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A review of curriculum in social work education, of literature on social

work education for First Nations, and of a survey of twenty-three arti-

cles on social work with First Nations, as well as analysis of the traditional

orientations guiding social work education indicate the failure of social

work programs to adequately promote social justice, or to meet the needs

of First Nations students. This research adds to existing literature by

providing an overview of dominant approaches guiding curriculum in

undergraduate social work education; an analysis of the degree to which

social work education reflects Aboriginal community’s experiences and

needs; and, recommendations for changes in curriculum to better meet

the needs of First Nations people. Ultimately, social justice in social work

education requires a post-colonial foundation, and incorporates

decolonization, Aboriginal worldviews, and self-determination.

Un examen des programmes en enseignement du service social, de la

documentation sur l’enseignement du service social chez les Premières

nations et d’un survol de vingt-trois articles sur le service social et les

Premières nations, ainsi qu’une analyse des orientations traditionnelles

de l’enseignement du service social, indiquent l’échec des programmes

de service social dans la promotion de la justice sociale ou dans la sa-

tisfaction des besoins des étudiants des Premières nations. La recher-

che présentée dans l’article s’ajoute à la documentation existante en

offrant un aperçu général des approches dominantes des programmes

d’études en service social au premier cycle universitaire, une analyse

de la mesure dans laquelle l’enseignement du service social reflète les

expériences et les besoins de la collectivité autochtone et des recom-

mandations visant les modifications à apporter aux programmes d’étu-

des pour mieux combler les besoins des Premières nations. La justice

sociale dans le secteur du service social exige ultimement des fonda-

tions post-coloniales et elle doit intégrer la décolonisation, la vision du

monde autochtone et l’autodétermination.
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IntrIntrIntrIntrIntroductionoductionoductionoductionoduction

First Nations communities are striving to regain/maintain control over

their lives politically, socially, economically and culturally, and there is a

need to increase the capacity to do so. This movement is a response to

the injustices of colonialism which have undermined every aspect of

Aboriginal life in Canada. In this context, a stronger social justice frame-

work in social work education is needed to meet community needs.

Controversies regarding approaches to practice reified in baccalaureate

social work education indicate that the status quo is counter-intuitive to

the promotion of social justice, and that a social justice orientation is a

more relevant organizing principle in developing First Nations Social Work

education.

This article will add to the existing literature by addressing gaps in

social work education, as these pertain to the lived experience of Abo-

riginal people. Specifically, current ideological orientations dominant in

baccalaureate social work education will be measured against the cur-

riculum needs in First Nations Bachelor of Social Work (FNBSW) educa-

tion. The term ‘ideological orientations’ came about as a result of my

own confusion regarding “the eclectic theory base of social work…the

jumble of confusion…[and]of its present non-unified theory base...[which

has yet to attain any] sense of order” (Mullaly,1997, p.18).

In contextualizing the need for curricular changes, the tenor of

generalist social work education, of perspectives on First Nations So-

cial Work education, and, of a sample of literature on First Nations So-

cial Work will be considered. Then, the continuum between traditional

social work education, and social work education oriented towards so-

cial justice will be analyzed: an examination of traditional social work

(as exemplified by medical and problem solving models) will precede

attention to empowerment, structural, and strengths based approaches

– as manifestations of an ecological/structural orientation, and, to cul-

tural competence and anti-racist social work. Unfortunately, these mod-

els/orientations fail to adequately represent First Nations’ worldviews,

experiences or perspectives, and, a social justice orientation will be pre-

sented as the most appropriate direction for social work education; in-

fluenced by post-colonialism, self-determination, decolonization, and

Aboriginal worldviews are forwarded as critical to curriculum changes.

A few disclaimers are in order. First, given the heterogeneity of Abo-

riginal people, the views expressed here are not necessarily representa-

tive of all First Nations. Second, the terms Native, Aboriginal, First Na-

tions, tribal people and Indigenous are used interchangeably. Third, the

perspective taken here is more global – an in depth review of the differ-

ent orientations/perspectives is sacrificed in favor of an understanding
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of the overall flavor of generalist social work, as a precursor to the argu-

ment for social justice as the necessary primary orientation, versus its

current status as rhetorical idealism. Lastly, the ideas here are not meant

to discredit the efforts of those individuals who are out there working for

meaningful change.

CrCrCrCrCross-Continuums: Toss-Continuums: Toss-Continuums: Toss-Continuums: Toss-Continuums: Traditional Vraditional Vraditional Vraditional Vraditional Versus Prersus Prersus Prersus Prersus Progrogrogrogrogressive Ideasessive Ideasessive Ideasessive Ideasessive Ideas

Debates in education loosely parallel debates in social work educa-

tion. Walker and Soltis (2004) elaborate on the traditional and/or pro-

gressive aims of education—stemming most prominently from Plato,

Rousseau, and Dewey—as being either subject/knowledge centered,

student centered, or society centered, and note that “the issue seems

to be one of priorities and balance among goals and perspectives all of

which have something to contribute” (p. 37). This is in contrast to Egan’s

(1997) view that such aims are irreconcilable. Nonetheless, these vary-

ing aims are reflected in debates on every aspect of education, gener-

ally, and in social work, specifically, where what is considered traditional

and/or progressive is primarily rooted in two streams; the classic edu-

cational debates regarding subject/student/society centered approaches,

and the polarized orientations related to maladjustment versus address-

ing social ills. The degree to which social work education is subject

centered, student centered or society centered is indicative of the reified

orientations/practices: the dominance of mainstream curriculum limits

the possibility of paying attention to societal constraints which deter

real social justice.

Scoping the TScoping the TScoping the TScoping the TScoping the Terrainerrainerrainerrainerrain

Historically, social work evolved during three eras (Hick, 2006): the

first era was one of ‘moral’ reform which saw the rise of charity organi-

zations and settlement houses; the second era—‘social’ reform—influ-

enced the rise of scientific philanthropy and public welfare, as well as

“the birth of social work as a profession” (p.50); and finally, the era of

applied social science—during the post-war period—involved the ex-

pansion of social work, of professional regulatory bodies and of Schools

of Social Work.

Charity organizations and the settlement house movement reflect

the continuum of perspectives in social work today. Charity organiza-

tions, having a religious foundation, were influenced by the belief “that it

is better to help (treat) people…than to banish, punish or ostracize them”

(Heinonen and Spearman, 2001). The settlement movement – influenced

by Marxism, however, took a more systemic approach, focusing on pov-

erty, working conditions and “unhealthy living environments in industrial
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[areas] as products of the capitalistic industrial system” (ibid p.13). Cur-

rently, traditional social work, most prominently manifested in the medi-

cal and problem solving models – focuses on diagnosis/treatment, pre-

vention/cure, and delinquency/maladjustment.

Alternatively, systems and ecological theories suggest an inclina-

tion towards social justice, which is described as “fairness and equity in

the protection of civil and human rights, the treatment of individuals, the

distribution of opportunity, and the assurance of personal and economic

opportunity” (Ambrosino et al, 2001, p.562). Although this definition ap-

pears to be an adequate extension of the sentiments of the settlement

movement – in terms of social justice, the reality of Aboriginal peoples’

lives has yet to be appropriately reflected/encompassed within this ap-

parent ideal.

When you examine at close quarters the colonial con-

text, it is evident that what parcels out the world is to begin

with the fact of belonging to a given race, a given species. In

the colonies, the economic substructure is also a superstruc-

ture. The cause is the consequence; you are rich because

you are White, you are White because you are rich. This is

why Marxist analysis should always be slightly stretched

every time we have to do with the colonial problem.” (Fanon,

1963, p.40)

Furthermore, the dominance of a Eurocentric curriculum disallows

much needed change.

Curriculum Content in BaccalaurCurriculum Content in BaccalaurCurriculum Content in BaccalaurCurriculum Content in BaccalaurCurriculum Content in Baccalaureate Preate Preate Preate Preate Programsogramsogramsogramsograms

A review of core undergraduate generalist social work texts show a

limited focus on theory, or on social justice (Johnson, 1995; Hepworth et

al, 1997; Compton and Galloway, 1979, Kirst-Ashman and Hull Jr., 1997;

Hick, 2006; Ambrosino et al, 2001; Turner and Turner, 2001; Chappell,

2001; Bolaria, 2000; Lightman, 2003; Armitage, 2003). The texts do de-

lineate targeted groups such as children, youth, women, elderly, fami-

lies, minorities, Aboriginal people, and, areas of practice such as child

welfare, justice, health, rural, community, and international social work.

Regardless, the dominance of traditional approaches is evident, and a

survey of these texts indicates both the privileging of Eurocentric

worldviews, and the failure to adequately incorporate social justice per-

spectives.

Social justice imperatives are found in the growing body of literature

on culture and/or oppression (Gil, 1998; Mullaly, 2002; Sue and Sue, 1990;

Fong and Furito, 2001; James, 1996; Dei, 1996; Lum, 2000; Bishop, 1994;

Nakhaie, 1999), although there are issues specific to First Nations that
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are not adequately represented within such literature and, the extremely

limited focus on either multicultural, anti-racist or Aboriginal perspec-

tives—in curriculum—is problematic. For example, while there is an im-

provement from when Aboriginal input in baccalaureate social work edu-

cation amounted to a fifteen minute guest speaker during one course

(Demerais, 2003), there is still a long way to go.

Particularly disturbing is the fact that although students often have

such minimal awareness or knowledge of First Nations issues, they will

work with a disproportionate number of Aboriginal people. The sordid

history of Canadian/First Nations relations – residential schools, and the

60s scoop, as well as the prevalence of Aboriginal people in the criminal

justice and child welfare systems are well documented (Fournier and

Crey, 1997; Miller, 2000; Milloy, 1999; Neu and Therrien, 2003; Adams,

1995, Frideres and Gadacz, 1999); 40% of all children in care are Abo-

riginal, 20% of all inmates are Aboriginal. As well, of all people living

within Canada’s boundaries, Aboriginal people are the poorest, most

under-employed and under-educated; they have the highest rates of

suicide, HIV/AIDS and deaths due to violence; and they have the short-

est life span.

In spite of the prevalence of First Nations people requiring social

services, social work curriculum does not reflect that reality. Out of seven

Canadian universities, a survey of curriculum (Harris, 2001) shows that

six of the programs have only one three credit course that focuses on

First Nations, and that is required. Only one program has a First Nations

child welfare specialization. One other program has a strong First Na-

tions focus, as a result of extensive collaboration with the Aboriginal

communities in that area.

Additionally, students are ill prepared to address the challenges of

working in communities where suicide, addictions, and violence are major

issues. Needed skills to cope with a crisis in front line social work may

not be provided, as also evidenced by the curriculum review, which

showed that only one program provided a course on family violence,

and one program provided a course on victims of abuse. None of the

programs reviewed had a course on crisis intervention.

When I graduated from my Master’s (MSW) in social work,

which I entered immediately after I finished my bachelor’s

degree, I went to work at an Aboriginal agency. One day, I

came out of my office when I heard a big commotion. A young

man was screaming wildly, and nobody knew what to do. I

invited him to come and talk about what was happening,

and we went to an office down the hall. I foolishly followed

him in and closed the door. Then, as I was sitting at the desk,
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trying to find out what was going on, he flung his arm up-

wards, and I noticed his hand was cupped, and that he had

a home-made knife with a six inch blade protruding from his

sleeve. I immediately froze, and then felt scared to say any-

thing. I didn’t know what to do, but I wanted to get out of

from behind that closed door, so I asked him if he would like

a smoke. He said he would, so I opened the door and said

we needed to go outside. He followed me out the back door

and crumpled down on the porch. I gave him a cigarette and

a light, and he slowly started to calm down, mumbling un-

der his breath. We chatted for a while, and eventually he got

up and left. Then, I began to breathe again. (anonymous)

This individual was definitely not prepared to work with the realities

of front line social work which is the normal route for undergraduates

(never mind the fact that he also had completed a Masters’ degree).

That such a focus is needed is indicative of the difficult and crisis

oriented nature of front line social work settings with people who are

often marginalized, and, in many cases, angry. The Aboriginal commu-

nity involved in the needs assessment also spoke to the need for crisis

intervention training. Also pertinent are the seminal works of Memmi

(1965) and Fanon (1963) who have analyzed the effects of colonization.

Fanon presented psychiatric cases wherein the obscurity of events lead-

ing to ‘reactional psychosis’ led him to conclude that many cases con-

stitute a generalized response to the violence of a Manichean colonial

world. Within the context of colonialism, social work practice with First

Nations requires both an understanding of the history of First Nations/

European relations, and an ability to handle crisis situations in a sensi-

tive and helpful manner that does not simply pathologize the individual,

thus perpetuating the colonial mentality.

Perspectives on First Nations Social WPerspectives on First Nations Social WPerspectives on First Nations Social WPerspectives on First Nations Social WPerspectives on First Nations Social Work Education:ork Education:ork Education:ork Education:ork Education:

The Need For ChangeThe Need For ChangeThe Need For ChangeThe Need For ChangeThe Need For Change

Efforts to affect meaningful change in Canadian social work pro-

grams have been slow, as evidenced by the continuing call for change

over the last 25 years. Regardless, current leanings in social work edu-

cation are being challenged both nationally, and internationally.

One significant event occurred in 1982, when Audrey McLaughlin

prepared a report on Native content in curriculum, forwarding two pos-

sible avenues for change – incorporation of First Nations content into all

courses, or development of new courses. New courses would incorpo-

rate history and current trends/issues; cultural traditions and the social/

political/economic forces relating to policies/practices for Native peo-
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ple; and skills related to living in a multi-cultural environment.

As well, in a landmark event in 1986, the University of Regina hosted

a curriculum review of Native Social Work education in Canada (Stalwick,

1986), the culmination of which led to extensive recommendations for

changes to curriculum and to teaching in an Aboriginal context. Among

these recommendations were (not exclusively) the need to challenge

Eurocentrism in curriculum; to incorporate Aboriginal worldviews and

realities; to support self determination; to draw on kinship and commu-

nity strengths; and, to move beyond the social control functions of so-

cial work.

Additionally, Christensen’s (1994) comprehensive study notes that

Eurocentric biases in theoretical frameworks and practice models are

perceived when they “a) do not fit the realities of the lives of Aboriginal

people, and b) fail to recognize specific Aboriginal social work policies,

skills, practices, and experiences” (p.18). Importantly, acceptance of

Aboriginal worldviews is beginning (Pace and Smith, 1990; Castellano

et al, 1986), however, tendencies to assume superiority of mainstream

programs over innovative initiatives geared to meet community needs

are problematic.

To fast forward this discussion, a Canadian Association of Schools

of Social Work Task Force (1991) identified institutional racism in course

content; Westhues et al (2001) conducted an analysis of Canadian So-

cial Work education, calling for culturally relevant education; and, more

recently, Sinclair (2004) spoke to the deficiencies of cross-cultural edu-

cation in meeting First Nations community needs, calling for a

decolonizing approach which incorporates Aboriginal epistemology.

This brief review demonstrates the failure to adequately address

curriculum needs in Aboriginal social work education, and is echoed by

efforts among Indigenous groups in other parts of the world. In Aus-

tralia, for example, the priority of addressing Eurocentrism in social work

curriculum led to an action research project focused on indigenizing the

curriculum (Gair, et al, 2005). As well, Voss et al (2005) discuss the efforts

to alter social work education in American Tribal colleges, and make

reference to China’s efforts to indigenize curriculum. Evident is the inad-

equacy of Social Work curriculum in a variety of contexts, where Abo-

riginal people are concerned. Having generally considered mainstream

curriculum and perspectives on First Nations Social Work education, a

survey of articles is also useful.

First Nations Social WFirst Nations Social WFirst Nations Social WFirst Nations Social WFirst Nations Social Work Practice: A Review ofork Practice: A Review ofork Practice: A Review ofork Practice: A Review ofork Practice: A Review of

Published ResearPublished ResearPublished ResearPublished ResearPublished Researchchchchch

A survey of twenty-three journal articles on First Nations Social Work
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practice indicate that non-Native entry level social work programs are

the primary target, that the literature is generally practice oriented rather

than theory oriented, and there is a repetitive reiteration of the contrast-

ing values of tribal people versus mainstream society. Promising is the

call for value-based changes (points 1 and 2), yet, there is still a lack of

focus on social justice. On one hand, the articles show

1) the importance of cultural traditions and spirituality (15/23)

2) importance of kinship/communal ties (16/23)

3) explicit discussions of contrary values (11/23)

4) the need for cultural competence (12/23) versus simple

awareness (3/23)

but, there is

5) minimal call for meaningful structural change (4/23)

6) limited support for social justice (4/23) or decolonization (6/23)

7) limited explicit theoretical discourse (4/24)

While it is not assumed that this is a representative sample of academic

literature, other research validates the claim being made here. In an-

other survey of social work research on care-giving, a review of 102

research articles led to similar conclusions about the limited focus on

theoretical foundations, or on social justice (Dow and McDonald, 2003,

p. 206), and only 8/102 articles could be linked with radical social change.

As well, the authors note that social workers may be less inclined to

conduct empirical research; that the research reviewed comes from

scholarly journals that “subscribe to the dominant paradigms of positiv-

ism and interpretivism” (ibid, p.206); and that the politics of research

funding may influence what gets published- eg. empirically based re-

search which does not challenge the status quo. Grande (2000) argues

that for Aboriginal intellectuals “the game is rigged…conscripted by

academic colonialism” (p.349). However, the need to engage in and pub-

lish research incorporating critical perspectives in an Aboriginal context

is necessary to the struggle for social justice.

This short review indicates the need to engage in further analysis of

social work theory and for development of “transcendent theories of

liberation” (Grande, 2000, p.354).  Accordingly, consideration of the con-

tinuum between dominant orientations currently guiding social work

education will precede further elaboration of a paradigm which fosters

social justice.

Social WSocial WSocial WSocial WSocial Work: Dominant Orientationsork: Dominant Orientationsork: Dominant Orientationsork: Dominant Orientationsork: Dominant Orientations

Heinonen and Spearman (2001) review the broad theoretical base of

social work, and specify  focused assessment as including:

a) micro level: individuals and families – draws from cognitive theory,
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ego psychology,   crisis theory, psychiatry – DSM IV, knowledge

about family dynamics/processes

b) mezzo level: groups – theories about groups

c) macro level: large systems – structural approaches

From a systemic perspective, these authors include theories about cul-

ture, ecosystems, role theory, labeling theory, strengths perspectives,

and, Aboriginal and feminist perspectives.

An arbitrarily constructed visual conceptualization of the continuum

between traditional social work and social justice will help frame the

following discussion.

First, traditional social work, as manifested in the medical and prob-

lem solving approaches will be discussed. Then, discussion of systems/

ecological approaches – including empowerment, structuralism and

strengths based social work will precede attention to perspectives on

multi-cultural and anti-racist approaches. Lastly, a social justice orien-

tation will be presented, incorporating self-determination, decolonization,

and Aboriginal worldviews.

    Traditional

Biopsychosocial          Systems/ecological      Social justice

__   theories    __________      theories      __________Postcolonialism___

 medical model:                 empowerment               self-determination

individual change               structuralism                    decolonization

 problem solving              strengths based            Aboriginal worldviews

 -deficit based

                 cross-cultural     cultural competence   (anti-racist?)

This continuum is useful in analyzing the relationship between stated

intentions and reality in undergraduate social work education. Although

this rendering might indicate that social work education is relatively bal-

anced, the review of foundation texts in social work, of perspectives on

First Nations Social Work education, and of the survey of articles, indi-

cate that social work education clearly fails to adequately reflect aspira-

tions towards social justice. Social work education does try to balance

traditional and systems/ecological approaches, but falls short in its at-

tempts to promote social justice.

TTTTTraditional Social Wraditional Social Wraditional Social Wraditional Social Wraditional Social Work: Bio-Psycho-Social Apprork: Bio-Psycho-Social Apprork: Bio-Psycho-Social Apprork: Bio-Psycho-Social Apprork: Bio-Psycho-Social Approachesoachesoachesoachesoaches

Traditional social work involves location of problems within the bio-

logical, psychological or social functioning of the individual, family, group,

community or culture. Developmental theories, biological theories, cog-
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nitive and behavioral theories, and ego psychology are examples of theo-

ries guiding traditional social work. Two prominent approaches derived

from this theoretical base include the medical and problem solving ap-

proaches, both of which are indicative of a “pathology framework”

(Heinonen and Spearman, 2001, p.168).

Each of these approaches does have value. In the medical model,

for example, a social worker faced with a client experiencing psychosis,

or suicidal ideation, benefits from the ability to be able to—at the very

least—identify what’s happening.

Alternatively, the problem solving approach involves identification

and analysis of the problem, determining possible solutions, setting goals,

acting on goals, and evaluating the outcome, a process which is helpful

if social workers are willing to collaborate with clients in the formulation

of a problem, and the possible solutions/outcomes, as well as the proc-

ess in determining both.

However, both approaches garner criticism. First, the medical ap-

proach is criticized for its roots in science; psychologist Eduardo Duran

(Apache/Tewa) and Bonnie Duran (1995) provide a scathing critique of

science: “Objectification of science is nothing but ongoing social con-

trol and hegemony…[and] a post-colonial diagnosis for such objective

scientists would perhaps be ‘chronic and/or acute Cartesian anxiety dis-

order’” (p.7).

Secondly, Vedan (2003) notes the role of early medical social work-

ers, who relied on policing and enforcement to force adherence to health

regulations. Blatant is the control function equated with medical social

work, a model which seeks to address pathological functioning. Barnes

and Hugman (2002) point to current debates on the function of social

work as social change or social regulation, and on the ensuing focus on

micro or macro level change.

As well, the problem solving approach is also a “traditional model of

social work practice” (Heinonen and Spearman 2001, p.147), being pri-

marily “restorative in nature” (ibid, p.170).  Hart (2001) points out that in

an Aboriginal approach, restoration of harmony and balance is the goal.

Problem solving is only one part of the journey.  Alternatively, Castellano

et al (1986) point out that “social workers pursuing a time regulated,

task oriented schedule, relying on goal- centered interviews with identi-

fied [Aboriginal] clients, have been repeatedly frustrated in their attempts

to establish communication and engage clients actively in problem solv-

ing” (p.172).

Saleeby (1997) also addresses the concerns related to traditional

social work and its theoretical underpinnings

our culture is obsessed with, and fascinated by, psychopa-
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thology, victimization, abnormality, and moral and interper-

sonal aberrations...[and] social work…has not been immune

to the contagion of disease- and disorder-based thinking

(pp.4-5).

Saleeby goes on to discuss diagnostic labels, relations of power and

control, individualizing problems, cynicism towards clients, and fixation

on cures. Importantly, Saleeby does not negate the realities of pain and

suffering in approaching these topics.

Lastly, Chrisjohn (nd) vehemently objects to the ongoing colonial-

ism epitomized by the genocidal acts of the Canadian government and

by continual efforts to pathologize First Nations clients’ ‘symptoms.’

Present day symptomology found in Aboriginal peoples and

societies does not constitute a distinct psychological con-

dition, but is the well-known and long studied response of

human beings living under conditions of severe and pro-

longed oppression…pathologizing these individuals…must

be seen as another rhetorical maneuver designed to

obscure...the moral and financial accountability of Euro-Ca-

nadian society in a continuing record of crimes against hu-

manity. (p. 1of 4, online)

Chrisjohn echoes the sentiments of Franz Fanon, who described

the impact of colonialism in Algeria:

In the period of colonization when it is not contested by

armed resistance, when the sum total of harmful nervous

stimuli overstep a certain threshold, the defensive attitudes

of the natives give way and they then find themselves crowd-

ing the mental hospitals. There is thus during this calm pe-

riod of successful colonization a regular and important mental

pathology which is the direct product of oppression.

Chrisjohn also acknowledges the ramifications of residential schools,

challenging the tendency to locate problems within the individual at the

expense of facing the political realities of colonialism; there is a dire

need to politicize that which has been rendered personal. This senti-

ment leads further along the continuum in the discussion on social work,

with the shift towards recognition of external influences which affect

clients’ well-being. An ecological/systems approach, however, is still

overly-influenced by traditional social work.

Ecological/Systems ApprEcological/Systems ApprEcological/Systems ApprEcological/Systems ApprEcological/Systems Approachoachoachoachoach

Representing a move away from the traditional orientation, an eco-

logical/systems approach reflects the beginning steps towards a more

holistic orientation, but is still not enough. Nonetheless, this approach,
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and the focus on empowerment, structural and strengths based social

work will be briefly reviewed.

Systems theory is a derivative of biology, in which the body was

recognized as a system that included subsystems – such as the circula-

tory and nervous systems. “The contribution from biology to systems

theory is emphasis on the concept that the whole is greater than the

sum of its parts” (Ambrosino et al, 2001, p.59). The transference of sys-

tems theory to social work led to emphasis on “person/situation trans-

actions…the social work practitioner must strive for a full understand-

ing of the complex interactions between the client and all levels of the

social and physical system as well as the meaning that the client as-

signs to each of these interactions” (Andreae, 1996, p.605). Systems

theory’s conceptualization of micro (individual and family), mezzo (groups)

and macro (institutions/structures, etc.) areas of practice could indicate

leanings towards social justice, although there is more of a focus on

adequate functioning within current systems.

The ecological approach is also rooted in biology and involves at-

tention to ‘goodness of fit’ (Mullaly, 1997; Greene, 1994). “The emphasis

is in active participation…[While] systems theory...assumes a broader

perspective…[and] can be used to  refer to inanimate, mechanical

operations,...it can also be used to describe the functioning of a human

family” (Kirst-Ashman and Hull, 1997, p.12); an ecological approach is

viewed as more limited in its focus on “transactions in between indi-

viduals and the environment at the interface…at which [they] meet,…

[while] systems theory addresses boundaries of subsystems and the

maintenance of homeostasis or equilibrium within a system” (ibid, p.12).

Although ecological/systems perspectives are seen as more liberal

than a traditional orientation, in attending to societal issues affecting

the client, Mullaly (1997) notes that “the personal deficiency view is not

dropped completely” (p.57). The liberal view does not necessarily chal-

lenge the status quo. In fact, the focus is on restoring equilibrium, and

reducing social disorganization. With this in mind, empowerment, struc-

tural and strengths based social work models will be considered.

First, empowerment is seen as a desirable goal in social work (Kirst-

Ashman and Hull, 1997), aimed at helping “clients achieve appropriate

power” (Northen, 1995, p.10), which begs the question: what is meant

by ‘appropriate power?’ And, who decides? Heinonen and Spearman

admit that “empowerment is now a murky concept” (p.216), and there is

still the tendency to place responsibility back on the client – negatively

speaking. It is not to say that clients should not/will not be willing to

take responsibility, but that the structures/institutions become relieved

of their culpability in the current order of things. This sentiment is re-
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flected in the models’ support for self-help and mutual aid.

Resistance to the model has to do with one major issue: most of the

time, empowering clients does not mean providing the necessary re-

sources, or structural changes needed. Does society provide First Na-

tions with what they need (money, resources, land, etc – having stolen

what land and resources they did have) to be/feel empowered and to

assume control over their lives? No. Yet, First Nations are expected to

take responsibility for their own lives. Bit of a conundrum here. Taking it

to the micro level, clients are rarely asked to participate in prioritizing,

planning, designing, evaluating services, and even if they are, are the

resources they may need to participate—such child care, and bus fare—

supplied? Do enquirers give them a sense of being heard by following

through on their recommendations? Pertinent is Carr’s (2003) claim that

“most theorists have described empowerment primarily as a process

...personal transformation…is at the foundation of the process” (p.8);

Carr concludes that social workers need to recognize issues of power

and find “creative ways to share and cede power toward the common

goal of political change” (p.19). Further, Boehm and Staples (2002) con-

ducted research with consumers and practitioners, and determined that

in comparison to consumers’ expectations for tangible results, social

workers “stressed processes over outcomes” (p.458).

The second approach subsumed under the ecological/systems

framework is that of structural social work which incorporates empow-

erment within the micro and macro arenas. Deemed as more closely

aligned with radical social work and critical theory, the focus is on social

systems, not individuals; the goals are to “alleviate the negative effects

on people of an exploitive and alienating social order; and…to trans-

form the conditions and social structures that cause these negative ef-

fects” (Mullaly,1997, p.133). However, in order to realize the inclination

towards a transformative practice, it is “imperative that structural social

work develop theory and a praxis for its commitment to socialist princi-

ples” (ibid. p.137).

 While the direction of structural social work is promising, with its

roots in radical social work, critiques focus on the tendency to view

power as static; to facilitate increased understanding and collective ac-

tion, while failing to attend to, and at the expense of, the personal con-

text of peoples’ lives; and, to fail to provide guidance on how to facili-

tate meaningful change (Hart, 2001). In an Aboriginal context, the com-

plex dynamics of power play a major role, and the idea of power as

static limits the ability to confront those dynamics.

Third, strengths based social work seeks to draw on individual, fam-

ily, community and cultural strengths, which is significant to an Aborigi-
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nal context, given the communal nature of tribal societies. Heinonen

and Spearman note the emphasis on individual growth, improving qual-

ity of life, increasing problem solving abilities, and handling stress and

adversity. Hart sees this approach as congruent with Aboriginal perspec-

tives, although Voss et al (1999) suggest that the strengths based ap-

proach “resonates closely, although incompletely, with the orienting val-

ues of tribalism” (p.238). Regardless, strengths based social work is predi-

cated on the principles of empowerment, and again suggests a ten-

dency towards pushing for self-reliance without providing needed re-

sources, and a lack of willingness to participate in change.

Having reviewed the ecological/systems orientation, and the asso-

ciated approaches—empowerment, structural and strengths based—

one finds limitations, in spite of seemingly good intentions. Essentially,

this orientation (and, approaches stemming from it) doesn’t necessarily

challenge the status quo. Moving on, the next step is to consider antiracist

social work.

Cultural Competence VCultural Competence VCultural Competence VCultural Competence VCultural Competence Versus Anti-Racist Social Wersus Anti-Racist Social Wersus Anti-Racist Social Wersus Anti-Racist Social Wersus Anti-Racist Social Workorkorkorkork

As noted earlier, the survey of articles on social work practice with

First Nations showed a greater emphasis on the need for cultural com-

petence versus cultural awareness. Recognizing the minimalist approach

of simply increasing awareness, the dialogue here will move directly to

the topic of cultural competence, and then, to anti-racist social work. In

the charted continuum presented earlier, the term ‘anti-racist’ is pre-

sented in brackets because none of the 23 articles surveyed addressed

the issue head on, although data analysis from the local First Nations

community needs assessment stressed the importance of dealing with

racism. Importantly, while anti-racist social work is a critical step for-

ward, the orientation also has its limits, in relation to First Nations’ reali-

ties and experiences.

First, cultural competence does require social workers to make more

of an effort than to just become aware of differences. Seen as an “ethi-

cal imperative…[it] is an area that is receiving increasing attention”

(Weaver, 2004, p.20). Weaver, however, argued that cultural competence

has not been adequately defined, and that a stronger social justice ap-

proach is required. Research on Native Americans involved in helping

professions led to conclusions that to provide culturally competent serv-

ices, the following are needed:

a) knowledge: culture, diversity, history and contemporary reali-

ties,

b) skills: generic helping skills, containment/listening skills, culture

specific skills,



A First Nations’ Perspective on Social Justice 243

c) values and attitudes: non-judgmental/open, valuing diversity,

helper wellness, willingness to learn, social justice and caring

(p.24).

These suggestions do encourage a more active engagement in activi-

ties aimed at decreasing the cultural divide between workers and cli-

ents, but other issues must be considered.

Significant also is that racializing equity shifts attention away from

the socio-economic/political realities facing First Nations. Ultimately, do

culturally competent social workers engage in political action aimed at

reconciling the injustices of colonialism? Do they sufficiently assist in

accessing resources to enhance community visions and goals? Do they

venture into addressing the problematic of personalizing race? Gener-

ally, the answer is ‘no,’ which is why there has been a shift from cross-

cultural to anti-racist and anti-oppressive social work.

Furthermore, while anti-racist and anti-oppressive approaches con-

stitute a further step towards social justice, anti-racist discourse is largely

a reaction to the science based approach to race—to biological deter-

minism—and the assumed justifications for exploitation and subjuga-

tion based on race. Race is recognized as critical to political discourse,

and Dei (1999) expresses his concerns regarding

the denial of the significance of race in academic discourse

and practices; the open renunciation of racial differences in

social practices and action; the trend towards the use of

strictly class-based criteria in formulating social policy for

equity and justice; the call for a transracial coalition praxis

devoid of any symptoms of politics of identity; and the ma-

jority’s embrace of the argument that race-specific practices

should receive less attention in progressive political agen-

das and causes...these concerns come under what may be

termed ‘the politics of denying race and difference.’ (p.18)

Dei further alludes to the importance of connecting race and difference

with power and domination, to the perpetuation of power relations and

inequality within education, and, to the need to facilitate changes in

education. Grande, for example, describes the institutional racism as-

sociated with “having to defend American Indian history as an integral

part of ‘American’ history” (p.346).

Significantly, however, social work texts on anti-racism (Dei, 1996)

and anti-oppression (Gil, 1998; Mullaly, 2002) fail to address First Na-

tions’ issues or colonization. The exception is James’ (1996) collection

of articles, which contains 12/266 (<5%) pages of text devoted to colo-

nization and racism as these pertain to First Nations.

Third, Lynn et al (1998) also argue that, in the case of Aboriginal and
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Torres Strait Islanders, current approaches are insufficient because:

The ethnic sensitive approach treats culture as fixed and

static, tending to stereotype whole cultures. Both ‘ethnic sen-

sitive’ and ‘anti-racist’ practice reflect a monocultural view

of society…[and]operate from a reductive and deficit

notion…[ignoring] the complexity of class, gender, ability,

and sexuality for the black person. (p.6)

These authors also mention that an appropriate social justice frame-

work requires inclusion of: decolonization, community reconstructions

and revitalization, and spiritual liberation.

Additionally, a study of 117 social work practice articles, focusing

on minority groups and Aboriginals, found that “the social work profes-

sion [is] naïve and superficial in its anti-racist practice” (McMahon and

Allen-Meares, 1992, p.537). These authors suggest that proposing sim-

ple awareness constitutes a racist attitude which perpetuates the nor-

malization of oppression, and that a far more proactive stance is re-

quired in social work.

One final note regards the importance of addressing racism in social

work education. A needs assessment conducted in a local First Nations

community stressed the need to develop skills for dealing with racism in

their community (Harris, 2003). Racist federal legislation of Aboriginal

identity—wherein the federal government dictates who is/is not legally

‘Indian’—led to complex and divisive internal conflicts and racism within

Aboriginal communities, although the development of skills to address

such issues is extremely limited in undergraduate coursework. Thus,

anti-racist and anti-oppressive approaches still fall short in attending to

the realities of Tribal people.

PrPrPrPrPreliminary Conclusions: Areliminary Conclusions: Areliminary Conclusions: Areliminary Conclusions: Areliminary Conclusions: Are We We We We We There There There There There Ye Ye Ye Ye Yet?et?et?et?et?

At this juncture, it is easy to see that there is little in the record that

unequivocally demonstrates a significant social justice orientation in

social work OR in social work education. Overall, this review indicates

that

a) social work is burdened with struggles relevant to traditional or

progressive educational aims, and with an unjustifiable favoritism

for traditional orientations in social work versus social justice

orientations,

b) the traditional orientation is one that: locates problems within

the individual, family, community or culture; is focused on fixing

whatever is wrong with them; and seeks to increase functioning

within established norms, but may not provide needed skills for

dealing with the realities of frontline social work.
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c) seemingly middle of the road social work guided by systems/

ecological theories purport to seek change external to the cli-

ent, but inherently reflect traditional social work orientations in

the failure to challenge the status quo,

d) cultural competence is favored among some authors, and al-

though anti-racism and oppression are a more positive step to-

wards social justice, none of these are sufficient to an under-

standing of, and preparation for working in, a First Nations’ con-

text,

e) cohesive theoretical discourse is lacking,

f) students are not adequately prepared to work with First Nations,

g)  First Nations students’ needs cannot be met within the current

milieu,

h) there is an absence of attention to meaningful structural change,

and limited support for social justice orientations and

decolonization,

i) spirituality and culture, and kinship/communal ties, are relevant

to First Nations social work practice, and to curriculum in social

work education.

Spirituality and culture; kinship/ communal ties; and decolonization, are

also relevant to a social justice framework that would better reflect the

needs of First Nations communities, as will be evident in the discussion

of social justice.

Shifting Orientations: FrShifting Orientations: FrShifting Orientations: FrShifting Orientations: FrShifting Orientations: From Rhetoric to Realityom Rhetoric to Realityom Rhetoric to Realityom Rhetoric to Realityom Rhetoric to Reality

The answers lie in facing up to the colonial past, in tak-

ing responsibility for it, and in collective commitment to res-

titution and to a new non-colonial, mutual and negotiated

relationship between Aboriginal and immigrant peoples.

Facing up to the past means owning all of our history, rather

than perpetuating the myth of White settlers creating civili-

zation in uncharted wilderness. (Green, 1996, online)

So far, what is evident is that the rhetoric of ‘social justice’ has yet to

become a significant reality in social work education and practice. Ar-

ticulation of social justice imperatives need to be further developed within

social work education, and such efforts need to incorporate perspec-

tives which reflect the experiences and realities of First Nations, although

Castellano et al (1986) noted the difficulty educators have in acknowl-

edging “the inadequacy of current theory and teaching resources to

educate First Nations students…[and in committing] to develop the per-

sonnel, materials, and theoretical underpinnings of a challenging new

specialty” (p.175).



246 Barbara Harris

Currently, however, a social justice orientation rooted in post-colo-

nial discourse is critical. Social justice in an Aboriginal context can be

viewed as

awakening in a house with an adequate water supply, cook-

ing facilities and sanitation. It is the ability to nourish your

children and send them to a school where their education

not only equips them for employment but reinforces their

knowledge and appreciation of their cultural inheritance. It

is the prospect of genuine employment and good health; a

life of choices and opportunity, free from discrimination. (Lynn

et al, 1998, pp.85-86)

This rendering of social justice, in the Canadian context, would be ex-

panded to include decolonization from the ideologies/institutions/poli-

cies which perpetuate colonial domination, privileging Aboriginal

worldviews, and enhancing self-determination. There must also be rea-

sonable restitution/redress for all that was taken/stolen from First Na-

tions people. ‘Reasonable’ in this instance partially includes compensa-

tory efforts that would truly elevate the current status of Aboriginal peo-

ple to, at the barest minimum, that of Canadians – in terms of social,

health, economy, and resources, etc.

Importantly, because the colonial relationship between Europeans

and colonized countries is at the root of the current plight of Aboriginal

people around the world, post-colonialism must be the paradigm upon

which a social justice orientation is built. In effect, post-colonial per-

spectives get to the heart of the matter and are viewed as the appropri-

ate reference point for social work education. Post-colonialism does not

represent a time after colonialism; Battiste (2004) describes post-colo-

nialism as:

an aspiration, a hope not yet achieved,…a strategy that re-

sponds to experiences of colonization and imperialism. As

a critique it is about rethinking the conceptual, institutional,

cultural, legal and other boundaries that are taken for granted

and assumed universal, but act as structural barriers.… (p.1)

Ashcroft et al (2002) see it as a way of addressing the impact of coloni-

alism, thus we begin at the beginning, and consider decolonization.

DecolonizationDecolonizationDecolonizationDecolonizationDecolonization

Decolonization is a process which everyone needs to engage in.

Alfred (1999) agrees, pointing out that

challenging mainstream society to question its own struc-

tures, its acquisitive individualistic value system, and the false

premises of colonialism is essential if we are to move be-
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yond the problems plaguing all our societies, Native and

White, and rebuild relations between our peoples. (p.21)

Native American social workers and social work students have also ar-

gued for social justice, and decolonization “which involves recognizing,

then shedding, the mindset associated with colonial processes by which

one culture subjugates another and defines it as inferior” (Weaver, 1999,

p.222). Decolonization means uprooting the internalized hegemony and

Euro-centrism—permeating our societies—that dominates our minds/

our spirits/our actions/our relationships; ‘our’ in this sense, refers to

everyone.

Displacing systemic discrimination against Indigenous peo-

ples created and legitimized by the cognitive frameworks of

imperialism and colonialism remains the single most crucial

cultural challenge facing humanity. (Battiste, 2002, p.89)

Battiste also speaks to the healing that can occur through facing the

realities of colonialism, and through taking corrective action.

What’s important is that it is not about throwing the baby out with

the bath water; we must be able to draw on the strengths of each life

world, on what they have to bring to the table, and on what can facilitate

harmony and just relations. This is in keeping with a traditional Aborigi-

nal belief that everyone has important contributions to make within the

‘circle of life’. Shifting from the domination of Western world-views—

through incorporation of traditional Aboriginal perspectives—will have

an enormous impact in finding the balance needed to set things right.

Lastly, Alfred speaks to a level of accountability extended to all of

humanity, and further suggests that the

value of the Indigenous critique of the Western worldview

lies not in the creation of false dichotomies but in the insight

that the colonial attitudes and structures imposed on the

world by Europeans are not manifestations of an inherent

evil: they are merely reflections of White society’s understand-

ing of its own power and relationship with nature. (p.21)

Schools of Social Work are a natural site for engaging in the decolon-

ization process, given their spoken interest in social justice, and a will-

ingness/commitment to engage in challenging the dominant order can

be transformative; hooks (1994) and Joseph, et al, (2000) speak to the

fears/challenges associated with going down this road, but such efforts

are needed, and can open the way for different ways of being/doing/

thinking/ feeling. Thus the importance of incorporating Aboriginal

worldviews in curriculum.
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Privileging Aboriginal WPrivileging Aboriginal WPrivileging Aboriginal WPrivileging Aboriginal WPrivileging Aboriginal Worldviews in Social Worldviews in Social Worldviews in Social Worldviews in Social Worldviews in Social Workorkorkorkork

EducationEducationEducationEducationEducation

Given that the need to decenter Western epistemology (in favor of

Aboriginal worldviews/epistemology) has been previously discussed

(Harris, 2006) a brief discussion relevant to curriculum will be the focus

here. Significant is the need to incorporate Aboriginal epistemology as

reflected in the spiritual/ecological worldview. That such an education

can benefit both mainstream and First Nations students has been ex-

plored, with positive findings.

Aboriginal epistemology is rooted in a spiritual/ecological framework.

As mentioned earlier, close to 2/3’s of the articles surveyed supported

ceremonial healing practices, and the need for including spirituality in

social work. Dei (2002) and Baskin (2005) also argue for spirituality and

spiritual learning in education. Although tribal medicine is the founda-

tion of current medicine (Weatherford, 1988), healing practices among

tribal peoples are undervalued by mainstream, and efforts to incorpo-

rate knowledge of ceremony and traditional healing are also hindered

by issues of power and of differing perspectives on health and healing.

Letendre (2002) argues that Aboriginal medicine is integral to Aboriginal

culture, society, spirituality, ceremony, and philosophy; that Aboriginal

people’s conception of health and healing are more holistic – versus the

fragmented approach of Western medicine; and that the power dynamic

epitomized within the doctor/patient relationship is absent in Aboriginal

cultures, where healers call upon the Creator for healing. Finding ways

to centralize such understandings will have a positive impact as West-

ern social work moves away from its characteristic fragmentation, and

from elevating the professional to the typically authoritarian role in health

and healing.

Also important is that Aboriginal perspectives on ecology exceed

the understanding of ecological social work, which focuses only on re-

lationships between people – tribal understanding extends to all of crea-

tion, and involves the need for respect, and for right action (Harris, 2006).

Social work educators will benefit society as whole by fostering this

understanding about the relationship between people and all aspects of

the world they live in by acknowledging the dire impact of illusions about

controlling the environment; and by teaching skills for proactive ap-

proaches to environmental issues.

Fundamental as well is the importance of kinship/communal net-

works, which contrasts the individualism of Western society. Embracing

such an orientation would lead to increased possibilities to enter into

collaborative relationships steered by community visions and goals,
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culture and worldviews, and, to draw on community strengths in ways

that can lead to social change, versus simply helping them to cope with/

adjust to the dominant society. Accordingly, models of community de-

velopment need to be incorporated in social work education more promi-

nently. This sentiment was also expressed in the local community needs

assessment, as was the need to facilitate skills and approaches which

are more family/extended family oriented.

Incorporation of Aboriginal epistemology requires a dynamic ap-

proach to curriculum, given the diversity of First Nations communities.

Each community must provide its own cultural foundation, as Aboriginal

epistemology is place-based – the intimate relationship with the land

requires that educators be willing to engage in curriculum development

that is ever evolving, and transforms itself in relation to the community

being served. Zapf (n/d) points out that mainstream “may slowly be com-

ing to terms with the neglected concept of space” (p. 149) and, that the

inclusion of Elders and tribal knowledge are a largely untapped resource.

Restructuring curriculum in this context requires flexibility, open

mindedness, and the willingness to suspend judgment/ authority in favor

of reciprocal learning/teaching relationships.

Lastly, research into students’ perspectives on the incorporation of

Aboriginal epistemology show favorable results. Baskin (2005) sought

feedback from both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal students on the in-

corporation of Aboriginal worldviews in social work education. Aborigi-

nal students felt that what was beneficial was

a) learning more about the worldviews - which were not passed on

to them

b) increased interest in their own identities

c) the sense of belonging, and increased motivation

d) the relevance to their lives/future work

e) recognition of the validity of these worldviews

f) exposure to Aboriginal role models/leaders/educators

g) that such learning is necessary in regaining autonomy

Non-Aboriginal students felt that incorporating Aboriginal worldviews

is essential because

a) over-representation of Aboriginal people in many areas of prac-

tice

b) concentrations of Aboriginal people in urban areas

c) better understanding of importance of identity

d) relevant to purpose of healing

e) facilitates inclusiveness, understanding of interconnectedness

f) facilitates proper understanding of history

g) can facilitate healing in Aboriginal/non-Aboriginal relations
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That culture and spirituality are important is also evidenced by the

results of the community needs assessment – wherein culture consti-

tuted one of the main theme areas, and by inclusion in the Apache train-

ing - which incorporates all of the factors mentioned in this section.

Furthermore, such efforts need to be positively linked with Aboriginal

self-determination.

Self-DeterminationSelf-DeterminationSelf-DeterminationSelf-DeterminationSelf-Determination

Self-determination, within an individualistic mainstream context, hints

at the traditional social work orientation, in that there may be more of a

focus on self-responsibility, while relieving those in power of their fiduci-

ary obligations to First Nations. Thus, an Aboriginal perspective of self-

determination is important. “The collective struggle for Indigenous self-

determination is truly a fight for freedom and justice…[and] there is more

to justice than equity” (Alfred, 1999, pp.xi & xv). Alfred mentions the

right to the same standard of living as Canadians have, but further adds

the importance of acknowledging the Nation to Nation relationship be-

tween Aboriginal People and Canada; “to deny their nationhood is to

accept the European genocide of 500 years” (Alfred, p.xv).

Additionally, the Assembly of First Nations (n/d, online) argues that

not only have First Nations right to self-government largely been de-

nied, but the federal government has failed to provide comparable serv-

ices, or to fulfill their legal fiduciary obligations. In this regard, Human

Rights legislation (Chrisjohn, 1994) and the inherent rights of Aboriginal

people, as well as the rights enshrined in the Constitution Acts, in trea-

ties, and in areas where treaties have not been concluded, are funda-

mental to a relevant curriculum. Contextualizing these issues requires

knowledge of the historical relations between the colonists and First

Nations.

Secondly, the political context of working in Aboriginal communities

that are achieving (or have achieved) self-government, or, are working

towards self-determination should be more prominent in curriculum.

Castellano, Stalwick and Wein (1986) note that Aboriginal students are

centrally involved in effecting structural change… Prepara-

tion to work effectively in the organizational, political, and

cultural context of Native social work requires an educa-

tional experience substantially different from that offered in

standard programs. ( p.173)

The White Cloud Apache Child Protection Service Training Curriculum

(Gonzales-Santin, 1992), for example, incorporates tribal and federal leg-

islation and legal issues, tribal protocols, and tribal community practice

in policing, government, case management, supervision and adminis-
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tration. In the Canadian context, this is barely, if at all addressed in so-

cial work education, and students are ill-prepared for the complexities

of such an environment.

It is also important to recognize that Aboriginal students often come

into social work education with extensive experience in their field, un-

like mainstream undergraduates. So there are two issues: one is the

need to draw on that expertise, and the other, is that both Aboriginal

and non-Aboriginal students will likely ascend to greater levels of au-

thority much more quickly if they are working for First Nations commu-

nities, and entry level social work programs may not be providing the

skills for working in contexts where their authority may accelerate at

such rates, although the First Nations students are already working in

that context. This was reflected in the local needs assessment, and the

extensive elaboration on the need for a multitude of administrative skills.

Thirdly, that self-determination is fundamental is evident in Chan-

dler and Lalonde’s (n/d, online) comprehensive and ongoing research

on suicide in British Columbia’s almost 200 First Nations communities.

Communities that have achieved a measure of self-govern-

ment, that were quick off the mark to litigate for Aboriginal

title to traditional lands, that promote women in positions of

leadership, that have supported the construction of facili-

ties for the preservation of culture, and that have worked to

gain control over their own civic lives (i.e., control over health,

education, policing, and child welfare services) have no youth

suicides, and low to absent adult suicide rates. (n/d, online)

This is in comparison to communities where rates of youth suicide are at

least five times higher than in mainstream. Conclusions of these find-

ings include support for lateral knowledge sharing between Aboriginal

communities, versus the top down approach found in mainstream policy,

practice and education, and, the need to recognize the diversity of Abo-

riginal people, wherein there can be no ‘one size fits all approach.’ Re-

flection on these remarks suggests that while students are not adequately

prepared to deal with suicide, violence, or other crises, any effort to

effect change must be linked with a social justice framework that facili-

tates self-determination, reflects diversity, and institutionalizes non-Eu-

ropean worldviews, while deconstructing the hegemonic knowledge base

which deters progress.

Fourth, the dependency derived from the paternalistic relationship

between First Nations and the federal government needs to be seriously

considered. Government control over Aboriginal people, and their lands,

resources, as well as the policies and practices in the social service

sectors, undermines and essentially denies Aboriginal people their right
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to self determination – while at the same time, granting it to the domi-

nant society (Alfred, 1999). And again, we find a contradiction: main-

stream wants Aboriginal people to take responsibility for their lives, but

denies self-determination. Further to this issue, it is important to remem-

ber the comment made at the beginning of the section on social justice;

restitution is critical, and substantial efforts are required to return enough

of what was taken to actually achieve self-determination. The band-aid

attempts to resolve the current situation have failed, in practically every

arena of Aboriginal life.

Last, but not least, “usurping the right to self-definition is a funda-

mental aspect of usurping the power of the group from whom this right

has been removed” (Harris, 2004, p.11), and Alfred speaks to the link

between identity and power, as do Mullaly (2002) and Dei (1999 and

1996); the legislation of Aboriginal identity is another form of denying

self-determination, and must be addressed.

ConclusionConclusionConclusionConclusionConclusion

The intention here was to evaluate the relevance of undergraduate

social work curriculum, a process which leads to recognition of a) the

failure to ‘walk the talk’ and demonstrate congruence between stated

goals and reality in social work education, b) the definite need to de-

velop theories/foundations which more adequately reflect social justice,

and the experience of tribal peoples, c) the need to centre social justice

education in a post-colonial paradigm, d) the importance of these fac-

tors in preparing non-Aboriginal students to work with First Nations,

and e) the importance of these changes in meeting the requirements of

First Nations students seeking social work degrees.

Significantly, the structure of and curriculum in undergraduate so-

cial work programs fails to reflect a strong focus on social justice, which

summarily amounts to mere rhetoric, as there is extremely limited

coursework on issues pertaining to culture, race, or the First Nations

context, and even more limited focus (if any) on challenging the status

quo, let alone addressing colonialism. The issues discussed are a result

of surveying core undergraduate social work texts, and literature on social

work, social work education, or social work with First Nations.

Secondly, Aboriginal people are under-represented in higher educa-

tion, in employment, in politics, in the economy, and in decision making

regarding services for their communities, but are over-represented in

jails, and child welfare, in addition to facing the lowest levels of health

and well being (Frideres and Gadasz, 1999), yet there is a lack of com-

mitment to ensuring that the social work curriculum represents the popu-

lation being served. One could argue that First Nations constitute only a
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small percentage of people living on the land called Canada, but people

relying on services of social workers are not a representative group of

this larger population. As well, the social, political, and economic reali-

ties of working with this group are only minimally addressed.

The discussion is preliminary at best, and there are many issues/

ideas that have not been addressed, or that need to be further devel-

oped. As an example, the discussion of process versus outcomes has

been attended to in feminist literature, which attributes outcomes based

perspectives as consistent with traditional modes of helping in social

work at the expense of attention to process (Van den Berg and Cooper,

1986), and, in Aboriginal social work, it’s all about relations (Harris, 2006).

Nevertheless, we need to balance outcomes and processes in ways that

facilitate meaningful change. Another pertinent element is the role of

ethical standards, as these pertain to working in the ‘best interests of

the client’ both in social work and social work education. Failing to make

the kinds of changes proposed here indicates, minimally, a failure to

meet ethical standards.

Regardless of such limitations in this work, a number of recommen-

dations can be derived from the above review. In summary,

a)   social work education must shift towards progressive aims in

taking more subject/society centered approaches to educating

both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal social workers, and with-

draw from the hegemonic subject/knowledge centered approach,

b)    social work with First Nations and social work education need

to become more congruent with stated intentions of social jus-

tice and to more appropriately reflect an ecological foundation

that expands beyond the current person-in-environment per-

spective,

c)    course materials need to be developed that forward social jus-

tice as a central foundation (versus an add-on topic) predicated

on a post-colonial paradigm,

d)    social work education needs to reflect stated aims in the actual

structure of programs,

e)   the balance between traditional social work and social justice

orientations must better prepare students for the realities of the

populations to be served, and balance the specific needed skills

to address immediate concerns of clients with skills to promote/

enhance social justice, linking the two in education, and in every-

day practice,

f)     anti-racist social work must be more proactive and inclusive of

the political realities of identity politics, and of federal policy,

regarding Aboriginal identity, but must also prepare students to
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deal with the complex and destructive dynamics of racism

g)   a social justice framework requires a willingness to challenge the

status quo, and to address the hegemony that predominates,

by participating in and fostering decolonization,

h)    a social justice framework requires the incorporation of Aborigi-

nal worldviews, of the spiritual/ecological approach to life, and

of (not exclusively) cultural traditions/beliefs/practices, as re-

flected in the inclusion of spirituality, family/community ap-

proaches to practice,

 i)  a social justice framework requires incorporating the social,

historical and political context of Aboriginal self determination,

and proactive skills for supporting and enhancing such goals,

j)   restitution is critical, and any transformative efforts must be

inclusive and supportive of such issues

k)    social work educators must be willing to engage in further de-

velopment of the ideas being proposed here, both in dialogue

and in research.

The ideas here are by no means meant to render a utopian vision of

social work education, which would be naïve at best. Instead, it is a call

to educators, and to Schools of Social Work, to commit to a process

aimed at real social justice.
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