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LEARNING STRATEGIES FOR ABORIGINAL STUDENTS 
 
This chapter will help teachers to: 
  use effective instructional strategies that will support the learning needs and strengths of 

Aboriginal students 
  gain a better understanding of the unique worldviews of Aboriginal students. 
 
The teacher‘s relationship with the student is at the heart of Aboriginal approaches to education. 
Traditionally, teachers knew each student as an individual, with unique gifts and needs. In this 
environment, they tailored the learning process to the student‘s needs as a matter of 
course. 
 
Tailoring the learning process for Aboriginal students helps to engage their interest and allows 
them to succeed. To do this, teachers need to: 
  build relationships with individual students 
  gather information through conversations with students, parents and other teachers 
  observe students in a variety of situations. 
 
In Aboriginal approaches to learning, simply knowing information is not enough. Students are 
supported, encouraged and challenged to own their learning, to bring it into context, to make it 
part of their experience and to reflect on what they have learned. The strategies explored in this 
chapter support this kind of learning experience. 
 

Shared wisdom 
―Touch their spirits softly with the feather of encouragement, whispering, ‗You can, you will, 
you must, your people need you,‘ …‖ 

– Wilson in Gilliland 1999, p. 100 
 
Effective Instructional Strategies 

Effective instructional strategies will encourage Aboriginal students to become independent, 
strategic learners by: 
  engaging and motivating them 
  reflecting their cultures and worldviews 
  helping them focus 
  organizing information for ease of understanding and remembering. 
 
____________________ 
This excerpt on learning strategies © Alberta Education; Our Words, Our Ways: Teaching First Nations, Métis and Inuit 
Learners. Edmonton, AB, 2005, pp 79–104 and 171–179. 
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Students become successful strategic learners when they are offered: 
 a variety of approaches and learning materials 
  appropriate support that includes modelling, guided practice and independent practice 
  opportunities to transfer skills and ideas from one situation to another 
  meaningful connections between skills and ideas, and real-life situations 
  opportunities to be independent and show what they know 
  encouragement to self-monitor and self-correct 
  tools for reflecting on and assessing their learning. 

 
Teachers often say that their Aboriginal students are quiet in class and do not participate much in 
large group discussions, particularly when there are only a few Aboriginal students in the 
classroom. Yet teachers see that Aboriginal students do participate when they feel comfortable 
and safe as learners. 
 
The following types of instructional strategies can be especially effective for Aboriginal 
students: 
  graphic organizers 
  cooperative learning 
  independent study 
  service learning. 
 
These strategies are effective across grade levels and subject areas, and can accommodate a 
range of student differences. They resonate strongly with Aboriginal students when used to 
support content that reflects cultural continuity. This chapter will provide a brief description of 
each strategy and offer sample strategies for using them with Aboriginal students. 
 
GRAPHIC ORGANIZERS 

Graphic organizers (also known as key visuals or cognitive organizers) are formats for visually 
organizing information—they make students‘ thinking visible.  
 
Graphic organizers reflect a holistic approach to learning by revealing not only what students are 
thinking but also how they are thinking as they work through learning tasks. Students can use 
graphic organizers to: 
  generate ideas 
  record and reorganize information 
  see relationships between concepts 
  apply their learning 
  show their thinking. 
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Examples of common graphic organizers include Fishbones, T-charts, Venn diagrams, P–M–I 
charts, K–W–L charts and Mind Maps. 
Planning with graphic organizers 

Graphic organizers are useful for students, but they are also a good planning tool for teachers. 
Using graphic organizers to plan learning activities gives teachers opportunities to become 
familiar with the tools and the many ways that they can be applied in the classroom. 
 
When deciding which graphic organizer to use in a learning activity, consider the following 
questions. 
  What type of thinking tool is best for this new concept? 
  What level and type of support will best help the students? 
  Is the tool developmentally appropriate for these students? 
  How can the tool be modified? 
  How can the tool be used interactively? 
  In what other areas and ways can this tool be applied? 

 
Using graphic organizers with students 

Consider the following framework for introducing, teaching and extending the use of graphic 
organizers in the classroom. 
 

Introduce 

  Show examples of the new organizer, and describe its purpose and form. For example, ―A T-
chart is a two-column chart in the shape of a T that can be used to compare two situations.‖ 

 
Model 

  Use easy or familiar material to model how to use organizers. 
  Model organizers on the board, overhead or chart paper, using a think-aloud format. Use 

colours to enhance memory and create meaning. 
  Give explicit oral directions, explanations and reflections when modelling. 
 

Guided practice 

  Give students opportunities to practise using the format with easy material. 
  Coach students at selected points in the process. 
  Create opportunities for students to collaborate and discuss with each other. 
 

Reflect 

  Share final products; discuss what worked and what did not, and give students an 
opportunity to revise information. 
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Practise 
 Provide students with many opportunities to practise using graphic organizers. 
 Make templates of several different kinds of organizers available. Encourage students to 

choose the most appropriate organizer for a task, and to design their own versions. 
 

Transfer 

  Use graphic organizers across a range of learning situations and content areas. 
 

Evaluate and extend use 

  Encourage students to evaluate which organizers work best for them and in which learning 
situations. 

  Encourage students to use a variety of organizers independently in a variety of learning 
tasks, such as note taking, researching and studying. 

 
FISHBONE 
The Fishbone can be used to explore cause and effect, to analyze the results of an event (for 
example, in history), as a planning tool for creating an action plan, or as a review of information 
learned. 
 
The head of the Fishbone names the issue or idea or outcome to be focused on, with causes, 
events or key concepts listed on the backbone, and supporting ideas listed on the ribs. 
 

Teacher story 
Exploring Aboriginal perspectives of the land 
―I used the Fishbone organizer with my Grade 8 regular and academic support students. When 
studying the geography of North America, I used a cultural infusion approach to learning by 
having students consider Aboriginal perspectives of the land. I had in a guest who presented 
three lessons. The lessons included a personal story demonstrating connections to the land and 
one‘s place of growing up, and quotations on the land from a variety of Aboriginal groups. 
Students viewed a video focusing on the interconnectedness of people and the land from four 
global indigenous perspectives, including the Lubicon of Alberta. The final lesson included a 
story and visuals on sacred spaces and the spiritual component of the land. In the class following 
the sessions with the guest presenter, students were given ‗sticky notes‘ to write down as many 
things as they could remember from the lessons, one idea per note. 
Then they sat with a partner, compared sticky notes and grouped their responses into larger 
categories. Students used different coloured stickies to identify different categories. Once they 
had done this, I introduced the Fishbone organizer and students worked in pairs to transfer the 
information from the sticky notes to a single sheet. The Fishbone organizer helped me to assess 
what students had learned and helped the students to solidify what they had learned.‖ The 
example follows. 
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For a blackline master of this graphic organizer, see Appendix 9: Fishbone. 
 
T–CHART 
T-charts help students organize their information and ideas, and see relationships between pieces 
of information. T-charts can have two, three or more columns.  
 
T-charts can be valuable tools for describing or visualizing. They can also be used to compare 
and contrast different issues or situations, for example, a looks like/sounds like/feels like chart. 
 

 

Teacher story 
The sound of a moose 
―My Grade 3 students had great fun using empty tin cans to make moose calls as part of a sound 
unit in science. We removed the top lid and then made a hole in the bottom lid. We knotted one 
end of a piece of string and pulled it through the hole and out the open end of the can. To make 
the sound of a moose we wet the string and pulled two fingers down the length of the string. The 
students tried out several different sizes of cans and created a T-chart to record how the size of 
the can affected the sound each can produced. The students observed that the biggest can 
produced the loudest call with the lowest pitch. The class consensus was that the big can sounded 
like a father moose, the middle-size can sounded like a mother moose and the smallest can 
sounded like a baby moose! This is what we recorded on our class T-chart.‖  
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For a blackline master of this graphic organizer, see Appendix 10: T-chart. 
 
VENN DIAGRAM 
A Venn diagram includes two or more interlocking circles that can be used to compare two or 
more objects, concepts or ideas in a way that shows both similarities and differences. This tool 
helps students organize information and see relationships.  
 
Venn diagrams can be used after such activities as reading text, listening to a speaker or viewing 
a film. They can also be expanded to three or more circles in order to compare a number of 
issues or concepts. 

 
Teacher story 
Using Venn diagrams 
―I had my Grade 4 class read the children‘s book, The Journal of Etienne Mercier by Métis 
author David Bouchard. Students created a Venn diagram comparing the cultural traditions of 
their lives with those described in the story.‖ 
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For a blackline master of this graphic organizer, see Appendix 11: Venn Diagram. 
 

 
P–M–I CHART 
Students can use Plus, Minus and Interesting (P–M–I) charts to compare and contrast situations, 
ideas or positions. P–M–I charts give students a format for organizing information, and 
evaluating their knowledge and ideas. Students can use this tool to collect data and organize 
information to make informed decisions. 
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For a blackline master of this graphic organizer, see Appendix 12: P–M–I Chart. 
 
 
 
 
88 
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PLACE MAT 
Students can use the Place Mat to organize details for writing, and share information and ideas 
about a story. They can also use it to display a table of contents for a project or portfolio, or 
compare and contrast four items.  
 
The Place Mat can also be used by a small group to collect and organize information 
collaboratively, and build consensus. Consider the following type of activity. 
 In groups of three or four, students divide their section of the place mat into three sections: 

Plus, Minus and Interesting. 
  They write about an issue for one minute in their Plus section. 
  Then they rotate the mat and write in someone else‘s Plus section. 
  They repeat the process until they get their own section back. 
  They repeat the process with the Minus and Interesting sections. Finally, the group writes 

their consensus, or shared ideas, in the centre section of the place mat. 
 

 
For a blackline master of this graphic organizer, see Appendix 13: Place Mat. 
 
 
 



LEARNING STRATEGIES 

FOR ABORIGINAL STUDENTS cont. 

Excerpt from Our Words, Our Ways 

 

Page 10 of 34 

Walking Together 

 

 
K–W–L CHART (Ogle 1986) 
K–W–L is a brainstorming strategy. It is also known as a know– wonder–learn or What I know–
What I want to know–What I learned chart. This tool encourages students to ask questions and to 
make a link between what they know and what they need to learn about a topic. The K–W–L 
chart helps students to organize information and find a starting point for other tasks such as 
research projects and assignments. 
 
K–W–L can be done individually, in small groups or as a class activity, with the teacher 
recording the ideas. 
 
Teacher story 
Using K–W–L charts 
―I find this chart most useful when I‘m beginning a lesson. I‘ll present a topic in the form of a 
question such as ‗How did the buffalo help to sustain the lives of prairie tribes?‘  
 
Students then identify what they ‗know‘ about the topic. Then they‘re given the opportunity to 
ask the ‗I wonder‘ questions. Finally, they move to the ‗learn‘ portion of the chart. Here they can 
suggest places or resources they can use to continue their learning on this topic.‖ 
 

 For a blackline master of this graphic organizer, see Appendix 14: K–W–L Chart. 
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MIND MAP 
Mind mapping was developed in the early 1970s by British author and brain researcher Tony 
Buzan. It is an easy way to represent ideas using keywords, colours and imagery. The nonlinear 
format helps students generate and organize ideas, record a large amount of information on one 
piece of paper, and show connections between ideas. This tool integrates logical and imaginative 
thinking, and provides an overview of what students know and think about a particular topic.  
 
Webs are simple mind maps. Adding pictures, colours and keywords transforms them into a 
more powerful learning, memory and idea generating tool. 
 

 
Teacher story 
Using mind maps 
―I‘ve used a mind map to help students learn about the Riel Resistances (1870 and 1885), which 
are key to the development of western Canada and to furthering the alienation of Quebec within 
Canada. Because the Riel incidents can be viewed from multiple perspectives, it is useful for 
students to use a mind map to pull this information together. Mind maps can help students 
explore the tension between ideas while noting their interconnectedness. For example, a mind 
map on these historical events allows the position of the Canadian government in reaction to US 
foreign policy to be represented alongside the relationship between the Métis and First Nations 
people.‖ 
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COOPERATIVE LEARNING 

Cooperative learning, where students work in small groups to complete tasks or projects, is an 
effective strategy to use with Aboriginal students because it reflects the sense of cooperation and 
community that is a vital aspect of Aboriginal cultures. 
 
Use cooperative learning to: 
  increase students‘ respect for and understanding of each other‘s abilities, interests, needs and 

differences 
  encourage students to take responsibility for their own learning. 
 
Cooperative learning tasks are structured so that each group member contributes to the 
completion of the task. Success is based on the performance of the group rather than on the 
performance of individual students, another strong reflection of Aboriginal cultural values. 
92 
Cooperative learning activities range from simple to complex. Beginning with simple activities 
allows students to develop the skills they need to participate effectively in more complex 
activities.  
 
Simple cooperative activities include Think–Pair–Share, Inside/Outside Circles and the Three-
step Interview. More complex activities include Jigsaw and Group Investigation. 
 
Setting the stage 
  Discuss and model collaborative skills, such as listening, allowing others to speak, asking 

for help when needed, reaching consensus and completing a task within the allotted time. 
Students need opportunities to practise these skills, and to receive feedback and 
reinforcement. 

  Teach basic routines for classroom management, including forming groups quickly and 
quietly, maintaining appropriate noise levels, inviting others to join the group, treating all 
students with respect and helping or encouraging peers.  

 
Consider the following tips for organizing groups. 
  Keep groups small—two to five members is best (the larger the group, the more skills are 

required). 
 Create diverse groups—this allows everyone to learn from each other‘s differences. 
  Structure tasks or projects to ensure that success depends on each group member being 

responsible for some part of the task. 
  Initially, group students and assign roles within each group. 
  Encourage on-task behaviour by scanning groups, using proximity and friendly reminders, 

sitting and watching a group for a while, revisiting expectations and, when necessary, 
reteaching expectations. 
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  Ensure that individual students are aware of their roles and responsibilities within the group. 
Post a list of roles or give students cards describing specific roles. 

  Allow students time to evaluate the cooperative learning process, both individually and as a 
group. 

 
THINK–PAIR–SHARE 
In think–pair–share, the teacher poses a topic or question. Students think privately about the 
question for a given amount of time, usually one to three minutes. Each student then pairs with a 
partner to discuss the question, allowing students to clarify their thoughts. Next, each pair has an 
opportunity to share their answers with the whole class. 
93 
Think–pair–share is a cooperative learning strategy that provides opportunities for students to: 

  participate 
  learn from others 
  make connections. 

 
Teacher story 
Using think–pair–share 
―When I have a question that requires thoughtfulness on the part of the student, I use think–pair–
share. It gives students time to reflect on the question first, then broaden their understanding by 
sharing with a partner. For example, I would use it with questions like: 
– Should the Métis have asked for Riel to return in 1885? 
– How would the demise of the buffalo foreshadow the difficulties of the Plains people? 
– Why does the director use flashbacks in the movie Smoke Signals? 

– What does the reader learn about Métis poet Gregory Scofield‘s sense of identity from his 
poem Policy of the Dispossessed?‖ 
 

INSIDE/OUTSIDE CIRCLES 
This strategy places students facing each other in two circles, one within the other. It works best 
with six or more students, half in each circle. 
 
Inside/Outside Circles facilitate dialogue between students, which helps with community 
building at the beginning of term. It is an effective strategy for introducing movement and 
variety into a lesson.It works best with engaging questions that have a range of possible answers. 
 
To use Inside/Outside Circles, consider the following. 

  Write a question on the board and give the students a minute to think about their 
response. 

  Then have the people in the inside circle tell their partners in the outside how they would 
answer the question or solve the problem, saying ―pass‖ when they are finished. 

  Then, the person on the outside takes a turn answering the question. 
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  When both students in a pair have had a turn, rotate the outer or inner circle for a new 
pairing. 

 
Teacher story 
Using Inside/Outside Circles 
―I like to use Inside/Outside Circles when I have a question that has a range of possible 
responses, for example: 

 How did Canada benefit from the Riel Resistances? 
 How has the use of treaties with First Nations peoples contributed to Canada‘s national 

identity? 
  How have animals contributed to the survival of First Nations peoples?‖ 

 
 
BRAINSTORMING 
Brainstorming is an effective technique for generating ideas and creating interest and enthusiasm 
for new concepts or topics. Brainstorming is a creative form of list making, which creates 
opportunities for students to come up with as many ideas about a topic as they can. 
 
 Students can use brainstorming as a starting point for more complex tasks, such as essay 
outlines or mind maps. 
 

Tips for Brainstorming 

  Establish ground rules. For example, accept all ideas without judgement, everyone 
participates, focus on quantity rather than quality. 

  Establish the purpose. For example, brainstorm to come up with a fun theme for a class 
party. 

  Establish the limits for brainstorming. For example, generate as many ideas as possible in 
five minutes, or go for 25 really good ideas, or three ideas from each group. 

  Revise the list. For example, cross out ideas that are not feasible, combine similar ideas, put 
ideas in a logical sequence. To make a decision from a brainstormed list: 

  give each student three coloured stick-on dots and have students cast a vote for their 
favourite choices by putting dots beside them 

  use a process of elimination to reach a consensus on the final choice. 
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95 

 
Form reproduced with permission from Edmonton Public Schools, Thinking Tools for Kids: 

Practical Organizers (Edmonton, AB: Edmonton Public Schools, 1999), p. 167. 
 
For a blackline master of this graphic organizer, see Appendix 15: Brainstorm. 
 
GRAFFITI 
Graffiti is a brainstorming process that encourages everyone to contribute. To use Graffiti, 
consider the following. 
  Organize students into groups of three or four. 
  Give each group a large piece of paper with a topic (the same or different for each group) 

written in the centre. 
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  Give students one minute to think, then 60 to 90 seconds to write their ideas on the paper 
individually but simultaneously. Add interest by using coloured markers. Younger students 
can draw images. 

  Tell students not to worry if they have the same response as someone else—if two or more 
of them write the same thing, that probably means the concept is important. 

  Then, have the students stand and move, as a group, to a different piece of paper.96 
  Repeat the process until every group has visited every sheet of paper. 
 
At the end of the process, each group will have the collective wisdom of the class on their sheet 
of paper. 
 

Teacher story 
Using Graffiti for brainstorming 
―Graffiti lets my students provide a visual expression of a topic. We were going to read the 
novel, My Name is Seepeetza, the experience of a girl in residential school, so I wanted to start 
out by finding what my students knew about the topic. The topic was ‗The effect of residential 
schools on today‘s First Nations communities.‘  
 
I laid out four large sheets of paper, and wrote the following headings on them, one per sheet: 
Funding and education, Church-operated, Limited contact with home, and Residential schools 
were in place from the 1870s to 1980s.  
 
Then I divided the students into four groups. Each group gathered around one of the sheets of 
paper, and when I gave the signal, they began writing whatever they felt was appropriate to that 
heading. After a couple of minutes I had them rotate to the next sheet and do the same process. I 
continued until all the students had an opportunity to write on all four topics.  
 
Once they were finished, we looked at the responses as a group. We looked at the frequency of 
ideas and the range of opinions. I raised questions with the students that had them: 
– consider responses that affirmed what they knew 
– identify what might be unsubstantiated points of view 
– identify thoughts that might lead to new perspectives or new questions to be explored.‖ 
 
WALK ABOUT 
Walk About is a strategy patterned on cross-pollination. After the class has worked in groups on 
a strategy such as Place Mat or Graffiti, one member from each group moves on to another 
group, carrying ideas from the first group with him or her.  
 
Walk About builds interest, individual accountability, physical movement and variety into the 
learning process.  
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To select the student who will move, have the original groups letter or number off, then all the 
―ones‖ or ―As‖ move on to the next group. 
 
Teacher story 
Using a Walk About 
―I read the Journal of Etienne Mercier by Métis author David Bouchard to my students. I broke 
students into groups of four and gave each group a Place Mat with four sections with the 
headings: Government structures, Ceremonies, Animals and Vocabulary. I gave the students 
about 10 minutes to complete their Place Mats as a group. Then we did a Walk About. One 
student from each group took their Place Mat to another group and shared their ideas.‖ 
 
THREE-STEP INTERVIEW 
The Three-step Interview encourages students to share their thinking, ask questions and take 
notes. Use the Three-step Interview to: 

  problem solve, so that each student has the opportunity to say how he or she would 
approach a problem 

  identify key ideas in a group report 
  discuss a recently read book.  

 
To use the Three-step Interview, consider the following. 

 
  Place students into groups of three and assign each student a letter: A, B or C. 
  Assign each letter a role: A=Interviewer, B=Interviewee, C=Reporter. 
  Student A interviews student B while C takes notes. The roles then rotate after each 

interview. 
  When each student has taken each role, have students share key information they 

recorded as the Reporter. 
 

Teacher story 
Using interviews 
―I wanted my students to better understand the concept of role models. I gave each of my 
students a short biography of a First Nations or Métis role model. Then I broke the students into 
groups of three. After reading their biographies, the students shared information about what they 
had read, then followed this with the Three-step Interview. The interview focused on what makes 
that person a good role model.‖  
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For a blackline master to support this activity, see Appendix 16: Three-step Interview. 
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JIGSAW 
In the Jigsaw strategy, students become ―experts‖ in one or two concepts or pieces of 
information and then share their expertise with students in their home group. At the completion 
of the activity, all the 
pieces of information fit together like a jigsaw puzzle to become a whole. To use the Jigsaw 
strategy, consider the following. 

 Divide a concept or topic—for example, fractions or northern ecosystems—into several 
areas. 

 Place students in home groups of four or six. One approach to consider is to have pairs of 
students working together on one topic, teaming students who are weaker with students 
who are stronger to create a natural peer tutoring situation. 

 Number or letter off group members. Assign all As to one or two areas: expressing 
fractions in lowest terms, for example, or reading an article about boreal forest 
management. Give Bs, Cs and Ds, and so on, different assignments. 

 Have all As meet to share what they have learned about their area. Bs, Cs and Ds and so 
on, also meet. 

 Experts then return to their home group to share all that they know and all that they have 
learned from the other experts in their area. 

 

Teacher story 
Using a Jigsaw 
―After over 300 years of being a fur trade company, the Hudson Bay Company made the 
decision to no longer sell furs because of international pressure. I thought this was a really 
relevant issue for many of my students, and that it was important for them to reflect on the 
question: should foreign countries be able to pressure other countries to change their practices? 
 
 I showed students the CBC News in Review on this topic and then used the Jigsaw strategy to 
structure their discussion. After breaking the students into groups, I gave each group member   
letter. In their letter groups, students read short articles offering a perspective on the fur trade. 
That is, all the As read an article on clubbing seals, the Bs read a short article on trapping and the 
northern economy, and so on.  
 
Once they had discussed the articles in their ‗expert‘ groups, they returned to their home groups 
to share what they had learned. Then we discussed the issue as a whole class.‖ 
 
FOUR CORNERS 
In the Four Corners strategy, students ―vote with their feet.‖ Each corner of the classroom, or 
cleared space in the classroom, represents one of four answers to a question or four points of 
view about an issue. Students move to the corner of the room that best reflects their point of view 
about an issue or idea.  
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Four Corners encourages students to think creatively and evaluate their ideas. 
100 
To use the Four Corners strategy, consider the following. 

  Begin with a statement, issue or question. For example, ―Which organ—heart, brain, 
liver, lungs—is most important?‖ or ―Smoking should not be allowed in restaurants.‖ 

  Identify four corners that correspond to the statement or question, for example ―Heart, 
Brain, Liver, Lungs‖ or ―Strongly Agree, Agree, Disagree, Strongly Disagree.‖ 

  Students choose the corner that most accurately expresses their opinion, response or 
point of view. 

  The students move to their chosen corner. 
  If others move to the same corner, they share with each other why they chose that corner. 
  Students should be prepared to share the reasons for their choice with the whole group. 

 
 

Teacher story 
Using Four Corners 
―I found a number of articles about Native Land Claims and logging on crown land. The 
different articles reflected different perspectives including lumber companies, forestry officials, 
environmentalists and Aboriginal people. Students used the articles to make informed opinions 
in response to the statement, ―The government should have total access to land for economic 
development.‖ Each of the students moved to one of four corners to indicate their level of 
agreement with the statement. They discussed their positions with other class members who 
chose the same corner and then they presented their case to the whole class. It was interesting to 
hear the different perspectives. It created a valuable opportunity for students to reflect on one 
another‘s viewpoints.‖ 
 
INDEPENDENT STUDY 
 
In traditional Aboriginal cultures, survival depended on making independent judgements, so 
learning to take responsibility for one‘s behaviour was paramount. Responsibility for one‘s 
behaviour fosters motivation to attain a given goal. In this context, independence means 
recognizing and making good use of one‘s power. It does not mean working in social isolation 
(Brendtro, Brokenleg and Van Bockern 1990). 
101 
Independent study can facilitate the development of student responsibility. Independent study is 
an individualized learning experience in which students select a topic focus, define problems or 
questions, gather and analyze information, apply skills and create a product to show what they 
have learned.12 It is a way to create opportunities for Aboriginal students to undertake learning 
that is meaningful to them. Independent study projects can encourage students to: 

  gather, analyze and report information 
  develop in-depth understanding of specific content areas 
  make connections between content and real-life applications.12  
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Regular student–teacher interaction, whether structured conferences or casual conversations, are 
essential for successful independent study.The teacher‘s role is to: 

  keep in touch 
  help with problem solving 
  provide direction 
  open up new areas for exploration and production 
  give encouragement 
  introduce, teach and/or reinforce needed skills.12 

 
This learning strategy reflects the experiential, practical, try-it-foryourself aspect of Aboriginal 
education. It is most effective for students who have a high degree of self-direction. A mastery of 
basic research skills is a prerequisite to successful independent study. 
 
Basics 12 

A successful independent study project requires: 
  cooperative teacher–student planning of what will be studied and how it will be shared 
  alternative ideas for gathering and processing information 
  multiple resources that are readily available 
  teacher interaction 
  time designated specifically for working and conferencing 
  working and storage space 
  opportunities for sharing, feedback and evaluation 
  recognition from other students of expertise gained and the finished product 
  established evaluation criteria. 
 
12. Adapted from Change for Children: Ideas and Activities for Individualizing Learning (Revised Edition) (pp. 
169, 170) by S. N. Kaplan, J. B. Kaplan, S. K. Madsen and B. T. Gould. © 1980 by Scott, Foresman and Company. 
Used by permission of Pearson Education, Inc. 
102 
INDEPENDENT STUDY PLANS 

As students are planning, encourage them to: 
  select topics or issues that motivate them 
  brainstorm and discuss possible questions 
  identify key questions to pursue and answer 
  develop plans and timelines 
  locate and use multiple resources 
  decide how to use what they learn to create products 
  share findings with classmates 
  evaluate the process, products and use of time 
  explore possibilities that could extend their studies into new areas of learning.12 
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Students can use a graphic organizer, such as the sample on the 
following page, to plan their study. 
 



LEARNING STRATEGIES 

FOR ABORIGINAL STUDENTS cont. 

Excerpt from Our Words, Our Ways 

 

Page 24 of 34 

Walking Together 

 

 
Form reproduced with permission from Edmonton Public Schools, Think Again: Thinking Tools 

for Grades 6 to 10  (Edmonton, AB: Edmonton Public Schools, 2003), p. 95. 
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Teacher story 
Setting up an independent study 
―One of my students was interested in learning about dislocated people in Canada. I thought it 
was a really intriguing question, so I supported the student‘s interest by setting her up in an 
independent study. She decided to focus on Davis Inlet and the impact relocation had on its 
people.  
 
After some initial discussion, we came up with the research question: Would the people of Davis 
Inlet meet the UN criteria of refugee? Neither of us had an answer to that question, but thought it 
was worth exploring. 
 
We decided she should use several sources of information to gather diverse perspectives, 
including the United Nations Web site, as well as the CBC News in Review on Davis Inlet. As 
well, I knew that some of the youth from Davis Inlet had attended an Aboriginal treatment centre 
nearby – so I thought she might find it interesting to talk to one of the counsellors there to get a 
different perspective. I taught her how to create questions based on Bloom‘s taxonomy, to use 
when she talked to the counsellor.  
 
Evaluation of the project involved multiple assessments, including a PowerPoint presentation 
and a rubric assessing the quality of the questions she created for the counsellor at the treatment 
centre.‖ 
 
For a blackline master to support independent research, see Appendix 17: Independent Study 

Planner. 
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