
 
 
 
 

 
FIRST NATIONS SCHOOLS PRINCIPALS’ COURSE – BACKGROUNDER 

A Martin Aboriginal Education Initiative 

 

Introduction 

Several years ago the Martin Aboriginal Education Initiative (MAEI) had extensive discussions with First 
Nations educators and Chiefs across Canada about what should be done to help improve student 
achievement in on-reserve schools. MAEI was encouraged to develop and implement a First Nations 
schools principals’ course.  
 
Some principals of First Nations schools work full-time as school administrators and others work as part-
time administrators and part-time teachers. They have a wide range of responsibilities and very 
demanding workloads. Most work in significant isolation and do not have the support of an administrative 
infrastructure. They must have knowledge about how to administer all aspects of school operations 
including: establishing and maintaining a school climate that maximizes engagement for First Nations 
students; developing the daily schedule; supervising teachers; ensuring the evaluation of students; 
engaging and reporting to parents; developing and implementing school policies and  safety plans; 
establishing safe learning environments; overseeing the maintenance of schools, and providing 
information to Chiefs and Councils.  
 

Related Research 

Extensive research supports the fact that effective school leadership is essential for improving student 
achievement both generally, and for First Nations students in particular. (Leithwood, Kavanagh, Longboat 
& Merti, Toulouse). “While the leadership practices of principals are central for all schools, they have 
special relevance for First Nations schools, which are particularly autonomous.” (Kavanagh, 2006, p. 11) 
 
A 2014 report by the RAND Corporation on a seven-year study of a national American principal 
preparation program found that principals who received rigorous leadership training program and support, 
experienced larger gains in student achievement than principals who did not participate in the program. 
 

First Nations Schools Principals’ Course 

During the 2014-15 school year, MAEI worked with a team from OISE and 15 members of a First Nations 
Expert Panel, including leading Indigenous academics, to develop a principals’ course that combines 
face-to-face and on-line learning. The curriculum includes teaching strategies, assignments, readings, 
resources, discussions and case studies. Course participants learn how to ensure that teaching and 
learning at a high standard must be the priority of every school. The ten-month, 200 hour course consists 
of ten modules plus a 30-hour practicum.  
 
The course is being offered by OISE as a pilot to 21 principals of on-reserve schools across Canada from 
September 2015 to June 2016. Based on their feedback, the course will be revised. It is expected to be 
offered by Faculties of Education across Canada beginning in the fall of 2016.  
  

Course Content 

Developed within an Indigenous framework of relationships, respect, responsibility, relevance and 
reciprocity, the main themes of the course include: 
 
Educational Leadership 

 Working with parents, community leaders, Elders, community members, educators and others to 
meet the needs of students; 

 Effective school leadership in a First Nations context, and 

 Leading change in on-reserve schools. 
 
Improving School Practices 

 Working with teachers to establish and implement high expectations for students;  

 Collecting and using a range of data about student learning to improve classroom instruction;  

 Identifying intellectually stimulating and culturally inclusive curriculum and working with teachers 
to implement it, and 

 Providing feedback to teachers in ways that support improved instruction.  
 


