the Board originally considered Abbott’srequest for aculturally-enriched program, it
recognized the situation asanew second language site. It had, after all, already instituted eight other
language programs and had devel oped significant capacity in that area.? The Cree program at Abbot
appeared to be aninth language program.

Over time, Abbott staff and students |earned that the Cree language is not the same
‘mechanism’ for improving learning asit isfor other second-language speakers. Many of the Cree
children at Abbott had no heart language (Balwin School’ sterm for achild’ sfirst language) upon
whichtobuild. They typically do not hear the language at home because their parents and
grandparents—often survivorsof residential schoolsor preferring assimilation over acculturation—
never learned it themselves. Part of the challenge of learning for many Aboriginal childrenisabout
acknowledging, understanding and embracing their Aboriginal heritage. Languagelearningisonly one
part of the heritageissue.

A better understanding of how children learn reinforcesthe need for awell-delivered
curriculum with community supportsin placeto strengthen cultural learning. The Board and Abbott
can build on the strong record of language programs, but must treat the Cree Extended Alternative
Program as something more than the ninth second-language program in Edmonton Public School
Board.
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Prototype versus pilot project

Theterm ‘pilot project’ has become so ubiquitous that people assume they know what it
meanswhen they hear it. But thereisabig difference between trying out afield-tested model (pilot
project) and stepping off into unknown territory (prototype project). Thetwo typesof projects
should be funded, managed and evaluated differently.

Prototypes can be thought of as*learning with your hands’ —trying out anidea, building
experience and learning, and then stepping back to evaluate what worked and what didn’t.
Prototyping isindustry’sway of trying new ideas and building the onesthat work into aworkable
model. Thereareno real expectations of outcomes, but there are high expectations of risk and
cregtivity.

Abbott’s curricular model evolved asthe project’sfirst year unfolded, so was aprototype
program. Itspurposewasto allow principal, teacher and board personnel to learn and generate new
knowledge that could inform program design. 1t might be useful for Board personnel to reflect on
whether their expectations of Abbott’s Cree program were based on their view of thework asa
prototype or apilot project. Such an examination might also be worthwhilefor other board pilot
projectsthat might be subsequently reclassified and reviewed as prototypes.

Prototypes and pilots are managed — and evaluated — in different ways. Prototypingisa
messy, unpredictable and even risky process, with quick changes and iterations occurring
spontaneously based on learning and feedback. These effortsare judged by their ability to reveal
new things about the challenge agroup isfacing and theimplicationsfor crafting aworkable solution.
Devel oping and managing pilot projects, by contrast, isamore predictabl e process of refining and
improving awell-thought-out model. After the‘kinks have been worked out, innovatorsthen ‘ freeze
the model so that it can be subjected to aformal and rigorous summative evaluation. Formal pilot
projects often emerge out of along process of prototyping in which many diverse elementsof a
prospective model are sufficiently well developedtoinitiateapilot.

SaysDirector of Programs GloriaChalmers: “We need to be more systematic in our approach
tolearning. We have many exampleswhere we have established a program prototype, and then tried
toevaluateit afew monthslater asif it wereapilot project. It'simportant that everyone understands
what we aretrying to achievein order not to create unrealistic expectations of outcomes. It generally
takesthree yearsto establish anew alternative program and it undergoes continuous modification as
conditionschange.”

A second important transition comes when prototype projects prove their worth and begin
operatinginaschool. New staff and familiesareintroduced to the fledgling program, and each
person comeswith their own views. What was developed inamoreor lessa’ closed container’ is
now subject to comment, criticism and new ideas. Sometimesthe fledgling doesn’t makeit out of the
nest. Using astrictly economic lens, thetest-and-see processis hard to justify, though it makes
perfect social and pedagogical sense.
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Innovation at multiple levels simultaneously

Abbott underlinesthevital role of well-trained teacherswith the cultural and language
background required to make the program work. There arevery few peoplein the Edmonton public
school system —or anywhere—who havetheideal characteristics sought by Abbott. The sameistrue
for the growing number of programs designed for Aboriginal and English as Second L anguage
speaking students.

To expand the pool of qualified teachers, innovation isrequired in theway people aretrained,
recruited and accredited. Board staff feel that teachers’ colleges need to be more responsiveto the
social realities of our student populations. Special education credentials should be developedin
collaboration with needs expressed by school boardsto ensure that the education system asawhole
becomes moreinnovative and responsive.

The importance of flexibility

GloriaChamersis cautious about the notion of ‘best practices.’” Inher words: “Labelling a
program as a best practice communi cates an assumption that an approach will work in every situation
with every child, evenwhenit clearly failsto do so. It might also assumethat a program that worksin
one school or neighbourhood will work in another.”

She prefersinstead to think about promising practicesthat alow for differencesamong
learners. SaysGloria: “Thesamekind of flexibility needsto apply to curricular goals. Just because
we say that every child will read by Grade 3 doesn’t mean that it will be so. We haveto adopt a
more open approach to our problems and ask outside advisorsto help usfully understand why things
fail whenthey fail. We have seen afar greater awareness of context among rehabilitation medicine
and pediatrics practitioners. Education tendsto look inward for answers—we need to look outward
aswell.”

Ahead of the evidence curve

The emphasis on evidence-based practiceisoften at oddswith therealities of innovation.
Evidence on the effectiveness—or lack of effectiveness— of anew way of doing thingsis collected
over time. It doesnot simply exist. To demand that an emerging innovation be based on evidence
effectively closesthe door oninnovation and pushes peopleinto doing thingsin old ways.

Whilethe Board's program unit has demonstrated excellencein collecting and articul ating
evidence on programming outcomes, GloriaChalmers’ experiencetellsher that finding one solution to
every problem limits student success and — once identified as abest practice — can stand in the way of
discovery and innovation. SaysGiloria: “ Teaching and learning are human enterprises. Researchis
often poorly or only partially understood. We tend to use research to support what we already
believeand ignoreissuesthat arerelated to the evidence.”

Caledon Institute of Social Policy 8



Conclusion

The Edmonton Public School Board has continued its course of innovation and program
development over a30-year period. 1tscommitment to site-based planning and school choice has
created aclimate of flexibility and ongoing experimentation which isessential in developing new and
better ways of educating childreninarapidly changing world.

Thechallengefor the Boardisto build on that structure and keep the spirit of innovation alive.
Asstaff and practices are devel oped and mature, there isatendency to go with what hasworked in
the past and become morerisk averse —atendency whichisreinforced by worries over the economic
downturn, continuing and increasing stresses on teaching professional s, and funding cuts. Socia
innovation requireslong timelinesand awillingnessto try and fail; itsgoal islearning en routeto
create new and improved ways of tackling the most important social issuesin our communities—like
hel ping children succeed at school andinlife.

Isthe challenge insurmountable? Surely not for aschool board that hasinnovation as part of
itsDNA.

Anne Makhoul with Mark Cabaj

Anne Makhoul coordinates the ‘ community stories' series for the Caledon Institute.
Mark Cabaj is Executive Director, Vibrant Communities Canada, Tamarack Institute.
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Endnotes

1. Resource room removal refers to the practice of taking individual or small groups of studentsto a separate
classroom for small group or individualized instruction. Students who are participate in these sessions have been
identified as needing additional instructional support. A resource teacher works with students to address
particular skills or knowledge deficits.

2. Edmonton Public School Board second language instruction programs include French, Hebrew, Ukrainian, Cree,
German, Spanish, Arabic and Mandarin.
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