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Abstract

The underfunding of First Nations K-12 education in Canada has cre-
ated a disparity in the quality of education received by First Nations 
students compared to non-First Nations students. Understanding the 
connection between funding and student outcomes might prove useful 
in confronting this disparity. Additional funding will not resolve all ed-
ucation problems, so those evaluating funding and policy interventions 
would benefit from considering factors such as efficiency, effectiveness, 
equity and the social context of learning. 

To create social change and understand if policy is a suitable tool for in-
tervention, it is helpful to understand why the gap in education exists. If 
the gap does result in disparity of education outcomes, it is a worthwhile 
subject to explore. In this case, the gap is suggested to affect student out-
comes and Indigenous communities and organizations have reiterated 
this to the federal government (Assembly of First Nations, 2017). 

Résumé

Le sous-financement de l’instruction pré-universitaire parmi les autoch-
tones au Canada a créé une cassure entre élèves autochtones et alloch-
tones en ce qui concerne la qualité de l’éducation. Comprendre le lien 
entre financement et réussite étudiante pourrait s’avérer utile afin d’af-
fronter cette disparité. Des fonds supplémentaires ne régleront pas tous 
les problèmes en éducation, aussi les individus évaluant le financement 
et les interventions en politique de l’éducation profiteraient-ils d’un ex-
amen de facteurs tels que l’efficacité, les effets positifs, l’équité et le con-
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texte social de l’apprentissage.

Afin de créer des changements sociaux et de comprendre s’il y a lieu 
d’intervenir en politique éducative, il est utile de comprendre pourquoi 
il existe une cassure en éducation. Il vaut la peine qu’on l’explore si la-
dite cassure aboutit à des cheminements distincts en éducation. Dans ce 
cas précis, on propose que la cassure a un effet sur la réussite étudiante, 
ce qu’ont répété au gouvernement fédéral diverses communautés et or-
ganisations autochtones (Assemblée des Premières Nations, 2017).   

Introduction: Defining the Policy Problem and Objectives

A disparity in educational quality provided exists between K-12 
First Nations students and non-First Nations students, where First Na-
tions students have a substandard quality of education. The inadequate 
funding from the Canadian federal government plays a major role in the 
disparity of education. Based on the treaty relationship between Canada 
and First Nations, the federal government has financial responsibility 
for First Nations education (Rosen et al., 2016). The federal government 
went beyond their financial obligation and encroached on First Nations 
education through the creation of residential schools. The federal gov-
ernment is responsible for the injurious legacy of this encroachment, in-
cluding the substandard condition of First Nations education today. In 
response, in 2015, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) of 
Canada challenged the federal government to eliminate the funding gap 
for First Nations students on and off reserve (Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission, 2015). In order to address this call to action, the support 
of the federal government, policy makers, and the Canadian public is 
required.

Education funding affects the number, quality and retainment of 
teachers, student mobility, control of curriculum, educational resources, 
school facilities, graduation rates, student performance, and post-sec-
ondary enrolment. Witnesses reporting to the Senate Committee, as 
noted in the Report of the Standing Senate Committee on Aboriginal 
Peoples stated that an ineffective funding formula and constrained an-
nual increases in federal funding for education has “resulted in educa-
tion shortfalls in multiple areas, ranging from student and classroom 
support services to infrastructure” (Germain & Dyck, 2011, p.31).  Ac-
cording to the Report, former Regional Chief of Ontario, Angus Tou-
louse, “The impacts of this cap can be felt everywhere, from antiquated 
education facilities, to day-to-day classroom operations, to the lack of 
resources available to fully develop and sustain First Nation structures 
that provide second and third level supports” (Germain & Dyck, 2011, 
p.31). Examining how expenditures as inputs contribute to the produc-
tion of certain outputs is valuable when devising budget plans. With 
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this information policy analysts can determine if inputs are correlat-
ed to education outputs and are provided with more knowledge as to 
how funding relates to student success. Student success is important as 
a societal goal as it contributes to student wellness and family income 
(Government of Canada, 2013).  In order to address the outputs of fund-
ing and to improve quality of life, First Nation systems must have the 
financial resources to actualize their relative educational goals that lead 
to quality education. 

The asserted negative repercussions of the K-12 funding gap and 
the insufficiencies of the federal funding formula assist in highlighting 
the relationship between education spending, education outputs and 
quality of life. To address the adverse financing of First Nations stu-
dents, it is proposed that financial reform should be directed towards 
Indigenous governance processes, including the financial support of In-
digenous education systems and jurisdiction. Through supporting the 
autonomy of First Nations in their control of education, funding can 
increase in accuracy and capacity because First Nations students and 
their support systems know their needs best. These steps to reform are 
advantageous implementations if the federal government is committed 
to equity.

The Current Condition of Education Funding in Canada

The current condition of education funding and spending in Cana-
da helps provide evidence of the K-12 funding gap. Between 1996 and 
2011, the gap between per-student funding for First Nations students 
and non-First Nations students has increased over time (MacEwen, 
2015). In 1996, there was a 13% difference in per-student funding for 
First Nation students on reserve and non-First Nations students, and 
in 2011, the gap widened to 33% as seen in Figure 1 (Assembly of First 
Nations, 2017). The per-student expenditure gap averaging 30% (Dart, 
2019), contributes to the inequity in per-student expenditures. The av-
erage 30% difference is [approximately] “$3,500 per-student in First 
Nation schools compared to per-student funding in provincial schools” 
(MacEwen, 2015, para. 3). The increase from 13% in 1996 to 33% in 2011 
shows the longevity of the growing funding gap. In the future if no in-
tervention is implemented, it is probable the funding and spending gap 
will continue to grow over time. According to the Assembly of First 
Nations, probability of the gap growing can be mainly attributed to the 
oversight of First Nations student population growth and the cost of 
inflation. Considering these factors could help close the gap.
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Figure 1:  Average per-student funding for First Nations school versus 
provincial schools

Note. Reprinted from First Nations Education is critical social infrastructure, 
by MacEwen, A.(2015, September 30). http://www.progressive-eco-
nomics.ca/2015/09/30/first-nations-education-is-critical-social-infra-
structure/

Figure 2: Annual and historical funding shortfall for First Nations 
education (2005-2010)

 
Note: Reprinted from Fact sheet First Nations education funding, by Assem-
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bly of First Nations (2017). Source: Government of Canada (1996-2010), 
Statistics Canada (1996-2008), Statistics Canada (1996-2010) and Indige-
nous and Northern Affairs (1996-2010). https://www.afn.ca/uploads/
files/education/fact_sheet_-_fn_education_funding_final.pdf 

In addition to unequal funding, unequal capacity for spending can 
mostly be attributed to the budget cap instituted to lower federal debt 
(Warick, 2018). In 2017-2018, the federal deficit surged due to increased 
federal spending on defence, veterans, transfers and infrastructure (Mc-
Gregor, 2018). Even with a recent rise in federal debt and an increased 
urgency to address it, the benefits of First Nations students succeeding, 
and the costs of debt must be weighed against the cap.

So, what is the history of the cap?  Between 1996 and 2010, First 
Nations schools received only a 2% increase in annual funding due to 
the cap, though 6.3% has been required since 1996. Provincial schools 
received a 4.1% increase, yet only required 3.2% due to decline in stu-
dent enrolment as shown in Figure 2 (Assembly of First Nations, 2017). 
Seemingly to draw attention away from the cap, in 2012, former Prime 
Minister Stephen Harper proposed $275 million towards the Federal 
Control of First Nations Education Act, the new legislative basis for 
funding First Nations education. However, it was rejected by many 
First Nations as it lacked adequate prior consultation, legislated unilat-
eral funding, and was supported by Indigenous and Northern Affairs 
Canada who made the controversial statement that funding for native 
schools was already on par with the rest of the country (The Canadian 
Press, 2012). To address the funding issue in 2016, then Prime Minister, 
Justin Trudeau proposed a $2.6 billion increase of funding for First Na-
tions schools. Though funding increased, Trudeau did not address the 
cap, and as of 2017, only $1.939 of this $2.6 billion was spent (Warick, 
2018). Today, the cap has yet to be lifted.

Why should the cap be lifted? Lifting the cap for long term and suf-
ficient investments in education could help reduce some of the high cost 
of short term and insufficient investments. Increased education quality 
can reduce the risk of involvement in health sectors, social services and 
the justice system, where costs are expensive to serve high need popu-
lations. Education also helps prepare students for employment, voting 
and environmental stewardship (Behrman et al., 1997). For example, in 
2019, Statistics Canada linked tax data to the Youth in Transition Sur-
vey and to the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) 
scores. Statistics Canada reported youth with higher PISA scores gen-
erally have higher earnings than their counterparts with lower scores, 
although background factors of students also played a role in earnings 
(Gibson, L. 2019).  Lifting the cap and increasing funding for First Na-
tions students will help make meaningful investment, though funding 
above the per-student expenditures will also be required to meet stu-
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dent needs and reap the full benefits of long-term investment.

Figure 3 Average annual growth rates for First Nations schools versus 
provincial schools

Note: Reprinted from Fact sheet First Nations education funding, by Assembly 
of First Nations (2017). Source: Government of Canada (1996-2010), Statis-
tics Canada (1996-2010) and Indigenous and Northern Affairs (1996-2010). 
https://www.afn.ca/uploads/files/education/fact_sheet_-_fn_educa-
tion_funding_final.pdf

The Effect of Current Conditions on First Nations Students

The current condition of funding has an obstructive effect on First 
Nations students and their communities. The plan of the federal gov-
ernment to address the effect is not adequate for First Nations students, 
where their distinct needs are still not being met. This limits the capacity 
of First Nations to support these needs as well. Because of colonization, 
including poverty, intergenerational trauma and forced dependency, 
meeting the needs of First Nations students are a prerequisite for their 
wellbeing and its contribution to academic success.  

Lower graduation rates of First Nations students are a key piece of 
evidence that the current funding plan is not working to meet the edu-
cation needs of First Nations students as it is for non-First Nations stu-
dents.  Financial inequity is strongly related to education quality and in 
turn to graduation rates (Statistics Canada, 2013).  According to Niigaan 
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Sinclair, former head of Native Studies at the University of Manitoba, 
chronic underfunding by the federal government is responsible for the 
low high school graduation rates of on-reserve students (University of 
Manitoba, 2016). The chronic underfunding includes the persistent need 
for investment in infrastructure required to construct schools, main-
tain and repair schools on reserve (Indigenous Services Canada, 2018). 
Sinclair stresses that First Nations students cannot succeed when they 
must attend a school with inadequate classroom resources, under-re-
sourced libraries, and moldy classrooms (University of Manitoba, 2016). 
In addition to substandard resources and infrastructure, if competitive 
salaries are unavailable on reserve, fewer and less distinguished teach-
ers will be available to students, which may result in lower levels of 
student achievement (Tucker et. al., 2005). The rationale behind low-
er graduation rates for First Nation students could effectively illustrate 
second-class financial administration.  

In combination with scarce funding, lack of efficiency and effective-
ness of financing can also be responsible for lower graduation rates. In-
efficient and ineffective financing can be largely attributed to unreliable 
proposal based funding, the 2% budget cap, lack of focus on Indigenous 
educational governance and lack of clear performance indicators (which 
are currently inadequately assessed and collected by Indigenous Ser-
vices Canada), for improving educational outcomes (White-Eye, 2019; 
Auditor General of Canada, 2018). However, one performance indica-
tor that the government has used to measure outcomes are graduation 
rates.

The government itself has found graduation rates to be lower for 
First Nations students than non-First Nations students, yet this gap con-
tinues to widen over time. Figure 4 depicts the widened gap between 
high school graduation rates of First Nations students on reserve and 
non-First Nations students until 2016. With the increasing gap, in 2018, 
according to Jane Philpott, then Minister of Indigenous Services, 44% of 
First Nations on-reserve students graduate from high school in compar-
ison to 88% of other Canadian students (Indigenous Services Canada, 
2018). This helps to show that outputs that lead to education outcomes 
are not being produced at similar
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Figure 4: Percentage comparison of high school graduates: on-reserve 
Indigenous population versus Canadian population

Note: Reprinted from Census program data, by Indigenous services Canada 
(unaudited). Source: Statistics Canada (2001, 2006, 2011, and 2016). https://
www.oag-bvg.gc.ca/internet/English/parl_oag_201805_05_e_43037.
html

Analyzing the influence inputs have on graduation attainment 
could be helpful when strategically planning academic output projec-
tions. When considering inputs to outputs, it has been found that when 
funding increases for First Nations schools, academic attainment rises 
(Friesen et al., 2012). One school that demonstrates this evidence is the 
Waywayseecappo reserve school, located three and a half hours drive 
from Winnipeg. Since equal funding was administered in 2011, student 
literacy improved 44% for grade one, 33% for grade two, 54% for grade 
three and 23% for grade four (Sniderman, 2016). Another example of 
the positive effect of investment on academic attainments includes the 
creation of separate schools based on language and religion, which in-
cludes French and Catholic school systems in Canada.  There are suc-
cessful autonomous francophone school boards (Richards et al., 2004), 
and similar funding for First Nations to create their own school boards 
and to control funding allocations could “suggest that separate schools 
[such as separate First Nations school boards], controlled by cultural 
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minorities produce increased educational attainment among the chil-
dren” (Evans et al., 1995 and Neal, 1997 as cited in Widdowson & How-
ard, 2013, p.149). Based on the results, needs-based funding above this 
would likely increase improvement more than unilateral funding.  In-
creased funding to support First Nations self-determined approaches to 
spending could be a meaningful source of intervention to better meet 
the realities of First Nations students. However, this depends on the 
choice of First Nations as to pursue this option.

Current Conditions on Obtaining Quality Education: Ped-
agogies of Place

It has been asserted that insufficient funding is a contributing factor 
to the inadequate education provided to students on reserves. Not sur-
prisingly, First Nations students perform better in off reserve schools 
where 8 in 10 Métis students and 7 in 10 First Nations students receive 
high school diplomas (University of Manitoba, 2016). Approximately 
60% of First Nations students living on reserves leave their home com-
munities, familiar surroundings and learning in their own language 
to pursue overall improved educational opportunities (Drummond, 
2013). Pedagogies of place affect how students learn, as learning links 
curriculum to their lived experiences and connects them to their local 
communities in meaningful ways (Taylor, 2010). Leaving reserve can 
prevent First Nations students from connecting their own experiences 
and communities. This might happen because they may not have strong 
ties to urban areas where they attend provincial school. Though not all 
First Nations children may have the same experience, the Thunder Bay 
tragedies discussed below show that not only can students be displaced 
and prevented from making connections to their learning environment,  
they may experience racism and tragic fates in their new metropolis 
(Kassam, 2016). 

Due to lack of quality high school education on reserves, many stu-
dents from remote northern First Nations attend high school in Thun-
der Bay. Seven students belonging to remote First Nations communities 
in northern Ontario (Kassam, 2016) lost their lives between 2000 and 
2011, and many families are still searching for answers regarding their 
children’s deaths (Tagala, 2017).  Due to limited and often non-existing 
options for secondary school education, these students (like many other 
First Nations students) travelled hundreds of kilometers to gain access 
to more educational opportunities (Kassam, 2016). From an inquest into 
the students’ deaths, almost one hundred and fifty witnesses described 
“the systemic failure” (para. 5) that left the students to deal with loneli-
ness and “overt racism in the city” (para. 5) on their own (Kassam, 2016). 
In her book Seven Fallen Feathers, author Tanya Talaga gives insight into 
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the difficulties faced by the students’ families including the use of their 
own resources for search operations (Troian, 2019).  For many northern 
First Nations families in Ontario it is daunting to send their children 
to complete high school in communities that “cannot guarantee their 
safety” (Troian, 2019, para.6).  It makes sense that K-12 First Nations 
students should be able to have their education where they are safe and 
connected to their own families and culture.

Obtaining Quality Education: Case Study of Chief White-
cap school

As discussed, education on reserve is generally lower quality than 
education off reserve. Even though education on reserve is not yet ben-
efiting First Nations students as it should, there are some steps that 
have been made to try to link home and quality education for students.          
Chief Whitecap School is an example of linking places of belonging to 
a higher quality of learning. Chief Whitecap School is the first on re-
serve school to become a part of a Saskatchewan school division due 
to a unique education agreement between the Whitecap Dakota First 
Nation and Saskatoon Public Schools made in 2014 (Whitecap Dakota 
Alliance, n.d. 

The agreement between Saskatoon Public Schools and Whitecap 
Dakota First Nation was signed in September 2014, with provisions for 
renewal, as a companion funding agreement between the school divi-
sion and Indigenous and Northern Affairs Canada (Whitecap Dakota 
Alliance, n.d. b). With this agreement, Whitecap Dakota First Nation 
students begin school in Saskatoon and study at Chief Whitecap School 
from grades 5 to 8 (Whitecap Dakota Alliance, n.d. a). Saskatoon Public 
School Division operates the school, but the Whitecap Dakota First Na-
tion maintains jurisdiction over education provided on reserve (Narine, 
2014).  As part of this agreement, $2.7 million was provided as federal 
funding to support additional space and amenities for Chief Whitecap 
School (Whitecap Dakota Alliance, n.d. a). With improved resources and 
maintaining learning on urban reserve land, The Chief Whitecap school 
model has been successful in providing education to First Nations stu-
dents in an environment reflective of their history, and it does not re-
quire students to move away from their homes and families.  

The Relevance of PISA Scores to Current Conditions

Outcomes of education funding can be seen in the example of 
graduation rates and through which a student is able to find meaning-
ful learning. Performance indicators and their relationship to funding 
can also play a compelling role in the study of quality education. PISA 
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scores help measure this relationship through comparing student ex-
penditures to student performance in reading, mathematics and science 
knowledge (OECD, 2000).  PISA scores are one of the leading interna-
tional tools for studying education quality. Comparing student expen-
ditures to performance can help examine whether current inputs of ed-
ucation are relevant to outputs and outcomes. Between 2000 and 2015, 
costs for Canadian per-student expenditures have increased by 41%; 
the increase in costs can be attributed to Baumol’s cost disease theory 
(Mou et. al., 2019). Baumol’s cost disease theory can be explained as 
when “gains in technology or knowledge boost productivity in some 
sectors of the economy, wages in those sectors rise. To keep workers 
from fleeing sectors where productivity is comparatively stagnant, wag-
es in those sectors need to increase as well” (Gillen, 2019, p.1). How do 
the PISA scores relate to cost disease theory? Figure 5 shows that even 
though more funding has been allocated to per-student expenditures as 
based on Baumol’s cost disease theory, the PISA scores have declined.                       
As education is one of the relatively stagnant sectors, wages have in-
creased to keep workers from fleeing. As wages increase, per-student 
expenditures must rise to help pay for these wages. Alas, the increase in 
funding is not only used directly for better resources, but to keep work-
ers in education. Therefore, if more funding is allocated, but cost disease 
is not considered, it may have little effect on student performance.

 In this case, efficiency has dropped in Canadian education. With 
the effects of cost disease and a decrease in efficiency, even less funding 
is available to students. The last three columns of the table in Figure 5 
emphasizes the technical, allocative and overall efficiency of the ratio of 
inputs to outputs.  Between 2000 and 2015 there was a decline of over-
all efficiency by 20% (Mou et. al., 2019). Figure 5 shows that efficiency 
has decreased over time and input costs have increased where outputs 
are reduced. This decrease in efficiency in Canada has contributed to a 
decrease in student performance and a reduced quality of education. 
This is because student performance is one of the main indicators of 
education quality. The reduction in performance indicates that not only 
is it important to compare expenditures to outputs, but efficiency must 
also be a variable used to measure how expenditures translate to these 
outputs. 
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Figure 5: Funding allocation expenditure for per-student

Note: Reprinted from Budgeting for efficiency? A case study of the public K-12 edu-
cation systems of Canada by Mou et al. (2019). 10.1080/00036846.2019.1584380

Comparing per-student expenditures, PISA scores, and efficiency in 
relationship to their performance and attainment of education outcomes 
with the added variables of First Nations students and non-First Nations 
students is helpful in determining student demographic differences in 
the relationship.  Note that even as the goal is to have spending result in 
the greatest value of money, effectiveness and equity of spending must 
also be considered to produce adequate outcomes.  To achieve effec-
tiveness of funding, additional funding will be needed for First Nations 
students to achieve similar results for non-First Nations students. This 
is based on the premise that spending is correlated to academic achieve-
ment, which has been highlighted with the example of graduation rates. 
Finally, and most importantly, equity considers differences in learning, 
methods, and desired outcomes. PISA scores are one part of the picture 
in determining if funding and spending is suitable for the success of all 
student demographics.  So far, it is difficult to find a measurement of 
spending and efficiency, effectiveness and equity of First Nations edu-
cation. Addressing social determinants of academic success and gaining 
information on the money outcome relationship through PISA scores 
would be a good start. 

Challenges: Obtaining First Nations PISA Scores

To find performance measurement in terms of PISA scores, more 
information on the results of per-student expenditure on academic 
achievement is needed for First Nations students.  However, it has been 
difficult to obtain these results in the data and literature. The lack of 
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PISA scores or similar tools for First Nations students indicates that the 
budgeting process for First Nations students likely does not consider 
student performance in funding decisions as it does for provincially 
funded students. 

The use of PISA scores would strengthen the argument that funding 
for First Nations education is not meeting the same standards as that of 
non-First Nations students through comparing the input to educational 
outcomes relationship. At the same time, since demographic variables 
between First Nations students and non-First Nations students vary, the 
PISA standards may not offer the most accurate comparison of learning 
outcomes. Nonetheless, more information available for measuring the 
relationship of funding to education outcomes is a good start for com-
parison. Further, demographic variables which need to be considered 
along with PISA scores include (but are not limited to) socio-economic 
status, health factors, culture differences, urban/rural factors, etc. At this 
time, the logical next step is to build off education funding evaluations 
already studied, including PISA scores of non-First Nations schools and 
variables relevant, including social and contextual variables, to First Na-
tions student education outcomes.  

Policy Recommendations

The policy options chosen to address this policy problem include 
lifting the budget cap, adjusting the funding formula, increasing fund-
ing allocations, sharing financial responsibilities between federal and 
provincial governments, supporting Indigenous educational gover-
nance and systems, and extending research. In addition to lifting the 
cap and adjusting the formula, increased allocations more explicitly for 
regional specific funding concerning First Nations per-student expendi-
tures, for classroom resources and school infrastructure, for Indigenous 
jurisdiction and reporting, for shared financial responsibilities and for 
research initiatives, as demonstrated above, can be highly expected to 
aid in ameliorating First Nations student education outcomes. Research 
regarding First Nations PISA scores would provide more data as to how 
inputs and outputs of First Nations relate to education outcomes.

Lenses of Equity, Efficiency, Effectiveness and Political 
Feasibility

The policy recommendations put forth pertaining to the reforma-
tion of financing First Nations education have been made in the con-
text of certain policy perspectives. When making the recommendations 
noted above, the use of the criteria of equity, efficiency, effectiveness 
and political feasibility are used to measure the projected success of pol-
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icy objectives (Mou, 2019a).  As a result of this analysis, it is apparent 
the policy objectives presented would likely be successful based on the 
weigh in of each policy lens.

The policy recommendations from the lens of equity: Vertical equity can 
be described as “the distribution of burdens fairly across people with 
different abilities to pay” (Rosen et al., 2016, p.336). Horizontal equity 
can be described as such that “people in equal positions should be treat-
ed equally” (Rosen et al., 2016, p.329). The recommendations presented 
have the characteristics of being vertically equitable as their implemen-
tation accounts for the financial support of some of the main compo-
nents of First Nations education including regional differences, lan-
guage, culture, governance and reporting. The policy recommendations 
have characteristics of being horizontally equitable as they help support 
wealth neutrality. First Nations students would have equal access to 
quality education, regardless of the wealth level in their jurisdictions.   

The policy recommendations from the lens of efficiency and effectiveness: 
When measuring efficiency, it is important to analyze which policy op-
tions will minimize excess burden, deadweight loss and maximize social 
welfare (Mou et. al., 2019). According to Mou et. al. (2019), efficiency can 
be measured in terms of inputs and outputs. Per-student expenditures 
are indicative of current inputs.  As mentioned, current expenditures 
for First Nations students are much higher than non-First Nations. In 
addition to the consideration of inputs, technical and allocative efficien-
cy can also be improved through First Nations increased control of ed-
ucation, where knowledge on their specific needs of education can be 
used towards overall efficiency. In this way spending will better meet 
the strategic goals of First Nations students, reduce waste and perfor-
mance indicators will be more comprehensive. Investment in the con-
trol and administrative capacity of First Nations to accomplish efficient 
spending could help limit deadweight loss of spending and maximize 
the social welfare of students.

Lifting the budget cap and adjusting the formula to account for ef-
ficiency and effectiveness and increasing funding as a whole will help 
contribute to realistic per-student funding allocations, and in turn an 
effective funding formula for improving education outcomes for First 
Nations students. Lifting the spending cap of 2% per year for First Na-
tions education would allow for increased funding to flow through to 
student expenditures and in turn address the funding shortfall and its 
inequity. The funding formula adjusted to reflect the growth in First Na-
tions population, inflation, and other relevant variables, including social 
variables, would help funding achieve its intended purpose in the suc-
cess relevant to the actual students themselves. 

The policy recommendations from the lens of political feasibility: These op-
tions will likely help encourage endogenous behaviour through gaining 
the support of citizens for education of all students. This can be achieved 



The Financial Failure of First Nations Education� 63

The Canadian Journal of Native Studies XL, 2 (2020)

through incentivizing citizens by providing them with the understand-
ing that education leads to developing human capital as labour supply 
and in turn a growth in their economy. Their support in educational 
investment will also help mitigate costs associated with lower levels of 
education, including poverty and crisis management. (Mihai et al., 2015; 
Rumberger, 2011 as cited in Rumberger 2013; Wils et al. as cited in Im-
chen, 2020). When recognizing the positive externality of education to 
Canadian society, implementing the recommended policy options can 
help distribute the benefits across all groups of citizens both provincial-
ly and federally. This is because the taxes of citizens can help contribute 
to economic productivity and/or managing the cost of poverty. Howev-
er, in the end political will is required to bring any changes.

Importance of Indigenous Governance and Systems 

Complete reporting, increased support for Indigenous educational 
governance and control of jurisdiction are crucial to improving educa-
tional outcomes. These factors assist in enabling the determination of 
real education costs and the accountability mechanisms necessary to 
measure change and funding allocations against strategic planning. In 
addition to clear underfunding, archaic blanket-approaches to funding 
will not reform the system to meet the educational needs of First Na-
tions students (Government of Canada, 2011). Instead, reporting and 
funding must be determined by First Nations themselves in order to ac-
curately meet educational needs and achieve transformational change. 
First Nations will benefit from their own annual reporting by ensuring a 
more complete and accurate account of performance indicators for stra-
tegic planning.

 For First Nations to actualize their self-determined education needs, 
funding is required for valid reporting and further allocations towards 
Indigenous governance implementation. This can include funding allo-
cations to individual First Nations, Indigenous Nations or other self-de-
termined configurations with the possibility of increasing secondary 
and tertiary Indigenous school boards/autonomous systems.

 Indigenous communities self-determining First Nations school au-
thorities/systems are taking form as autonomous systems or in partner-
ship with or under the province. Some formalized Indigenous educa-
tional governance examples include the Manitoba First Nations School 
System, the Mi’kmaq Education School Act, the Treaty Six Education 
Council, the Treaty 4 Education Alliance, and Chief Whitecap School. 
As previously discussed, Chief Whitecap School exemplifies Whitecap 
Dakota First Nation’s partnership with the province. In this case, finan-
cial responsibility lies both with the provincial and federal government, 
and the Saskatchewan Public School Division operates the schools, 
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while the Whitecap Dakota First Nation maintains jurisdiction over the 
education provided on reserve. This example is unique, with an urban 
reserve accounting for much of its success.  Replication of a similar mod-
el for remote First Nations may be challenging owing to geographical 
location, jurisdiction concerns, and lack of amenities. Even though this 
example represents a response to the call for increased opportunity and 
support of First Nations education,  it is not recommended on a wide-
spread basis due to the combination of unique circumstances and the 
maintenance of limited agency of First Nations’ control of education. 
This agreement demonstrates the issue of gaining short term financial 
sustainability under a provincial model, but losing a level of control, 
versus keeping federal fiduciary responsibility and lower standards of 
funding per student in order to have improved governance of education 
for First Nations students (Dart, 2019). In this case, Whitecap Dakota 
First Nation made some sacrifices on both fronts. It is recommended that 
shared financial responsibility of federal and provincial governments 
work towards financially supporting First Nations education, with In-
digenous education systems maintaining full jurisdiction and autonomy 
over their students. Ideally, with the quality education that comes from 
this autonomy and which benefits First Nations students, Indigenous 
learners would be better equipped to sustain and be sustained by their 
own communities, both on and off reserve.  

However, increased initial steps need to be taken to move in this 
direction on a widespread basis. Policy developments of the Canadian 
government have been slow to recognize the inherent rights of Indige-
nous Peoples to govern themselves and the treaty rights to education. 
Moreover, there is the perpetual problem of the politics of recognition 
(Coulthard, 2014) that will need to be transcended in order for the gov-
ernment of Canada to engage their commitment to sharing the benefits 
of treaty territory with its original inhabitants. 

PISA Scores and the Legitimization of Policy 
Recommendations

With regards to the extended research recommended as interven-
tion, PISA scores can help show evidence as to how funding may affect 
the success of students in their learning. The OECD established PISA 
scores as evidence for the correlation between investment in education 
and educational outcomes. When national income and its distribution 
are analyzed on an international level, as is the case with PISA scores, 
it helps researchers compare investments to educational outcomes on a 
global, standardized basis (OECD, 2000). The use of PISA scores with 
the GDP and Gini index of a country highlights its performance, nation-
al income and its distribution more specifically.
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Economic condition is important when considering PISA scores as 
this factor is correlated with the capacity of student learning. Measuring 
student performance against the GDP of a country and the Gini index 
of inequality demonstrates the effect the economy of a country has on 
the education sector (OECD, 2000). When it comes to GDP, a country 
can spend more on education if they are wealthy, and the opposite can 
generally be observed for countries with a low national income (OECD, 
2000) Student performance appears to have a relatively strong correla-
tion with these factors.

In Figure 6 we can see the average performance of students’ rela-
tionship to GDP per capita. “The scatter plot suggests that countries 
with higher national income tend to perform better on the combined 
reading, mathematical and scientific literacy scale than countries with 
lower national income” (OECD, 2000, p.111). Correlation does not equal 
causation. Many factors are responsible as well, including actual invest-
ments in education (OECD, 2000). Along with investments, the efficien-
cy and the effectiveness of these investments are strongly correlated 
with the impact the maximization of these investments have on student 
performance.

Figure 6: Student performance and national income

Note: Reprinted from Figure 3.7a in Literacy skills for the world of tomor-
row-further results from PISA 2000, by Organisation for Economic Co-op-
eration and Development (2000). Source: Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (2003). OECD PISA database. Table 3.3. 
https://www.oecd.org/education/school/programmeforinternation-
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alstudentassessmentpisa/33690591.pdf

To begin comparing investments of education to student perfor-
mance, not only the capacity of spending should be considered, but the 
actual spending of national income is more indicative of the investments 
to education. Figure 7 compares “the money that countries spend per 
student, on average, from the beginning of primary education up to the 
age of 15, with average student performance across the three assessment 
domains” (OECD, 2000, pp. 112-113). There is a positive relationship be-
tween spending per student and a country’s performance (OECD, 2000). 
Again, this is correlation not causation and many factors need to be con-
sidered, including the effectiveness of investments (OECD, 2000). The 
distribution of national income builds on what compromises effective-
ness of investments.

Figure 7: Student performance and spending per student

Note: Reprinted from Figure 3.7b in Literacy skills for the world of tomor-
row-further results from PISA 2000, by Organisation for Economic Co-op-
eration and Development (2000). Source: Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (2003). OECD PISA database. Table 3.3. 
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https://www.oecd.org/education/school/programmeforinternation-
alstudentassessmentpisa/33690591.pdf

The neutralization of wealth among students and their socioeco-
nomic context of schools are a part of the capacity of these students to 
participate in learning.  The Gini index helps demonstrate “...inequali-
ties in the distribution of national income can also impose constraints 
on financing and, by implication, the quality of educational outcomes” 
(OECD, 2000, p.114). This is shown in Figure 8. The figure shows a neg-
ative relationship where we see that the higher level of inequality, the 
lower levels of performance (OECD, 2000). Figure 9 shows the nega-
tive relationship between Gini index of income inequality to student 
expenditures (OECD, 2000). This purchasing power of educational 
institutions contributes to per-student expenditures towards learning 
outcomes. This is an important background piece as to why the student 
expenditures noted in PISA scores are determined as presented.

Figure 8: Student performance and the Gini index of income inequal-
ity

Note: Reprinted from Figure 3.8a in Literacy skills for the world of tomor-
row-further results from PISA 2000, by Organisation for Economic Co-op-
eration and Development (2000). Source: Organisation for Economic 
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Co-operation and Development (2003). OECD PISA database. Table 1.4. 
https://www.oecd.org/education/school/programmeforinternation-
alstudentassessmentpisa/33690591.pdf

Figure 9: Spending per student and the Gini index of income inequal-
ity

Note: Reprinted from Figure 3.8b in Literacy skills for the world of tomor-
row-further results from PISA 2000, by Organisation for Economic Co-op-
eration and Development (2000). Source: Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (2003). OECD PISA database. Table 1.4. 
https://www.oecd.org/education/school/programmeforinternation-
alstudentassessmentpisa/33690591.pdf

A country’s capacity to spend, its investments of national income 
and the distribution of this income all play a role in their effects on the 
performance of students, and in turn their education outcomes.  This is 
relevant to First Nations students as the information presented demon-
strates that Canada has a relatively high capacity for spending, but as 
highlighted, Canada’s resource allocations do not appear to be as effi-
cient as they could be. Canada also has generally low-income equali-
ty, however, the income equality measured is an average of the whole 
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country, not specifically between First Nations students and non-First 
Nations students. Research shows that in 2006, First Nations families 
and non-First Nations families had an income inequality of approxi-
mately 30% (Wilson et. al, 2010). This income inequality could start to 
form the basis of comparison.

The data from PISA scores of both these populations would help 
legitimize these probable conclusions, but none was available to the 
public at this time. It would also bring more validity to the policy rec-
ommendations presented above. 

Conclusion

This research paper has attempted to raise more awareness on the 
funding gap between First Nations K-12 education and non-First Na-
tions K-12 education and discussed the consequences that affect the suc-
cess of First Nations students.  Insufficient funding inhibits the ability 
of First Nations to provide adequate education resources in on reserve 
schools and spending of students off reserve. As a result, First Nations 
families often send their children out of reserve, removing them from 
familiar surroundings and exposing them to potential racism which 
sometimes may prove to be fatal (such as the tragic cases in Thunder 
Bay). Lack of funding on reserves also results in lower graduation rates 
of First Nations students, owing to a complex web of factors and the 
lower quality of education available. Further reform is needed in the fi-
nancial responsibility and leadership of First Nations K-12 education. A 
unified approach such as that of Chief Whitecap School has shown the 
success of a model which is operated with Indigenous principles and 
supported by a funding agreement between the federal government 
and the school division. Urban reserves may be able to model their ed-
ucational provision on this model, but it is hard to say if remote First 
Nations reserves will find such an arrangement useful. Instead educa-
tion systems led by Indigenous communities are needed to address the 
different levels that are the machinery of quality education.

When weighing these policy recommendations, national and inter-
national policy approaches should be considered in closing the gap in 
access to education. Voices of First Nations, First Nations organizations 
and international policy instruments such as the use of PISA scores are 
all important in the policy cycle for First Nations K-12 education in Can-
ada.
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