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Report to IELCC Framework from AHSABC

Message from the Executive Director of AHSABC
Aboriginal Head Start Association of BC (AHSABC) is a non-profit society that supports the 12
Aboriginal Head Start in Urban & Northern Communities (AHSUNC) programs located in 10
cities across the province of BC. Made up of representatives from each AHSUNC site in BC, we
have been an incorporated non-profit society since December 2001. AHSABC is the only
federally-funded Provincial AHSUNC Support Project in Canada.
Today, our AHSABC membership consists of Program Coordinators as well as elected Parent and
Elder Representatives from each AHSUNC site in BC. The Coordinators make up the Board of
Directors, along with our Provincial Parent Advisor and two Provincial Elder Advisors. Our
Organization is guided by our Mission and Belief statements (below).

AHSABC Mission:
We provide support to Aboriginal Head Start sites provincially and nationally to deliver
excellence in programming. We work with partners to develop and deliver quality Aboriginal
Early Childhood Education resources and training.

We believe:
o
o
o
o

o

that happy, healthy, safe children thrive;
that children’s families are their most influential teacher;
that Aboriginal children benefit from learning about their culture and language;
in respecting and honouring Aboriginal diversity, teachings and protocols;
that excellence and unity are achieved through open, respectful communication and
collaboration.

At a recent gathering of our members, we worked on a provincial message to share with the
Government of Canada and our members. This AHSABC report addresses the four key
Indigenous Early Learning and Child Care Framework Engagement Themes:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Indigenous Early Learning and Care Needs in BC
Successes and Promising Practices
Strengths, Benefits and Areas for Improvement
Planning for the Future

(page 4)
(page 5)
(page 7)
(page 9)

Thank you in advance for the opportunity to share our message to influence future investments
that will benefit our Indigenous children and families.
– Joan Gignac, Executive Director of AHSABC
Disclaimer: The views expressed herein do not necessarily represent the views of the Public Health
Agency of Canada.

www.ahsabc.com

2

Report to IELCC Framework from AHSABC

THEME 1: IELCC NEEDS IN OUR PROVINCE
HISTORY OF AHSUNC SITES IN BC
In BC, the first three AHSUNC sites opened in 1996 and grew to 12 sites in 10 cities by 2004.
Each of the 12 programs are operated as licensed preschools with a maximum capacity of 20
children per classroom.
POPULATION SERVED

AHSUNC stats for children and families reached in 2014-15 (provided by PHAC):
o regular programs served 510 children
o summer programs served 245 children
The number of Aboriginal families living in urban communities in BC is growing, and wait lists at
every site demonstrate the need for growth and expansion of services. The number of AHS
spaces for children and families in BC has not increased for 13 years. With AHSUNC being
offered in only 10 cities across the province, there remains a huge gap in services for families
who live in urban areas. In the 2012 Evaluation of AHSUNC Report by the Public Health Agency
of Canada, they acknowledge the need and recommendation to expand the reach of AHSUNC.
WHERE ARE THE GAPS in BC AHSUNC SERVICES?
# of BC sites (2004–17)

# of BC children served
annually

Annual Budget (2016-17)

12

Approx. 755

Approx. $4 million
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THEME 2: SUCCESSES AND PROMISING PRACTICES
EVIDENCE OF SUCCESS OF AHSUNC
AHSABC has been a leader in evaluation and documentation of evidence of the program’s
impact on communities over the past 12 years. Our publications: Valuing Aboriginal Head Start
in BC: Celebrating 15 Years, and The Next Generation: Reflections on the 20th Anniversary
Celebration of AHSUNC are available from www.ahsabc.com. These describe the significant
impacts that AHS has made for both Indigenous and non-Indigenous people across Canada.
AHS IS SUCCEEDING IN BC
•

Children – sense of cultural identity builds confidence; social skills and schools readiness;
lifelong friends; valued part of the community; medical/dental attention; spiritual/holistic
health and good eating habits

•

Parents – sense of belonging and support; learn parenting skills and habits; confidence to
further education; become advocates for their family; learn and share their culture; many
parents stay involved with programs as volunteers or have become ECEs

•

Staff – rewarding, meaningful work; sense of community with other AHS programs;
empowered by training and skills; seek own educational pursuits; deep connections with
AHS families and community

•

Elders – belonging to a family/community; being respected and valued; healing own
childhood experience of Residential School; learning about other cultures by sharing stories,
culture and language; physical and emotional needs supported by community

•

Communities – educational success of Aboriginal children is increased; identity builds
lifelong desire for learning; empowering parents to become more active in child’s
development; families create long term friendships; networking with community services
and opportunities; share culture with others after leaving the program; raises awareness
and cultural safety for extended communities

“No matter what is happening at home, they can come to school, it’s a safe place, they can enjoy
their time and their faces light up.”
– Candice Harris-Rivera: Bus Driver & Childcare Worker, Eagle’s Nest AHS, Vancouver
“This program is such a valuable resource for our families and children in the North East, in
particular those that struggle financially and don’t have opportunities of placing their children into
programs that allow parents to pursue higher learning.”
– Darlene Conley: Program Coordinator, Sas Natsadle AHS, Fort St. John
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PROMISING PRACTICES: 6 KEY COMPONENTS OF AHSUNC
Component

What’s Working Well

Culture &
Language

o Elders sharing knowledge and practices in traditional foods, teachings and
cultural experiences
o Children knowing who they are and where they come from
o Connecting to the land: outdoor program, field trips, etc.
o Ceremonies return to communities

Education

o Kindergarten readiness makes an impact for lifelong learning
o Connecting with community, building relationships and trust.
o Growing connections between some AHS programs and their
neighbouring schools.

Health
Promotion

o Collaboration and access to therapy assessments (OT, PT, SLP) and dental
care in some programs.
o Medical health professionals info and referrals
o Flexible appointments at the AHS site support parents by providing
transportation, access and a safe, comfortable environment

Nutrition

o Program is able to provide a nutritious meal to every child each day
o Some programs offer Food share and donations are provided for those in
need
o Traditional foods / meals for families on PAC nights, ceremonies, and
community celebrations.
o Cultural mealtime protocols are followed: giving thanks, offering Spirit
plates and blessings

Parental
Involvement

o Parents are greeted and given a warm welcome to the classroom; Staff
and Elders are approachable, self-aware and show empathy for parents
o Parent Advisory Council (PAC) is active, well attended, connects families
with each other as well as with staff
o Incentives support parent engagement; i.e., transportation, food, gift
cards, child minding at meetings and events
o Many current AHS staff started out as AHS parents and participants.

Social Support

o Strong relationships with outside service providers such as OT, health
nurse, Friendship Centre, housing, food bank, etc.
o Family networkers support families with finding services in the community
and act as liaison with professionals; Elders assist in providing social
support to families
o Family participation at special events brings people together, grows the
social network and support for AHS families.

www.ahsabc.com

5

Report to IELCC Framework from AHSABC

THEME 3: STRENGTHS, BENEFITS and AREAS FOR IMPROVEMENT
STRENGTHS OF AHSUNC: A FAMILY WELLNESS MODEL
Recent research on Family Engagement in AHSUNC Programs in British Columbia by Dr. Alison
Gerlach and AHSABC concluded that the foundation for successful programs for Indigenous families
is trusted relationships. When families feel accepted, understood and respected through ongoing,
deep connections with consistent staff, they develop a sense of efficacy and belonging. (The full

research findings are attached with this report.)

“AHSUNC is not only a preschool – it is a Family Wellness Program which holistically benefits
children in their lifelong learning, cultural self-identity, resilience and connections with their
community. Because of the complex needs of the population AHSUNC programs reach, it is
imperative that AHS staff are trained and able to work within a large scope of healing services.”
– Alison Gerlach, PhD, MSc(OT)

BENEFITS OF AHSUNC
Here are some of the benefits that parents have indicated they value most about AHS:
o

accessibility

o

Parent Advisory Council involvement

o

belonging to a community

o

parenting supports and skills

o

cultural experiences and teachings

o

special needs supports

o

socialization for children and families

o

transportation provided

o

traditional foods and crafts

o

o

learning the traditional language

field trips to cultural activities and
community helpers

o

traditional health practices

o

referrals to mental health professionals
and other specialists

o

supported transition to kindergarten

o

connection to Elders

AREAS FOR IMPROVEMENT
At our AHSABC annual spring gathering, we asked program leaders, staff, Elders, parents and
AHS community members to tell us about some of the strengths and challenges in their
programs. The following chart summarizes some of their responses.
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Component

Barriers to Success / Challenges

Culture &
Language

o Lack of availability or budget to have Elder’s present daily
o Regulations/licensing creates challenges for sharing and serving traditional
foods in the programs
o Lack of qualified, skilled staff with appropriate temperament and attitude

Education

o Funding doesn’t reflect inflation – rent/ food increase; materials and cultural
supplies, transportation; Elders needs
o More training is needed for staff to increase their capacity and skills in order
to meet the needs of each child and provide quality holistic education
o A lack of resources and skilled staff to address the growing and changing
needs of the children with high needs who require extra supports.

Health
Promotion

o A huge gap in access to mental health services
o Need for more supports specialists (Occupational, Speech, Physio Therapists,
etc.)
o Need for Liaison between families and medical/mental health professionals
to attend appointments with the family
o Need for trained staff as social worker with Aboriginal perspective.
o Need for Family Involvement Workers to provide additional support to
families.

Nutrition

o No increase in budget to reflect rising cost of groceries.
o Access to cultural foods is difficult for programs in urban sites; regulations
vary so some children / families don’t get to experience traditional foods
o Lack of space for parent cooking programs; lack of experienced traditional
cooks in program to mentor staff and parents

Parental
Involvement

o Intergenerational trauma depletes confidence, trust issues
o Poverty, single parents; disconnection from land, home and community
creates isolation; parents who are shy, low self-image, shame; mental health
problems, anxiety
o Need for staff leadership skills and trauma intervention/ management
workshops; PD training and resources; policies to build trust, cultural safety
and protocols
o Need for skilled and dedicated staff to support parent and family needs

Social Support

o Budget doesn’t allow every program to pay staff a living wage with health
benefits or pension, so high turnover of staff; lack of experienced, qualified
ECEs and Family Support Workers
o More families are in need of all-day AHS care for children so they can pursue
education goals and/or employment
o Lack of support for families when children leave AHS to go to public school
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THEME 4: PLANNING FOR THE FUTURE OF AHSUNC
PRIORITIES for FUNDING
1. INCREASE FUNDING FOR EXISTING PROGRAMS
ALL AHSUNC sites in BC reported a need for increased operational funding since program
budgets have not changed since 2004 to reflect the increased cost of living, inflation and
higher costs to overall service delivery.
a) Staff Wages and Benefits
The AHSUNC staff is the most valuable resource of the program and community, which needs
to be reflected in their wages, benefits and professional development.
o If staff is well compensated and valued, there is greater likelihood of staffing stability
and staff retention. AHS staff wages and benefits that are comparable to such
institutions as the public school education system are required.
o Increased funding is needed to hire support positions such as Family Involvement
Workers and or Special Needs Education and Care professionals and additional staff to
reach the large population of parents and family members that need extra support.
b) Staff Training
Professional Development and training is needed for ALL staff to strengthen and grow
competencies and capacity to respond to the large scope of healing services required, as well as
preschool education that is culturally relevant and reflective.
o Recent research of Engaging Families in AHSUNC programs indicates and recognizes that
AHSUNC programs more accurately reflect ‘Family Wellness’ programs than typical
preschool programs; therefore ongoing professional development is needed to support
this growth in reach and impact.
o Well trained, skilled staff are needed to support the delivery of high quality AHSUNC
programs. Healthy, professional educators are role models in the communities and
contribute to community wellness.
c) Cultural Resources Staff
The participation of Knowledge Keepers/Sharers /Elders in AHSUNC programs is integral to the
success and value of the program curriculum and shared experiences.
o Ongoing operational AHSUNC budgets need to include Elder’s wages, salary and or
regular honorarium to support and recognize the significance and value that Elder
participation brings to the AHSUNC program experiences and reach. Costs may also
include outreach to Elders and transportation to and from the program.

www.ahsabc.com
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d) Food Costs
The costs of food, preparation and upgrading of kitchen facilities to meet regulation
requirements increase annually, and also unexpected costs arise.
o AHSUNC programs offer daily meals for the children and participants. $100 dollars
worth of groceries purchased in 2004 costs $124 today.
o Providing food at celebrations and ceremony is included within the program delivery
costs. Families, community members and staff express strongly the value of AHS hosted
celebrations in growing and nurturing strong and healthy community.
e) Transportation
Many of the AHSUNC programs offer transportation to increase access to program services for
children and their families. Families shared with program staff how much they value and
appreciate that service since otherwise their children would not be able to participate in AHS.
o The cost of fuel for AHSUNC buses/vans to provide daily service has increased; in 2004
the average provincial price of gasoline was $.088/litre and in 2017, it is now over
$1.19/ litre.
o Transportation costs are not only tied to fuel prices; they also include staffing costs for
the driver, maintenance and insurance. Operation expenses for programs increase
annually and operation budgets needs to reflect this increase.

ACTION REQUIRED:
Ø Increase operational funding of existing AHSUNC programs at a minimum of 24 % to
reflect the cost of living increase and inflation rate of 2004 – 2017, and to reflect and
support the increase in operating expenses and professional development of AHSUNC
programs.
Ø Provide instructions and direction in community Contribution Agreements to clearly
indicate that an increase in AHSUNC operation funding in communities is intended to
support an increase in AHSUNC staff wages and benefits to support staff retention.

www.ahsabc.com
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2. INCREASE REACH OF AHSUNC PROGRAM
a) Expansion of Programs
o The number of Aboriginal families living in urban communities in BC is growing, and long
wait lists at every site demonstrate the need for growth and expansion of services. The
number of AHSUNC spaces for children and families in BC has not increased for 13 years.
o Added services to support parents, such as infant development programs, child care and
services for children with special needs, enhance parenting skills as well as opportunities
to seek education and employment.
GOAL for INCREASING AHSUNC REACH in BC
# of BC sites IN FUTURE

# of BC children served/year

FUTURE Budget

12 X 2 = 24

750 x 2 = 1500

Minimum of $10M

b) New Sites
o Funding needs to address the enormous need to reach more children and families in all
areas of the province with key focus on areas that are currently under-served.
o With AHSUNC being offered in only 10 cities across the province, there remains a huge
gap in services for families who live in urban areas. In the 2012 Evaluation of AHSUNC
Report by the Public Health Agency of Canada, they acknowledge the need and
recommendation to expand the reach of AHSUNC.

ACTION REQUIRED:
Ø Invest in growing new and expanded AHSUNC programs and spaces to reach more
children and families where need is high.
Ø Invest in building more AHSUNC sites and fund to deliver services in urban and remote
areas of BC with a high population of Indigenous families. We need a minimum of 24
AHSUNC programs in the province (twice the existing number).
Ø New programs should offer child care model of program delivery to provide the
opportunity to reach younger children and support families with infants and toddlers.
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3. A COORDINATED, COLLABORATIVE, NATIONAL APPROACH TO PROFESSIONAL
DEVELOPMENT
The AHS National Training Institute
In the past 22 years of AHSUNC in Canada, there has been inconsistent and uncoordinated
funding for training and resource development across the country; also much of the investment
in resources and training has often reached only a few.
o AHSABC proposes the need for a coordinated and nationally collaborated approach to
growing capacity and competency of our AHSUNC’s programs most valuable assets,
their STAFF and HUMAN RESOURCES. We propose the development of an AHS National
Training Institute.
o The proposed AHS Training Institute will build on the foundation created by our
association, AHSABC, and be led by the National Aboriginal Head Start Council. The
Training Institute will be a collaborative hub model, bringing together all past developed
resources and training curriculum developed by AHSUNC programs nationally (with their
approval and support).
o The AHS Training Institute will be a warehouse of information, resources, contacts and
mentors that provides consistent, relevant, culturally appropriate professional
development for the broad range of AHSUNC staff, Elders, volunteers and families.
o AHSABC has established partnerships with post-secondary institutions, including
Vancouver Island University, University of British Columbia and University of Victoria,
who are potential collaborators in supporting and growing a training institute model.
o Training provided by the AHS Training Institute has the opportunity to grow into a
recognized resource that can provide certification and accredited training based on the
6 component model of holistic education. This will produce highly qualified
professionals with cultural knowledge and sensitivity who can empower children and
their parents in ALL early learning programs across Canada.

ACTION REQUIRED:
Invest in a coordinated, collaborative AHS National Training Institute to grow and
nurture high quality Early Learning and Child Care programs, staff, volunteers,
Knowledge Keepers/Sharers, Elders, and families.
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4. VALIDATING AND SUPPORTING QUALITY PROGRAMING AND EVALUTION IN AHSUNC
a) Longitudinal Study is Needed
AHSUNC has been delivered in communities across Canada since 1995 and to date, there are no
nationally coordinated longitudinal studies to track success and effectiveness of reach and
outcomes.
o AHSABC recommends that partnerships be made with the University of British Columbia
and McMaster University in Ontario to learn how to utilize the Early Development
Instrument (EDI), Middle Development Instrument (MDI) and graduation data in
tracking long term outcomes and educational trends with AHSUNC graduates.
o The University of British Columbia, Human Early Learning Partnership Department
currently has research underway that engages families when registering their child for
kindergarten. Using this newly developed tool, the CHEQ (Childhood Experiences
Questionnaire) http://earlylearning.ubc.ca/cheq/ the families share early experiences
that include AHSUNC participation. This data is linked with the child’s Education
Identification and can be tracked to graduation.
o The EDI is being used in most school districts nationally and has been growing. This
recommendation builds on existing recognized work and research and has opportunity
to create solid partnership.
b) Measuring quality and success in AHSUNC programs
Over the past 22 years that AHSUNC has been delivered in communities, the range of
evaluation tools has varied over the years and has often been imposed on communities to
utilize by government funders. These tend to create a system of evaluation that is tied to
obtaining funding instead of being intrinsically motivated by AHSUNC program staff and
leadership wanting to improve their program for the people it serves.
o Since 2012, AHSABC and community partners have been developing a new process for
evaluating our AHSUNC programs. As an addendum to the internationally recognized
Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS), the adapted reflection scale includes
the cultural and holistic aspects of AHS that are missing in most evaluation tools.
o AHSABC recommends that AHSUNC continue to build on the recent national project to
develop a tool that can measure program quality while establishing an empowering
process for planning and enhancing programs. Called The LOVIT Way, it is a positive
model for ‘Learning to Observe, Value, Inspire and Transform’ our AHS programs to be
the best they can be for their children, families and community.

If you want your AHS program to be the best it can be, what do you have to do?

‘You gotta LOVIT!’

www.ahsabc.com
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o The LOVIT Way demonstrates how a community-led evaluation system that is
intrinsically motivated can grow and sustain high quality community services that are
responsive to community values and goals.
o We need continued investment in the development of this Indigenous-focused
Evaluation System that has been guided by the AHSUNC community leaders from across
the country.

ACTION REQUIRED:
Ø Invest in and partner with UBC to launch an AHSUNC National Longitudinal Study
utilizing the newly developed CHeq resource and the Nationally recognized EDI.
Ø Invest in further development of The LOVIT Way, an AHS Program Evaluation System;
and use the data and participation to grow and inspire national uptake and
participation, mentoring and sharing of successes.

TRUTH & RECONCILIATION: CALLS TO ACTION

“Most Elders are still in their pain because of Residential School… Lots of us old-timers never had
any love in our childhoods… got taken away from our families and never had parenting skills…
Being here with the children teaches me a lot because I wasn’t a good father to my children, so
today I do my best to be a good father and grandfather to all these small children.”
– Willie Alphonse: Elder, Little Moccasins Learning Centre, Williams Lake

Educational and cultural foundations for children along with social support and parenting skills
are crucial for the success and well-being of Indigenous families. The benefits of AHSUNC for all
proponents have been well proven and documented. We hope you explore the accompanying
resources to view all the evidence of the program’s effectiveness in healing and building
resilience in communities, from the young children to the Elders, and including their nonIndigenous neighbours.
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SUMMARY
In concluding our report, we have presented the most important benefits and challenges of
AHSUNC Early Learning programs for Indigenous children, parents and families.
Parents’ feedback, along with participation from staff, Elders and other AHS community
members informed the details in the ‘What’s Working in AHS’ and ‘Barriers to Success’ sections.
We have clearly described where the funding for our programs is most needed and the Actions
Required by government to best facilitate these steps toward making AHSUNC program even
more effective.
AHSABC and community partners are developing a new process for evaluating our AHSUNC
programs as an addendum to the ECERS-3 assessment (Early Childhood Environment Rating
Scale). The LOVIT Way reflects the cultural and holistic aspects of AHS and provides motivation
for ‘Learning to Observe, Value, Inspire and Transform’ our AHS programs to be the best they
can be for children, families and community.
AHSABC has been a leader in evaluation and documentation of evidence of the program’s
impact on communities over the past 12 years. The LOVIT Way will provide an accurate system
to monitor progress and provide evidence of the results of further investment in our
programs.

We believe there is no better way for the government to redress the devastating effects
of Residential Schools and ‘cultural genocide’ than by increasing the reach and
effectiveness of Aboriginal Head Start in Urban and Northern Communities.

We appreciate this opportunity to demonstrate the great importance of Aboriginal Head Start
as a crucial step in beginning to heal the impact of the Residential Schools. This program does
more than support our Indigenous children and families; it offers them a new paradigm of selfidentity within an urban ‘AHS village’ community on which to build their future.
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OUR DREAM FOR OUR CHILDREN
We truly believe that Aboriginal Head Start is the medicine to heal the
impact of the Residential School history on our Indigenous children and
families.

We dream of a world where…
o
o
o
o
o
o

every child has access to food and safety
every child has access to AHS
every child is connected with an Elder
every family can benefit by belonging to a supportive community
every community has an AHS Program, daycare, early years programs and services
program sites are owned by the AHS community to foster stability and efficacy in the
self-governance model
o sites have access to land which is so important for learning the culture and
languages and providing experiences for children, families, staff and community
o AHSUNC programs flourish and grow so that families in all communities are reached

APPENDIX
Valuing Aboriginal Head Start in BC: Celebrating 15 Years: A Narrative Report
(©2011 AHSABC)
AHS–The Next Generation: Reflections on the 20th Anniversary Celebration of AHSUNC
(©2015 AHSABC)
Family Engagement in AHSUNC Programs in British Columbia.pdf
by Dr. Alison Gerlach and AHSABC (April 2017)
Feedback from our AHS Gathering in June 2017.doc
NOTE: To receive print copies of the above resources, please contact:
executivedirector@ahsabc.com
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