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ABSTRACT
In this article, we examine Indigenous responses to educational integration in British 
Columbia through the 1974 “Native Conferences” held by the Royal Commission on Family 
and Children’s Law. In the 1950s, Canadian policy on Indigenous education shifted from seg-
regation to integration and by the late 1960s organizations such as Union of British Columbia 
Indian Chiefs and the Native Indian Brotherhood rejected both approaches, demanding 
Indigenous control over schooling. The royal commission, chaired by Justice Thomas Berger, 
provided Indigenous communities across BC a platform to articulate how public schooling 
harmed their youth and families. Although the commission’s findings have received scant at-
tention from historians of education, its consultations with Indigenous people through Native 
Conferences held in the spring and summer of 1974 reveal valuable insights into Indigenous 
demands for better educational support. These demands aligned with those made by the Native 
Indian Brotherhood in Indian Control of Indian Education, yet colonial governments largely 
ignored them for decades. We introduce the concept of “settler stalling” to describe colonial 
governance that promises reform while deferring meaningful, Indigenous-defined change. 
Though integration promised equality following the 1951 Indian Act amendments, it failed to 
address colonial structures, curriculum, and racism within schools, points clearly articulated by 
Indigenous participants of the conferences.

RÉSUMÉ
Cet article examine les réactions des Autochtones à l’intégration scolaire en Colombie-
Britannique à travers les « Conférences autochtones » de 1974, organisées par la Commission 
royale sur le droit de la famille et des enfants. Dans les années 1950, la politique canadienne 
en matière d’éducation autochtone est passée de la ségrégation à l’intégration, et à la fin des an-
nées 1960, des organisations comme l’Union des chefs autochtones et la Fraternité autochtone 

https://doi.org/10.32316/hse-rhe.2024.5241


de la Colombie-Britannique ont rejeté ces deux approches, exigeant que les Autochtones 
contrôlent l’éducation. La commission royale, présidée par le juge Thomas Berger, a offert 
aux communautés autochtones de la Colombie-Britannique une tribune pour dénoncer les 
méfaits de l’école publique sur les enfants et leurs familles. Bien que ses conclusions aient été 
peu étudiées par les historiens de l’éducation, les consultations menées auprès des Autochtones 
lors des conférences autochtones du printemps et de l’été 1974 apportent un éclairage précieux 
sur les revendications de ces derniers en faveur d’un meilleur soutien scolaire. Ces revendica-
tions rejoignaient celles formulées par la Fraternité autochtone d’Amérique dans le cadre du 
projet « Contrôle autochtone de l’éducation des autochtones », pourtant les gouvernements 
coloniaux les ont largement ignorées pendant des décennies. Nous introduisons le concept de 
« dérapage des colons » pour décrire une gouvernance coloniale qui promet des réformes tout 
en reportant les changements significatifs définis par les Autochtones. Bien que l’intégration 
ait promis l’égalité après les modifications apportées à la Loi sur les Indiens en 1951, elle n’est 
pas parvenue à s’attaquer aux structures coloniales, aux programmes scolaires et au racisme au 
sein des écoles, des points clairement soulevés par les participants autochtones aux conférences.

Introduction

In the wake of the Second World War, Canadian colonial policy regarding Indigenous 
youth and public school attendance shifted from a focus on segregation to integra-
tion. With some important exceptions, the impact and legacy of integration, espe-
cially how it affected and was assessed by Indigenous peoples, remains largely under-
researched and under-theorized. By the time Red Power arose in the late 1960s and 
early 1970s,1 organized Indigenous voices led by the Union of British Columbia 
Indian Chiefs (UBCIC) and the Native Indian Brotherhood (NIB) vehemently de-
nounced both educational segregation and integration and demanded Indigenous 
control over schooling.

Whatever promise integration represented for Indigenous students at mid-century 
and beyond, it had badly stalled by the 1970s. In 1974, at eight separate public 
hearings of the British Columbia Royal Commission on Family and Children’s Law, 
Indigenous communities across British Columbia detailed the numerous ways in 
which public schooling caused damage to their youth and their families. These hear-
ings, called “Native Conferences,”2 constitute an overlooked source of educational 
history in British Columbia. With Justice Thomas Berger as chair, the commission 
undertook a comprehensive review of family and children’s law in the province, which 
importantly came to include educational policy and its impact on Indigenous lives.3

Despite these efforts, by 1975, the commission’s recommendations for improve-
ments to Indigenous experiences of schooling, as we detail in the sections to follow, 
were jeopardized by a change of government in the province. Nevertheless, we argue 
that the 1974 Native Conferences provide unique and important insights into the 
experience of integration, and more broadly, of public schooling as an instrument 
of harmful colonial governance from the perspective of Indigenous people in local 
communities across BC. The harm associated with integrated schooling, as identified 
by the Native Conferences participants, underscored urgent demands by Indigenous 
leadership for educational sovereignty.

We begin our examination by contextualizing educational integration in 1970s 
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BC and our main primary source, the Native Conferences. The conferences took 
place across the province between May and September of 1974.4 The expressed aim 
of the Native Conferences was to gather feedback from Indigenous peoples on a 
wide range of proposed legal reforms with the intent of incorporating this feedback 
into new legislation governing child and family welfare. Issues associated with educa-
tion — along with Indigenous health and housing — were not included in the com-
mission’s mandate, yet these nevertheless emerged as topics of concern. “These mat-
ters were beyond the original terms of reference of our Commission,” the commis-
sioners wrote in their Report on Native Families and the Law, “but we agreed that they 
could not be excluded from any discussion of the problems of native [sic] families.”5

Drawing on these conferences, we analyze four major themes that emerged in 
the recommendations made by the Indigenous participants. These themes reflected 
their local circumstances, ongoing concerns, and demands for deep changes to ed-
ucational policy and the schooling system more generally: curricular revision and 
school support; changes to administrative structures; the need for Indigenous input 
at all levels; and urgent critiques of provincial and federal governments’ handling of 
Indigenous education. Together, the themes elucidate how federal and provincial co-
lonial policy in relation to education and schooling played out in the lives of people 
in local Indigenous communities. Their feedback amounted to a sharp critique of 
the existing system, including the failure to meaningfully integrate Indigenous youth 
into public schooling and, importantly, the specific ongoing harm this was causing 
them and their families. The themes also signalled why the desire to have Indigenous 
sovereignty over children’s education was so pressing by the 1970s.

We use the concept of “settler stalling” to describe colonial governance during 
this period of significant educational policy reform in the province.6 We define set-
tler stalling as a form of colonial violence, a strategy and outcome of governance 
that routinely promises change while deferring or failing to meaningfully enact it. In 
the post-Second World War period, this stalling manifested itself in grand promises 
of “equality of educational opportunity” for Indigenous people following the 1951 
revisions to the Indian Act that were in practice constantly deferred or absent.7 Such 
delays meant that while Indigenous youth attended public schools alongside settler 
students, meaningful social, political, and cultural change remained equally delayed. 
Colonial school governance, curriculum, pedagogy, and racist attitudes of school 
staff were glossed over, ignored and allowed to continue.8 As Native Conference par-
ticipants made clear, integration as it was being taken up in BC public schools was 
not only failing, but it also enabled serious ongoing harm to children, families, and 
communities.

Given that we make no claim to Indigenous identity as settler historians, we believe 
it is important to make clear our intention to approach this history cautiously and 
with humility.9 In her examination of the recent Canadian Human Rights Tribunal 
cases against the federal government for its history of child welfare apprehensions 
in Indigenous communities, non-Indigenous researcher Hanna Rask articulates our 
position when she notes that “my experience is beyond my capacity and position to 
speak for Indigenous peoples as a non-Indigenous researcher.”10 Like Rask, we do not 
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speak for Indigenous people. It is the violence of colonial governance, evidenced by 
stalling on issues of priority for Indigenous peoples, that we scrutinize in this study.

Indigenous Integration and Education in BC:  
The Postwar Years and the Royal Commission on Family and Children’s Law

With some exceptions, most notably the important work done by Helen Raptis, the 
integration of Indigenous youth into public schools in BC after the Second World 
War, particularly as it affected and was assessed by Indigenous peoples, remains largely 
under-researched and under-theorised.11 In her 2016 groundbreaking book, What We 
Learned: Two Generations Reflect on Tsimshian Education and the Day Schools, Raptis 
notes that educational historians have paid only limited attention to the post-Second 
World War period during which official Canadian government policy on Indigenous 
youth in public schooling shifted from segregation to integration.12 Studies of the 
integration era, she points out, have tended to focus primarily on federal policies, 
such as the 1951 changes to the Indian Act that instituted integration, rather than 
on the experience of integrated education in local jurisdictions.13 Exemplifying the 
importance of studies of the local experience of educational integration, Raptis shows 
how and why integration in the community of Port Essington, BC, preceded the fed-
eral changes to the Indian Act. Based on a complex mix of circumstances, including 
“the inability to secure a teacher, power struggles between church and government 
officials, [and] socioeconomic shifts in the area,” she demonstrates that the policy of 
integration was driven primarily by local conditions, needs, and history that are criti-
cal to our understanding of the past.14

Scholars have noted that changes to the 1951 Indian Act that paved the way for 
integrating Indigenous students into settler schools were in keeping with a broader 
post-Second World War ethos of recognizing and respecting “the sanctity of human 
rights.”15 By empowering provinces to integrate Indigenous children into settler 
schools, these modifications to the act ostensibly aimed to create unified provin-
cial education systems that placed Indigenous and non-Indigenous students “on an 
equal footing.”16 From the late 1950s through the 1960s, the number of Indigenous 
students experiencing integrated schooling rose dramatically. Historian John Milloy 
emphasizes that while approximately 137 Indigenous children across the country 
attended non-Indigenous schools in 1947, by 1961 that number had increased to 
10,822, or about 25 per cent of the total Indigenous school population. In 1963, 
some 40 per cent of the Indigenous school population was attending integrated 
schools.17 In BC, the proportion of Indigenous youth attending provincial public 
schools increased from 29 per cent in 1958–1959 to 77 per cent in 1971–1972.18

Fifteen years after the integration mandate, an official report confirmed that it was 
failing to deliver on its promise. Commissioned by the federal government in 1966, 
and led by University of British Columbia Professor Harry B. Hawthorn, A Survey 
of the Contemporary Indians of Canada: Economic, Political, Educational Needs and 
Policies, known as the Hawthorn Report, revealed that integration efforts had not 
resulted in placing Indigenous and non-Indigenous students “on an equal footing.” 
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The report noted that:

the integration of Indian children into provincial schools, once so hopefully 
regarded, has not settled the issue. While it offers an identical education to 
the Indian child, some of his [sic] needs are different from those of most non-
Indian children and are not met by the existing programs. The case set out 
in the first volume of the Report that the Indians be treated as citizens plus 
because they needed and were entitled to that status becomes stronger for the 
child. He needs more than equality or similarity of education at this point.19

Despite the government’s awareness of the problems hindering integration, includ-
ing the absence of meaningful system-wide reforms, Indigenous students continued 
to attend provincial public schools in greater numbers throughout the 1960s. In the 
context of the “equality revolution” underway at this time, the integration model was 
seen as a logical way to rectify historical inequalities between Indigenous and non-In-
digenous people. The federal government, led by the Liberals under Pierre Trudeau, 
and as outlined in the 1969 Statement of the Canadian Government on Indian Policy 
(the White Paper), aimed to eliminate any special status for Indigenous peoples for 
the purposes of assimilating them into Canadian society.20 Indigenous leaders re-
sisted. Under the leadership of Harold Cardinal, the Indian Association of Alberta, 
for example, responded to the White Paper with its own report, Citizens Plus, which 
became known as the Red Paper.21 In the Red Paper, Indigenous leaders reminded the 
federal government of the need to honour existing treaties with Indigenous peoples 
and to improve the Indian Act, rather than abolish it. At the provincial level, the 
UBCIC issued A Declaration of Indian Rights — BC Position Paper in 1970, which 
became known as the Brown Paper.22 Created in response to the White Paper, the 
Brown Paper rejected any assimilation attempts that would abolish Indian status in 
Canada.23 The needs of Indigenous peoples in education and schooling were a key 
part of the Brown Paper. “Reform in Native education is necessary,” the Chiefs wrote, 
“and the educational system must provide for development, and it must be based on 
Indian culture.”24

Education is of paramount importance to our social and economic develop-
ment.… Our children must have the opportunity to be taught their native 
languages and culture.… We do not want sympathy from the non-Indian 
Canadian society. We want recognition of our national identity and we want to 
practice with pride and dignity our cultural heritage as aborigines [sic]. Within 
the framework of society we expect non-Indians to appreciate our rights as first 
citizens of Canada.25

Echoing the demands outlined in the Brown Paper, the NIB issued Indian Control 
of Indian Education (ICIE) in 1972, a comprehensive statement of Indigenous edu-
cational philosophy and critique of the existing system as it related to the experi-
ence of Indigenous people. ICIE is a policy document intended to guide educational 
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reform for Indigenous children by clearly defining Indigenous philosophy, goals, 
principles, and directions in education.26 The key position of Indigenous people in 
relation to education was clear: “Indian parents must have FULL REPONSIBILITY 
AND CONTROL OF EDUCATION.”27 Regarding responsibility, the NIB high-
lighted that the involvement of local Band Councils and Indigenous representation 
on school boards was essential for improving Indigenous education. The absence of 
Indigenous input at all levels of colonial governance concerning education was con-
demned as unacceptable. Educational programs were singled out as inadequate for 
Indigenous students, especially in fulfilling the needs of both youth and adults, and 
in providing a culturally supportive curriculum and pedagogy. Indigenous teachers 
were desperately needed, as was mandatory professional development for non-Indig-
enous teachers. Finally, “substandard school facilities” were decried as unacceptable.28

It was in this social and political context that the newly elected New Democratic 
Party (NDP), led by David Barrett, embarked on an ambitious program of social and 
legal reform in the province. Between 1972 and 1975, Barrett’s NDP government 
would pass hundreds of pieces of legislation — dubbed “legislation by thunderbolt” 
at the time — to respond to demands for social change from many quarters, includ-
ing organized labour, youth, Indigenous peoples, and poverty and social welfare ac-
tivists, among others. Barrett, a social worker, was uniquely positioned to steward the 
modernization of wide swaths of social welfare provision in the province.29

The NDP’s reform spirit was perhaps best reflected in the new government’s ap-
pointment of the Royal Commission on Family and Children’s Law.30 The commission 
approached its mandate in a unique way. The familiar task of a royal commission was 
to make policy recommendations to governments on a specific issue or issues after 
receiving briefs and feedback from interested organizations and citizens. Typically, the 
policy recommendations were contained in a single, often massive, report to govern-
ment. This royal commission, in contrast, operated as a policy-making rather than sim-
ply a policy advising body.31 The commission produced thirteen reports between 1972 
and 1975, recommending sweeping changes to laws, policies, and procedures related 
to family and child welfare, some of which had remained unchanged since the 1930s. 
Chaired by Justice Thomas Berger, the commission was tasked with studying and mak-
ing recommendations on a wide range of issues, from the provision of family law courts 
to the treatment of children of unwed parents, adoption, Indigenous families and the 
law, artificial insemination, and children’s rights, among other urgent topics.32

The NDP’s reform initiative, directed largely at children and families, not surpris-
ingly extended to education and welfare. The government replaced the Department 
of Education with a new Ministry of Education in 1972.33 Former education critic 
Eileen Dailly became both minister of education and the first female deputy pre-
mier in Canada.34 Dailly worked quickly to enact critical reforms: she banned cor-
poral punishment, eliminated Grade 12 examinations, created the province’s first 
Indigenous school district in the Nass River Valley (established by the Nisga’a 
Nation), and instituted a revised school accreditation process.35

These progressive initiatives in social welfare reform, however, could not predict 
the ultimate fate of either the Barrett NDP government or the royal commission’s 
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recommendations. In 1975, just months after the thirteen commission reports were 
submitted, the NDP lost a hastily called election, partly because of the cost of exten-
sive legislative changes. Reflecting on her royal commission experience, Senior Social 
Work Consultant Mish Vadasz recalled:

it was a remarkable experience to work with people who cared that much and 
were willing to put so much into it. You didn’t care how many hours you 
worked.… I think I worked on a regular basis of 16 or 17 hours a day. It was a 
labour of love. We were so naïve. We thought this stuff was going to happen. 
We really thought we were changing the world.36

The province saw the return of the conservative Social Credit Party (Socreds) under 
the leadership of Bill Bennett, son of previous premier W. A. C. Bennett. The recom-
mendations of the commission, dismissed by the incoming Socred government as so 
much “partisan politics,” languished for two more decades before some recommenda-
tions began to appear, albeit sporadically and often only partially, in laws, govern-
mental policies and processes, and as optional procedures.37

Documenting Schooling Harm — Recommendations from the Native 
Conferences

The public hearings held by the royal commission were intended to solicit public 
views and to increase awareness of the many issues needing attention in the areas 
of family law and child welfare in BC. The commissioners hoped that by involv-
ing communities centrally in their work, the public would be more receptive to 
their plan to instigate legislative change.38 With this in mind, the commissioners 
spread out across the province. The Native Conferences were held in seven commu-
nities between May and September of 1974: Prince George, Sardis, Prince Rupert, 
Vancouver (two conferences), Port Alberni, Fort Nelson, and Penticton. The selec-
tion of location aimed at regional representation; the Penticton conference, for ex-
ample, was organized through the Penticton Indian Band but included invitations 
to Indigenous bands throughout the Okanagan, Kootenay, and Thompson River 
areas.39 In Vancouver, invitations extended beyond local Indigenous organizations 
to include Indigenous clubs at correctional institutions, including the Allied-Tribes 
Indian Club and the Native Sisterhood Indian Club at the Lower Mainland Regional 
Correctional Centres, the Native Indian Club at the Haney Correctional Centre, the 
Allied Indian and Metis Club in New Westminster, and the Native Indian Clubs of 
the Matsqui Institution and the Agassiz Correctional Work Camp and Mountain 
Prison.40 Following the conferences, recommendations from each were reviewed by a 
working group comprising commissioners and Indigenous delegates.41

Through the conferences, commissioners gathered valuable feedback from 
Indigenous peoples from various First Nations regarding their priorities in fifteen 
areas, with education, social services, adoption, and child apprehension garnering the 
most recommendations.42 However, a limitation of the commission reports is that 
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while they document what commissioners heard, they remain silent on the identities 
of individual speakers. The extant records therefore provide a valuable summary or 
aggregate of collective opinions from the Indigenous participants, rather than attrib-
uted individual voices.

In the area of schooling and education, four major themes emerged across the 
conference recommendations that reflected Indigenous people’s impatience and 
concern with the government’s stalling on meaningful integration at the local level: 
curricular revision and improved school services; changes to administrative struc-
tures governing schools; increased Indigenous input at all levels; and critiques of 
provincial and federal handling of Indigenous education. Framed by the reality that 
Indigenous youth and families were suffering harm under the existing system, these 
themes formed a blueprint for local Indigenous sovereignty over children’s education. 
The conferences thus heard local articulations of the principles outlined in the Brown 
Paper and ICIE, underscoring the consistency and urgency of Indigenous demands 
in education and schooling.

The recommendations aimed at reforming public school curriculum and school 
services included both compensatory and aspirational aims. The former called for 
Indigenous content in schools and for teachers knowledgeable about Indigenous 
issues. The latter called for students to be educated by their Elders in Indigenous 
languages, culture, history, traditions, and rights. Emerging from the Port Alberni 
conference, for example, participants noted that “respected local [Indigenous] tradi-
tions” were completely absent from lessons. They argued that cultural enrichment 
was needed, but that their children did not necessarily require more “classroom learn-
ing” to access it.43 Citing the necessity of local land-based learning for Indigenous 
students, Prince George participants requested financial support to run camps to 
“assist the development of Native children in cultural areas, survival, and traditional 
relationships of people to nature.”44 At the Fort Nelson conference, participants also 
advocated for the inclusion of Elders who could teach “Native languages, crafts, and 
history.”45 The Prince George conference similarly underscored the need for public 
school courses in “Indigenous languages, customs and legends.”46

Conference participants from the across the province also pointed out that 
Indigenous children with special needs were not receiving the learning support that 
they needed to be successful in school and, in fact, were being put at even greater 
risk. At the Sardis conference, for example, improved assessments for children expe-
riencing difficulties in school and assurance of follow-through were cited as the key 
supports that were missing.47 At the Nanaimo meeting, participants complained that 
there was no organized testing for Indigenous children entering the school system, 
thus leaving learning disabilities to be “picked up only haphazardly.” Fort Nelson 
participants pointed out that “emotionally disturbed children are being placed in 
residential schools through lack of other facilities.” The recommendations from the 
Vancouver conference regarding the need for improved curriculum in schools were 
pointed and unequivocal: “Native Indian children attending schools in the larger 
community, particularly at the Secondary School level, suffer from discrimination, a 
lack of identity, and textbook content which is detrimental to them.”48
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The dire need for curriculum reform articulated at the conferences was under-
stood as connected to the very structure of public school governance in the province. 
Participants from Port Alberni, Sardis, and Prince George all pointed to the inad-
equacies of the school boards themselves. Boards, they argued, “do not represent 
Native priorities.” At a minimum, participants suggested, “all boards with Native 
children need Native representatives.”49 Across the Native Conferences, commission-
ers heard that Indigenous parents “expressed a strong desire to be involved in the de-
cisions made about the education of their children.”50 The consequences of ignoring 
adequate Indigenous representation on local school boards extended beyond issues 
of racist curricula: it meant lost opportunities for broader improvements in com-
munities. Participants at the Sardis conference, for example, noted that the lack of 
Indigenous representation on school boards across the province meant that “bands 
are not notified by school boards when funding or special programming becomes 
available.”51 At the Fort Nelson conference, the need for Indigenous involvement in 
school decision-making was clearly articulated:

Half of the population of Fort Nelson is Native and considerable discrimina-
tion is experienced. Positions on the local Council and School Board should be 
sought to allow Native needs and rights to receive attention. Native decision-
making should be in the hands of an increasing number of people who should 
be encouraged to take responsibility of their own affairs.52

The key issue of meaningful local Indigenous involvement in public schools emerged 
as a third major theme at the Native Conferences, directly connecting to complaints 
about non-representative school boards and the lack of parental voices in children’s 
education. This exclusion manifested itself in various ways across communities. In 
Vancouver, the exclusion of Indigenous parents was pointed to as a major barrier 
to appropriate decision-making processes undertaken by boards. In Sardis, partici-
pants argued that schooling must be in Indigenous communities and not at “far away 
Residential schools.” A related concern was that many Indigenous children had to 
leave their communities for secondary schools in larger urban centres. These students 
often boarded with non-Indigenous families and encountered difficulties adjusting 
to urban life away from their communities.53 The commission report noted that in 
1974, 350 Indigenous students boarded in the Lower Mainland while attending sec-
ondary school. Indigenous participants demanded more local schools and financial 
support for the costs associated with boarding their children. The commissioners 
suggested that more “native [sic] workers [were needed] to provide liaison between 
school personnel, boarding home parents, and their parents at home.”54

Some conference participants expressed a preference for local residential schools 
over distant public schools, given proper conditions. At the Fort Nelson conference, 
participants noted that it was appropriate to send Indigenous children to residential 
school if they had Indigenous teachers and offered a culturally enriched curriculum. 
Fort Nelson conference participants demanded that the right to decide on residen-
tial schooling be left to parents and children. Local residential schools had begun to 
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employ Indigenous teachers and, participants noted, offered lessons in Indigenous 
culture, camping trips, and land-based educational opportunities. Additionally, par-
ents were “free to visit or take the children out [of the school].”55 Preference for the 
residential school was clearly based on the opportunities for Indigenous-based educa-
tion that were not available in the local public schools.56 This preference may have also 
reflected awareness of successful Indigenous-controlled residential schools elsewhere. 
Conference participants would have been aware of the 1970 sit-in at Blue Quills 
Residential School in Alberta in which the surrounding Indigenous community 
fought against attempts to close the school. The protest resulted in the government 
ceding to Indigenous wishes to govern their education. Blue Quills became the first 
Indigenous-administered school in Canada in 1970.57 Additionally, as participants 
at the Native Conferences made abundantly clear, public schools were places where 
racism and colonialism worked in tandem to limit children’s learning opportunities.58

The last major theme emerging from the Native Conferences pointed to the 
inadequacies of both provincial and federal governmental support for Indigenous 
success in public schools. At both the Sardis and Prince George conferences, for ex-
ample, participants demanded that the provincial Ministry of Education implement 
an “Indian Advisory Council” to ensure that Indigenous educational priorities were 
honoured in schools. They also demanded a task force be struck on how to meaning-
fully integrate Indigenous children into public schools. They recommended that such 
a task force focus on addressing racism among teaching staff, reducing high dropout 
rates among Indigenous students, developing educational alternatives to the existing 
system, and increasing Indigenous representation in curriculum planning.59 In their 
report on Native Families and the Law, the commissioners themselves acknowledged 
this systemic failure:

A great deal of concern has been expressed that Indian children are unprepared 
for the school system and unmotivated within it. The high drop-out rate has 
been attributed to the inadequacies of the students. Educators are now recog-
nizing that the reverse is true — it is our educational offerings that are inad-
equate and inappropriate.60

The reality of sending children to schools away from home communities drew major 
criticisms from conference participants. At the Vancouver conference, participants 
demanded urgent governmental financial support to ensure that Indigenous children 
could complete their studies. They noted that most recently, thirty-three Indigenous 
children had quit school because it was too hard for their parents to pay non-resident 
fees on top of supporting them living in the city.61 Similarly, the participants argued 
that educating young people was a Band responsibility and simply not feasible with-
out more financial support. They also criticized the Ministry of Education’s funding 
practice of giving money to school boards that too often rejected “the interests of 
native [sic] cultural education.”62 They called for an investigation into the taxation 
of Indigenous peoples with an eye to scrutinizing whether tax contributions were 
being used for priorities such as on-reserve schooling. Building on these concerns, 
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participants in Nanaimo strongly criticized the Department of Indian Affairs and 
Northern Development (DIAND)’s criteria for sending Indigenous children off-re-
serve for schooling. They understood the main reasons — the absence of an elemen-
tary or secondary school, or the lack of a needed course or program — but denounced 
the final criterion for Indigenous children being sent away, “problems in the home,” 
as overused and inappropriately applied by DIAND staff. They argued that if the 
money used to support the operations of residential schools was redirected to local 
Bands for improvement of local conditions, children and families in Indigenous com-
munities would thrive in schools.63 Underscoring all of the various recommendations 
made by participants at the Native Conferences was a “strong emphasis that basic 
issues must be dealt with, not just “band-aid” solutions.”64

The commissioners’ correspondence with local communities after the sponsored 
conferences suggests an intention for these gatherings to be just the beginning of a 
new relationship between Indigenous peoples and the government. Commissioner 
Mish Vadasz wrote to the Fort Nelson participants after that conference that the 
commissioners hoped it would “open the doors to on-going communication be-
tween the members of the Commission and the Native People in the northern part 
of the Province.”65 Carefully echoing the language of the Red Paper and the Brown 
Paper, Vadasz assured the participants that “the Provincial Government will take 
into consideration the special needs of the Native Peoples of British Columbia.”66 
Another commissioner, Syd Segal, commented after the Port Alberni Native Peoples 
Workshop that poor communication about the nature of the workshop and some 
confusion over the topics to be discussed had led to only thirty people attending it. 
Yet Segal reported that attendees “were strongly motivated to express themselves” 
and were “anxious to produce worthwhile recommendations.”67 This is not to imply 
that Indigenous participants wholeheartedly bought into the commission and its co-
lonial provenance but rather that they had already thought through and articulated 
the need for change in the education system. The workshops and conferences pro-
vided a place where their local experiences were sought after, valued, and recorded. 
Rejecting schooling that simply aimed to assimilate Indigenous people, Sardis par-
ticipants noted that “many Indian people are not interested in becoming part of the 
Industrial [sic], Anglo-Saxon controlled society — therefore the Commission should 
consider setting up a project that would develop job patterns that are acceptable to 
the Indian people.”68 Multiple suggestions about where and when further work-
shops could be organized — including the offer made by Chief Josephine August of 
Chemainus to organize another meeting for Vancouver Island — indicate that this 
process was seen as a beginning, not an end.69

Back to the Future — Meeting Indigenous Demands with Settler Stalling

The royal commission’s reports and recommendations met an inauspicious political 
fate. In the aftermath of the 1975 BC general election, the NDP was ousted by the 
Social Credit party, and with it came the shelving of the commission’s efforts. The 
information gathered at the Native Conferences, nevertheless, represented a coherent 
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and forceful local response to the real time inadequacies of the integrated school 
system in BC. The participants gave government representatives clear evidence of 
the need for significant changes to the existing school system in the province. That 
the recommendations echoed both the Brown Paper and Indian Control of Indian 
Education bolstered their importance. The calling out of racist curriculum and school 
staff, high dropout rates among Indigenous youth, and a complete lack of repre-
sentation of Indigenous people on decision-making bodies, represented a powerful 
indictment of the state of schooling that was far from integrated. It is worth noting, 
however, that the most significant message delivered at the 1974 Native Conferences 
was the clear declaration of the serious ongoing harm that the public school system was 
perpetuating against Indigenous peoples.

While the recommendations that emerged from Native Conferences were never 
comprehensively adopted by the provincial government in the 1970s, Indigenous 
efforts to move their vision for sovereignty forward continued. It was Indigenous 
activism in the 1980s, 1990s, and into the 2000s, in the face of continued stalling on 
the part of colonial governments, that pushed forward positive change for Indigenous 
students. In the broader Canadian context, the Assembly of First Nations/Native 
Indian Brotherhood published its report on Indigenous education entitled Tradition 
and Education: Towards a Vision of Our Future — A Declaration of First Nations 
Jurisdiction Over Education in 1988. In it, they re-articulated the need for Indigenous 
control over Indigenous education stating plainly that “(t)he federal government has 
failed to implement the policy of Indian Control of Indian Education.”

The federal government considers delegated authority sufficient to meet the 
principle of First Nations jurisdiction over education. In practice, the federal 
government delegates very limited decision-making powers to First Nations 
and retains total control over the determination and allocation of resources 
needed to establish, manage, and operate local First Nations schools.70

In 1995, the Royal Commission on Aboriginal People offered yet another articulation 
of the need for Indigenous control over Indigenous education. Echoing the demands 
of Indigenous peoples, including those who had attended the Native Conferences 
some twenty years earlier, this commission noted that in order for Indigenous peoples 
to thrive economically, socially, and culturally, control over education needed to rest 
with local communities.71

Closer to home, the founding of the BC First Nations Education Steering 
Committee (FNESC) in 1992 and the BC First Nations Schools Association (FNSA) 
in 1996 were a direct response to ongoing governmental stalling on Indigenous de-
mands for improvements to the schooling system.72 The earlier precedent set by the 
Nisga’a Nation in this regard was instructive and inspirational. In 1996, the Nisga’a 
Nation in the Nass River Valley, BC, signed a groundbreaking treaty with the fed-
eral government, establishing their own Nisga’a Lisims government. This self-gover-
nance arrangement included increased control over education in their territory. The 
Nisga’a were still required to follow the BC provincial curriculum to secure the BC 
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Certificate of Graduation for their students, but were free to incorporate Indigenous 
knowledge in doing so.73 Building on the Nisga’a’s experiences, two agreements ne-
gotiated by FNESC and the FNSA on behalf of Indigenous education were “funda-
mental to the BC First Nations Education system.”74 The first, the BC First Nations 
Education Jurisdiction Framework Agreement, signed on July 5, 2006, by Canada, 
BC, and the FNESC, advances Indigenous control over education. Through its “edu-
cation jurisdiction initiative,” FNESC has assisted seven participating Indigenous 
nations, including aq’am (Ktunaxa Nation), Cowichan, Lil’wat, Seabird Island, 
Canim Lake Band, Ditidaht First Nation and Skwxwú7mesh Úxwumixw (Squamish 
Nation) achieve more control over the education of their children. The participat-
ing Indigenous nations now have federally- and provincially-recognized law-making 
authority over kindergarten-grade 12 education in their territories.75

The second agreement, the 2018 BC Tripartite Education Agreement: Supporting 
First Nation Student Success, has six elements aimed at supporting Indigenous stu-
dents regardless of whether they attend a First Nations, public, or independent school: 
to improve outcomes for Indigenous students; foster increased accountability through 
Local Education Agreements (LEAs) between local school boards and Indigenous 
bands; enhance Indigenous student participation in extracurricular activities; address 
transportation issues for Indigenous students and families; provide language and cul-
ture funding; and to continue support of Special Education programming.76 Based 
on the local and now decades-long history of advocacy on the part of FNESC and the 
FNSA, the passing of the 2006 First Nations Jurisdiction over Education in British 
Columbia Act and the 2018 BC Tripartite Education Agreement have forced the 
provincial and federal governments to move in directions articulated at the Native 
Conferences, in the Brown Paper, and in Indian Control of Indian Education.

The strategy to achieve educational sovereignty through educational agreements 
with the colonial government, however, has drawn sharp criticism more recently. 
Laura Forsythe maintains, for example, that despite comprehensive land claims, self-
government agreements, and modern treaties that address education in the form of 
tripartite education agreements or sectoral agreements across the country, “there has 
yet to be a single agreement in which a First Nation has obtained the level of au-
tonomy discussed by the Native Indian Brotherhood in 1972, particularly around 
Indigenous educational sovereignty.”77 Despite agreements, Forsythe demonstrates, 
colonial governments continue to stall on sovereignty. Indigenous people still lack the 
full autonomy and freedom to develop a curriculum framework outside of the pro-
vincial or territorial standard; nor can First Nations Bands choose a current delivery 
system of education that fits their members. Forsythe concludes that such agreements 
do not provide Indigenous Nations with the opportunity for alternative methods of 
educating their members.78

It was not the BC treaty process nor federal or provincial government prioritizing 
that has aided Indigenous educational sovereignty, however incomplete and fraught. 
Instead, as we have argued in this paper, the longstanding inadequate integration of 
Indigenous youth into provincial schools and the persistent demand for improve-
ments from local Indigenous people and organizations has made the difference.79 
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In May 1974, George Manuel, president of the NIB from 1970 to 1976, addressed 
the annual conference of the British Columbia Native Indian Teachers Association 
held in Vancouver. This was only the fifth conference of its kind, highlighting the 
dramatic local organizing unleashed by the threats contained in the White Paper. At 
this conference, the democratic local control of education by Indigenous people, not 
usurpation by yet another settler bureaucracy, animated Manuel’s speech. Outlining 
the federal government’s legal responsibility for funding Indigenous education, 
Manuel rejected its “dominance over our lives” and argued that “only Indian people 
can develop a suitable philosophy of education based on Indian values adapted to 
modern living.”80 In the face of ongoing settler stalling, George Manuel words were 
prescient:

Words and wishes will not change the system. We, the Indian People, will 
have to change it by our participation and action. It is a difficult task we’ve set 
ourselves and one that requires courage and determination. We cannot afford 
to fall into the trap of talking big, making noise and then going back to the 
same old rut, satisfied to let the government run our lives for us.81

The Royal Commission on Family and Children’s Law and the Native Conferences 
provide a unique window into how “the Indian people,” in Manuel’s words, expe-
rienced integrated schooling in their communities in the early 1970s. These con-
versations were intended to be about law reform, but Indigenous participants took 
the opportunity to articulate the various ways that educational policy on integration 
was causing ongoing harm to their children, had failed their communities, and how 
Indigenous people could take responsibility back. More recently, the passing of the 
First Nations Jurisdiction over Education in British Columbia (BC) Act in 2006 
has been characterized as groundbreaking legislation respecting the inherent rights 
of Indigenous people to exercise jurisdiction over education in their territories.82 
Mainstream media and government press releases have characterized these legisla-
tive milestones as the result of recent governmental progressivism, benevolence, and 
support of reconciliation with Indigenous peoples.83 These developments, however, 
take on different meaning when placed in a longer and broader historical context 
of longstanding Indigenous complaints regarding the harms that public schooling, 
particularly under the guise of integration, represented for their communities. When 
considered in the context of the Native Conferences held in the 1970s, recent leg-
islative developments can be more convincingly characterized, we argue, as part of 
a longer history of settler stalling in relation to Indigenous demands for meaningful 
educational sovereignty.
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