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Thank you Madame Speaker for the opportunity to provide the perspective of the 
Assembly of First Nations at this very important international forum. I would like to 
extend greetings to all participants from the many different  parts of the world. This is 
our name for Mother Earth, the world, thank the Creator for providing us with a new 
day to acquire new experiences and make new acquaintances from different 
countries of Turtle Island. This It is my great pleasure to be here with you today. 

Historically the First Nations of Canada have had a unique and special relationship 
with the Crown and the people of Canada. This is manifested in treaties and other 
historical documents. This special relationship is one of negotiated agreement with 
a view toward peaceful coexistence based on equitable sharing of lands and 
resources, respect, recognition and enforcement of our respectiver rights to govern 
ourselves. 

The Assembly of First Nations is a national organization that represents the First 
Nations of Canada. There are approximately 633 First Nations communities that are 
characterized by diverse histories, environments, cultures, languages, customs and 
traditions. Members of these nations have over 50 language groups that contain 
dialects in various stages of use in the communities across Canada. 

The Assembly includes Chiefs, elected or hereditary community leaders, from these 
633 First Nations communities. The Chiefs meet annually to set national policy and 
direction through resolutions. The National Chief of the Assembly of First Nations is 
elected every three years by the Chiefs in Assembly. The present National Chief, 
Phil Fontaine, was elected in July 1997. 

The Assembly of First Nations focuses on policy matters and advocates on behalf of 
First Nations peoples in relation to Aboriginal and treaty rights, land claims, 
environment, health, housing, social development, justice, taxation, economic 
development, governance, lands and trusts, languages, literacy, culture, education 
and a whole array of issues that are of common concern. 

For centuries, educational objectives for First Nations children have been set by the 
governments of Canada. They have focused on acculturation and assimilation. 
Education policies and practices have been steeped in ethnocentricism of the 
mainstream culture, prejudice, stereotyping and racism. Today, the intergenerational 



effects  of the residential schools continue to impact on the lives of First Nations 
peoples across Canada. 

Statistics reveal the vital need to change existing educational systems and 
processes for First Nations learners at all levels. 

• Formal education levels for First Nations peoples are lower than those obtained 
by the Canadian population. 

• Few First Nations peoples complete university programs. 
• The majority of First Nations peoples cannot speak their First Nations languages. 
• First Nations youth leave the school system without acquiring the knowledge and 

skills to find employment as evidenced by the high unemployment rates for First 
Nations peoples. 

Many First Nations administer elementary, secondary and post secondary education 
programs at the local community levels. However, today in 1998, jurisdiction over 
education remains in the hands of the federal, provincial and territorial 
governments. 

The role of the Education Secretariat of the Assembly of First Nations is to advocate 
the promotion of community based and governed systems through treaty and 
Aboriginal rights. Because education shapes the minds and values of First Nations 
youth, it is vitally important that First Nations governments have jurisdiction 
over educational programs that have a life long impact. 

It is the right of First Nations to safeguard and develop their languages, cultures, 
economies, institutions and traditions in order to determine and control their future 
development as peoples, according to their values and priorities and to ensure the 
integrity of their societies. The education of our children is a fundamental tool in 
developing and strengthening self government in our communities. Thus, the 
Assembly of First Nations fully supports the adoption of the draft  United Nations 
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. 

At this time in Canada, we are in the midst of transition. Our relationships with the 
governments of Canada are changing. It is a critical time. We must seize the 
opportunity to build strong relationships in partnership within our own First Nations 
communities and with the governments of Canada so that we can begin to move 
forward  to make meaningful changes to First Nations educational systems and 
processes. 

Together with the federal  government, the Assembly of First Nations spent many 
long hours negotiating an agreement which is known as An Agenda For  Action.  It 
sets out a framework  to implement First Nations initiatives included in the document. 
Some of these include: (1) language, heritage and culture, (2) Aboriginal education 
and training, (3) investment in youth, and (4) investment in the well being of children 
and families. 

These educational initiatives are limited in scope. However, it must be kept in mind 
that the initiatives in the document represent a starting point from which First Nations 



across Canada can begin to address important educational issues and concerns of 
our peoples. 

At the Annual General Assembly of the Chiefs in June 1998, the Chiefs passed 
several resolutions giving the Assembly of First Nations the mandate to continue to 
lobby for: 

• legislative and administrative control over education; 
• adequate funding for First Nations education; 
• development of culturally relevant curricula and strategies for First Nations 

education; 
• a national strategy to address special education for First Nations students; 
• access to post secondary education; 
• delivery of adult literacy, basic education, academic upgrading and trades 

training under control of First Nations peoples, organizations and institutions; 
and 

• recognition of First Nations institutions and the accreditation process. 

The major challenge for the future is to continue to work together with governments 
with a good mind, in unity and peace to seek educational change for our 
communities. It will mean working together to define what PARTNERSHIP means 
and how it will work in our new relations with the governments of Canada. We will 
have to be courageous and prepared to move slowlz through this process - it will 
take time. It will mean making mistakes and working through misunderstandings. 
We have to remember to work one step at a time because changing mindsets and 
behavioural patterns that have been entrenched for centuries, requires energy, 
commitment and perseverance. The Assembly of First Nations is up to this 
challenge. 

According to Resolution 48/163 of 21 December 1993, the General Assembly 
proclaimed the International Decade of the World's Indigenous Peoples. The theme 
of the decade is Indigenous  People:  Partnership  in Action.  Therefore,  I would like to 
suggest that the Working Group consider work on a paper to address the concept of 
"partnership". The Assembly of First Nations would be interested in participating in 
such an initiative. 

Making educational change takes the effort  of every leader, every elder, every 
educator, every parent, every learner and every community member, belonging to 
First Nations and mainstream society. We must work in cooperation and unity to 
ensure education systems reflect the values, spiritual beliefs and needs of First 
Nations communities. Each and every one of us has the individual responsibility to 
make a difference.  Change happens one person at a time. 

In closing, Madame Chair, the Assembly of First Nations urges the Working Group 
ta annex the Statement by the Committee on Indigenous Education to the final report 
of the Working Group. 

Thank you Madame. Speaker. 


