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Abstract
Historically, the inequitable funding for First Nations schools in comparison to funding for
provincial schools has been an issue from the time of early day schools, to residential schools in
which students worked half a day to tend to crops in order to grow food for consumption by
students and staff, and to present day where band-managed schools still experience lack of
funding. Similarly, the lower salary levels for teachers in federal and today in First Nationsmanaged schools has been identified as a significant issue related to teacher retention. The
purpose of this research was to identify current factors affecting teacher recruitment and
retention in present day First Nations’ managed schools. In this paper we report on one case
study comparing funding and teacher retention in one provincial school system and schools in
one Tribal Council in Saskatchewan.
Keywords: funding; First Nations schools; administration; teacher recruitment; teacher
retention
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Teacher Recruitment and Retention in Select First Nations Schools
The school improvement movement, widely embraced by educational practitioners both
nationally and internationally, has featured an embedded emphasis on assessment of meaningful
student learning and academic achievement (Purinton, 2011; Harris, 2003). Ongoing research
toward better understanding student learning has revealed that there are persistent academic
achievement gaps for some groups of students (Fullan, 2005; Blankstein, 2004), and in 2000 and
2004, the Auditor General also noted this educational achievement gap between First Nations
and non-First Nations students. Historically, First Nations students have experienced
significantly lower levels of educational achievement and attainment than non-First Nations
students (White, Maxim, & Spence, 2004; Wotherspoon, 2006). Systemic issues which affect
student achievement must be addressed in order to improve the educational processes and
maximize educational outcomes for Aboriginal people (Helin, 2006; Poelzer, 2009). Teacher
recruitment and retention, closely connected with teacher efficacy, are considered as causal
factors that influence the quality of student learning and educational achievement. Teacher
recruitment and retention are critical factors affecting the delivery of quality educational services
in rural and remote areas including reserve schools.
Though research in support of claims regarding explicit teacher retention—student
achievement link is not substantive, teacher retention has been identified as a key determinant of
student learning outcomes. Issues pertaining to teacher recruitment and retention have become
pressing for educational policy makers in recent years. Typically, concerns about attracting and
retaining teachers have been associated with economic matters of supply and demand; it is
considered necessary to maintain an adequate flow of teachers into expanding and diversifying
systems of education (BTEC, 2007; McDonald, 2001; Wayne, 2000). Teacher recruitment and
retention, however, is a multi-faceted, complex issue, and educational administrators in a variety
of contexts, including First Nations schools, struggle to attract and keep teachers for myriad
reasons.
The purpose of this paper is to investigate teacher recruitment and retention in select First
Nations schools in Saskatchewan with particular focus on compensation—teacher salaries and
benefits. The analyses presented here with respect to underlying structures and practices that lead
to teacher attrition in First Nation schools must be tempered by acknowledgement and discussion
of those schools which were performing well in terms of teacher retention practices. Of the
schools participating in our research, two of the seven exhibited relatively low teacher attrition
over a 4-year period and exhibited signs of educational stability across several areas. In one of
these schools, the average teacher salary was the highest of all the schools under study, and leave
and benefits arrangements, while not quite meeting Saskatchewan provincial norms, were both
provided for and consistent across most domains. The other school demonstrating reasonable and
consistent teacher retention rates was among the closest to provincial grids with respect to salary,
sick leave, pension, life insurance, and health and dental benefits. In this school, teacher
compensation packages were reported to have been consistent over many years, and respondents
that provided data for the researchers indicated that the First Nation school was committed to
achieving educational stability. Both successful schools exhibited a significant level of local
board control of education and managed their schools similar to schools within other educational
jurisdictions.
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Context
Prior to consideration of our study into the salient teacher recruitment and retention issues in
select First Nation schools, it is essential to understand the broader context informed by
historical factors in the delivery of Western education services for and within First Nations
communities. Since the arrival of newcomers, the delivery of Western education services for
First Nations students has been a matter of both concern and ongoing conflict (Charters-Voght,
1999). The British North America Act of 1867 (see Creighton, 1970) created two separate
education systems in Canada: (a) provincial authority for education within their boundaries, and
(b) federal jurisdiction for First Nations education. In 1876, the federal government enacted the
Indian Act which outlined Canada’s administrative responsibilities for First Nation education.
Constitutionally, First Nations were excluded from developing and delivering educational policy
and practice for their own people (White & Peters, 2009). This formal and legal exclusion
resulted in the development of distinctly European, ethnocentric education systems for First
Nations people that “reflected the European linguistic and religious beliefs of the settlers” (CarrStewart, 2011, p. 75). Residential and missionary schools became the standard model for
educating and assimilating First Nations students (White & Peters, 2009): Such colonial
initiatives constituted “dramatic failures in policy” that precipitated significant challenges
(Steeves, 2009, p. 22).
Indian Control of Indian Education
Only in the last quarter of the 20th century did First Nations people regain input into their
children’s education (Barman, Hebert, & McCaskill, 1986; Battiste & Barman, 1995). The
catalyst for change and the transferring of administrative responsibility for education from the
federal government to First Nations was the National Indian Brotherhood’s (NIB) Indian Control
of Indian Education (1972). The latter document was a statement of First Nation educational
philosophy and values. It was submitted to the Government of Canada in response to the federal
government’s, 1969 White Paper which proposed the repeal of the Indian Act and treaties agreed
to between the Crown and First Nations, and the transfer of services for First Nations people
from the federal government to provincial governments (White & Peters, 2009). The Indian
Control of Indian Education document affirmed “the right of First Nations people to educate
their own children” (Charters-Voght, 1999, p. 69). The NIB document was adopted in principle
by the federal government which undertook to transfer school management responsibilities to
First Nations. This was accomplished within existing budgets, policies, and federal guidelines.
Today, First Nations in Saskatchewan administer education programs and schools at the local
level and have developed educational governance and organizational structures in support of
such activity. Tribal Councils within the province deliver, to varying degrees, second level
educational services, such as special education. Funding arrangements between Canada and First
Nations are usually for the duration of 1- to 3-year agreements. The financial levels and services
to be provided are established by federal funding formulas and for the last decade have been tied
to volume increase (in students) and a 2% price increase. Funding transfers, from the federal
government through the Department of Indian Affairs to First Nations who manage educational
services on Canada’s behalf, have not addressed the historical disparity in teacher salaries
between teachers employed in provincial schools and those employed in schools located on
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reserves. Furthermore, lack of or limited pension and benefits funding, due to limited federal
transfers, continues to detract from employment in First Nations schools.
Research Context and Objectives
This study was part of a broader study previously initiated for the purpose of examining
relationships between second level funding and improved student learning in First Nations
schools. An unanticipated outcome emerged from the first study when interviewees and focus
group participants indicated that critical issues associated with teacher recruitment and retention
had largely been ignored. Furthermore, participants in the initial study indicated that teacher
attrition had a persistently negative impact on educational outcomes for Aboriginal students in
their community-administered schools. Our research objectives were to explore and to better
understand the teacher recruitment and retention in First Nations schools. The research agenda
grew to include an aim to explore issues of teacher recruitment and retention and associated
impacts on student achievement.
Research Method
Descriptive evidence was collected that allowed researchers to accurately characterize current
conditions regarding the factors contributing to teacher attrition/retention in our sample of First
Nations schools. Documentary material was solicited from seven First Nations administered
schools in Saskatchewan, including documents reflecting teacher recruitment methods, teacher
qualifications, staff turn-over rates, salary levels, contract arrangements, leave provisions,
benefits, and professional development provisions. In the process of data collection, the
researchers also corresponded verbally with school administrators in order to elicit pertinent
contextual details with respect to the documentary items. It should be noted that the schools were
of varying sizes and employed anywhere between two and 21 teachers each.
Literature Review: Teacher Retention, Teaching Efficacy, and Student Achievement
A vigorous history of research with respect to teacher recruitment, retention, and attrition does
much to inform our current inquiry. Attrition in the teaching profession has been “viewed as an
impediment to the educational, social, cultural and economic goals of schools and communities”
(Macdonald, 1999, p. 841). High rates of teacher attrition precede increases in system spending
on teacher recruitment and training, as well as significant administrative human resource time
(Ghere & York-Barr, 2007; Kukla-Acevedo, 2009). A well-established research tradition in
education has brought to bear many general studies that have focused on determining why
teachers are attracted to, and stay at, schools, as well as isolating school and community factors
that contribute to teacher retention and attrition. Researchers have long speculated about
determinants of teacher turn-over, including: (a) teacher characteristics such as sex, age,
ethnicity, cumulative education, experience, level of preparation, stage of career, job satisfaction,
personal health, and marital status; (b) school characteristics such as location, community
conditions, student/teacher ratio, class sizes, pay structure, compensation offered, availability of
mentorship opportunities, and public or private status; and (c) student characteristics such as
socio-economic class, individual behavioural issues, level of academic advantage, level of
parental support, living conditions, attitudes toward school, and family responsibilities (Guarino,
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Satibanez, Daley, & Brewer, 2004; Ingersoll, 2001; Kukla-Acevedo, 2009; Macdonald, 1999;
Stinebrickner, 1998). Organizational determinants of teacher attrition have also been
demonstrated, including workplace conditions such as behavioural climate, administrative
support to teachers, and amount of teacher input in decision making (Ingersoll, 2001; KuklaAcevedo, 2009). However, it is only recently that educational researchers have begun to
speculate about relationships between teacher effectiveness, retention at particular schools, and
associated educational outcomes for students.
Studies have indicated substantial variance in student achievement outcomes that
correlate with differences among teachers, confirming that teacher effects on student
achievement are significant (Nye, Konstantopoulos, & Hedges, 2004). In any given year,
“students are deflected upward or downward from their expected growth trajectory by virtue of
the classrooms to which they are assigned” (Rowan, Correnti, & Miller, 2002). Further, when
students are subject to ineffective teaching year after year, they demonstrate significantly lower
achievement gains than those students assigned to effective teachers in subsequent years
(Darling-Hammond, 2000). Effective teaching, then, clearly influences student learning and
over-all quality of educational outcomes.
Several widely assumed variables, or characteristics, of effective teaching have been
investigated, among them cumulative years of teaching experience. Studies have indicated a
relationship between increased years of service and parallel increases in teacher effectiveness
(Brown, Molfese, & Molfese, 2010; Darling-Hammond, 2000; Nye et al., 2004). It is widely
accepted that teachers with less than 5 years experience are typically less effective than those
with 5 or more years experience (Croninger, King Rice, Rathbun, & Nishio, 2007; DarlingHammond, 2000). Some of the most compelling evidence with respect to teacher experience
indicates dramatic increases in pupils’ reading comprehension when students are paired with
more experienced teachers (Croninger et al., 2007; Rockoff, 2004). Additionally, longitudinal
evidence suggests that, if schools focus on recruiting and retaining experienced teachers, they
could expect substantial increases in student achievement (Greenwald, Hedges, & Laine, 1996).
Teacher quality is positively correlated with student learning outcomes, and teacher
experience is linked to teacher quality. If schools are subject to high rates of teacher attrition,
particularly among those who are less experienced, a likely consequence for the school will
result: cohorts of perpetually inexperienced teachers. This in turn increases likelihood that
students will be subjected to less effective teaching in more than one school year, thus
compromising the quality of long-term student achievement. Maximizing efforts to recruit
teachers and maintain experienced ensures not only appropriate staffing of a professional
workforce, but contributes to the maintenance of high quality educational outcomes.
Challenges to Teacher Retention in First Nations Schools
In Saskatchewan, recruiting and retaining teaching professionals in First Nations schools has
been identified as uniquely challenging due to contextual features manifest in these particular
settings (McDonald, 2001; McNinch, 1994; Monk, 2007; Wotherspoon, 2006). Several parallel
issues constitute implicit indicators, including a lack of teacher experience and appropriate
training (Monk, 2007), inconsistencies in hiring practices (McNinch, 1994; Monk, 2007), lack of
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job security and comprehensive benefits packages (McNinch, 1994; Monk, 2007), teacher
isolation and transition difficulties within the context of rural communities (Collins, 1999).
Furthermore, cultural, linguistic, and social factors may be faced by new teachers in rural and
remote areas (Monk, 2007). According to Monk (2007), in rural schools (many First Nations
schools would be classified as rural schools) “working conditions are problematic, student needs
are great, support services are limited, and professional support networks are inadequate” (p.
167).
Definitive links between teacher retention and student achievement outcomes in First
Nations schools have not yet been demonstrated in published research. However, it is reasonable
to assume that teacher attrition from these schools, as in other schools, has a negative effect on
student achievement. The most compelling piece of evidence regarding this link has emerged
from studies of teacher effectiveness, which has been positively correlated with increases in
student achievement regardless of school effectiveness levels (Chell, Steeves, & Sackney, 2009;
Rowe, 2007). Teachers represent the component of public education that is closest to the student;
in other words, teachers have more direct impact on student experience than any one other
school-bound factor (Brucato, 2005; Rowe, 2007). Some researchers have suggested that the
teacher is more central to student achievement outcomes than external family and community
influences (Darling-Hammond, 2000). Turn-over of teachers from school year to school year,
and sometimes during the year, has significant impact on students. In a study focussed on special
education, Ghere and York-Barr (2007) argued that students experience considerable losses due
to teacher attrition; students are the educational stakeholders who are most profoundly influenced
by disruptions in program continuity and the severed relationships with caring adults caused by
teacher departure.
An association between duration of teacher appointments (retention rates) and teacher
effectiveness has, to date, also not been demonstrated in relevant research. However, it is
difficult to imagine such effectiveness being achieved without teachers being retained in schools
for a significant enough time to develop positive relationships and establish trust within the
school community. Trust is a relational dynamic developed over time as stakeholders grow to
understand, commit to, and maintain the obligations and expectations inherent in their respective
roles (Bryk & Schneider, 2003). Trust is an essential component of effective teaching and
positive educational relationships “cannot be established and maintained without a strong bond
of trust existing between teacher and pupils” (Troman, 2003, p. 172). A trusting relationship
between student and teacher enables the student to take appropriate risks and engage creatively
in classroom learning, with a likely consequence of enhanced student achievement (Troman,
2003). In fact, “Without trust, people divert their energies into self-protection and away from
learning” (Mitchell & Sackney, 2000, p. 49). Trust has been identified as a key component of
positive and progressive school cultures that engender maximum student learning (Brucato,
2005; Busher, 2006).
In addition to dynamics of trust experienced between students and teachers, trust also
informs schools as workplace cultures. Teachers feel most satisfied and professionally involved
in school cultures of collegiality and collaboration (Ma & MacMillan, 1999; Weiss, 1999); such
cultures are influenced in large part by teacher attitudes (Brucato, 2005). When teacher attrition
occurs, “there are indirect costs during the transition period that affect the workload, morale and
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productivity of the remaining employees” (Ghere & York-Barr, 2007, p. 22). Dynamics of
functional workplace teams are disrupted when teachers leave, leading to increased opportunity
for miscommunication and strained working relationships among remaining staff (Ghere &
York-Barr, 2007). Additionally, when teachers leave a school, they take all the implicit cultural
and organizational knowledge they have gained with them (Busher, 2006; Ghere & York-Barr,
2007), and destroy any pedagogic partnerships previously established with other teachers
(Williams, Prestage, & Bedward, 2001). This aspect of teacher departure is perhaps the most
difficult and time-consuming to resolve, as it encompasses the many developmental, collegial
and professionally productive relationships formed in schools (Williams et al., 2001) that are
undone when attrition occurs (Ghere & York-Barr, 2007). In combination with aspects of student
achievement and trust already noted, consideration of this aspect of workplace culture affected
by teacher attrition suggests that retaining teachers is a highly desirable outcome for all schools.
Research Results
The following tables and discussion reflect data collected from seven First Nations schools with
respect to a variety of factors including teacher attrition rates, salaries, contract terms, and
benefits arrangements. While school administrators were generally cooperative in providing
documentation there are still several notable gaps throughout the data. Comprehensiveness of
data collected from each school depended on what was available to educational administrators.
For the most part, the gaps in documentation or statistical information reflect differing systems
of educational governance across nations, rather than issues of accessibility.
Teacher Turnover in the First Nations Schools
The participating schools collected teacher turn-over data for the 4-year period between 2006
and 2010. Long term attrition trends, then, were not discernible, but the researchers were able to
assess a “snapshot” of current conditions (see Table 1). While it appears that teacher retention
rates have improved for these schools over the past four years, regardless of schools size and
staff complement (varies from two to 21 teachers), attrition averages are still in excess of what
would be considered average teacher turn-over resulting from retirement and/or illness within
Saskatchewan provincial schools.
Table 1
Percentages of Teacher Turn-over in Selected Schools, 2006 to 2010
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Teacher Salary, Contract, and Benefits
Anecdotal evidence has historically pointed toward a variety of factors that contribute to
teacher attrition from First Nations schools, some of which include differential teacher salaries,
ad hoc salary agreements, limited teaching term agreements, inadequate or non-existent benefits
packages, lack of identified vacation time, and limited sick leave time. The researchers collected
data with respect to these potential retention factors and compared results to Saskatchewan
provincial standards (see Table 2).
Table 2
Teacher Salary, Contract, and Benefits Summary (Provincial Data from Saskatchewan
Teacher’s Federation, n.d.)

Salary and contract data indicated little consistency across schools. Some schools used
provincial standards as guidelines, especially in consideration of salary baselines; however,
many of new teacher salaries were determined on an ad hoc basis and results were largely
dependent on the teacher’s knowledge of provincial norms and his or her ability to negotiate with
the principal and/or educational authority upon hiring. Administrators in schools where teacher
salaries were approaching equivalency to provincial standards expressed concern that salaries
might change dependent upon the allocation of educational funds by the funding agency—the
Department of Indian and Northern Affairs Canada. Uncertain salary negotiations were further
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exacerbated by short term contract agreements, generally 10 to 12 months in duration. If teachers
were rehired in subsequent years, they had to renegotiate compensation packages. Some
educational administrators reported transparent procedures with respect to the rehiring process,
while stakeholders in other schools reported that hiring was highly politicized and reflective of
the respective political climate and hiring processes and decisions were not transparent.
Inconsistencies across First Nations schools were more evident with respect to teacher
benefits. Some First Nations articulated employment agreements for all band staff, and educators
were considered within those frameworks. Consequently, if the majority of staff voted to
eliminate benefits (for example), teachers were included in that decision. None of the schools
met provincial standards for sick leave or pension contributions, and health and dental benefits
packages for teachers sometimes lagged behind provincial norms. Most schools reported that
funding for sick time, leaves, pensions, and benefits was unpredictable; some reported that funds
allocated for these benefits were exhausted or were significantly depleted. Benefits offered to
teachers were often changed or withdrawn with little or no notice due to changes or lack of
consistent educational program budgets from the Department of Indian Affairs.
Educational Policy
First Nations schools exist within an educational policy vacuum created by the lack of
federal educational policy and tenuous “control” of administering schools on behalf of the
federal government. The Auditor General (2000) noted that the Department of Indian Affairs
“needs to identify the nature of leadership it must take to ensure that its authorities,
responsibilities and obligations for education are met” (p. 4-11) and needs to “articulate and
formalize its role in education” (p. 4-10). Furthermore, the Auditor General recognized that the
“situation is complex and urgent….[and] [a]lthough the Department has chosen to rely on First
Nations and the provinces for the design and delivery of appropriate education, the Department
acknowledges that this approach does not diminish its responsibility and accountability” (p. 4-5).
The lack of policy clarity at the federal level has major effects on First Nations education
authorities and schools. Schools in this study reported confusion associated with existing policy
and the mechanisms for policy-related decision making. Policy ambiguity was exacerbated by
financial ambiguity, as most educational funding was part of flexible funding arrangements that
led to high fluidity and occasional unpredictability when the Nations were faced with
emergencies.
Analysis
Administrators at most of the First Nations schools involved in our research associated issues
pertaining to teacher attrition with a negative impact on their schools. There is enough variation
among the data collected, to suggest that factors contributing to teacher attrition are largely
contextual and influenced by deficits at both the federal and local levels of educational
governance structures. Short term agreements (1 to 3 years) between the Department of Indian
Affairs and individual First Nations have led to unpredictable salary negotiations, uncertain term
agreements, and benefits packages that are significantly different from provincial norms, all of
which contribute to teacher attrition in First Nations schools. Teachers considering employment
in either provincial or First Nation schools would find the compensation packages within the
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provincial system more favourable than those provided by First Nations schools. Substantial
research suggests that increases in salary and benefits are positively associated with enhanced
ability to recruit good teachers (Guarino et al., 2004). Higher rates of compensation can be seen
as symbolic of the esteem with which a school views its teachers, and teachers will consequently
conduct active comparisons between salary and benefits offered by each entity (Rebore &
Walmsley, 2010). Further, the insecurity of 1-year term agreements is typically viewed as an
unattractive feature of employment; job insecurity has detrimental consequences for employee
attitudes, job satisfaction, personal heath, and employee commitment to the organizations of
employment (De Witte, 1999; Sverke, Hellgren, & Näswall, 2002).
The differential salary and benefits agreements noted in individual First Nations schools
indicate broader inconsistencies, namely lack of an educational “system” among First Nations.
While provincial systems of education exhibit definitive flaws, the system’s strengths are
associated with predictive value. In other words, the provincial system allows for transparency in
policy articulation, ease of maintaining accountability for the achievement of common
educational goals, use of mechanisms to balance state and local control of education, and
predictability and stability with respect to allocation of resources to education (McEwen, 1995).
While such predictability may be equated with pedantry and bureaucracy for some, the benefits
of implementing province-wide systems of education are clear with respect to teacher retention
outcomes: Salaries are determined based on a well-established salary grid; benefits packages are
not only high in quality but consistent across the entire system; and, teachers are represented by a
provincial teachers organization in order to ensure accountability.
A comprehensive education system was not devolved from the federal level to First
Nations; rather, individual schools or authorities were funded to manage or administer schools on
behalf of the government of Canada. The lack of an educational structure has led to changing ad
hoc structures at the First Nations level. Uncertain structures have led to a lack of transparency
and little consistency with respect to educational structures and practices across First Nations
schools.
Research demonstrates that improvements in educational process and student learning
outcomes for First Nations students appear to occur most readily in schools that
implement their own education structures and focus on strategies for integration of
Indigenous voice within established structural constraints (Barnhardt & Kawagley, 2005;
Bell, 2004; Power & Roberts, 1999). Such strategies are founded on a range of local
governance models and are undergirded by maintenance of local control within a
common, well established governance structure. (Bell, 2004)
Limitations and Items for Further Study
The results and analysis presented here are representative of the first step of the first phase of
inquiry in a larger, comprehensive research agenda designed to better understand dynamics
informing teacher recruitment and retention in First Nations schools. This first step was largely
quantitative, and results represent a “snapshot” view of seven schools within a limited period of
time. Results cannot be broadly generalized, and we do not suggest that the data reported here is
representative of other First Nations schools. The next phase of research will contribute to our
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attempt to generate more broadly applicable results; the research will provide not only detailed
quantitative data from a comparative provincial school division, but also rich qualitative data to
provide a nuanced and contextual view of the way teacher retention and attrition is experienced
by key stakeholders within the reserve schools we studied.
Conclusion
The research for this study was situated within one Tribal Council and involved eight schools
with differing student enrolments. Similarly, teacher employment in these schools varied
between two and 21 teachers. As indicated in Table 1, while teacher attrition has improved
somewhat over the 4- year period of this study, teacher attrition remains a significant issue. Our
research revealed that regardless of school staff complement, teacher salaries and benefit
packages are differential across First Nations schools, and while these differences are in part
reflective of priorities at the individual community, the major factor influencing teacher salaries
and benefits is the level of funding received from the federal government for the administration
and operation of schools for the provision of educational services. Limited or uncertain education
budgets in First Nations schools affect not only the level of salary and benefits teachers receive
but also student services, curriculum development and adaptation, and professional development
(Macdonald, 1999; Ghere & York-Barr, 2007). Furthermore, the attrition of individual teachers
has negative implications for student achievement, parental involvement, and the implementation
of educational goals (Ingersoll, 2001; Kukla-Acevedo, 2009; Macdonald, 1999). The quality of
First Nations education is further eroded by lack of legal recognition and an appropriate and
consistently funded system of education as well as an educational policy vacuum. We
hypothesize that such factors have a predominantly negative impact on First Nations school
efficacy, and in turn, on student achievement.
The research discussed here represents a foundational step in the exploration of factors
influencing teacher recruitment and retention in select First Nations schools. A robust research
tradition has already detailed the dynamics of teacher attrition, generally, and we aim to augment
this research by generating a more meaningful understanding of such dynamics in context of
First Nations education, particularly with respect to the effect teacher attrition has on student
achievement in context of First Nations communities.
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