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Ability testing and bias
Ability tests play a significant role in American society.
Intelligence and achievement tests are used for many
purposes in education: to evaluate a student’s progress, to identify areas of weakness, and to help define
teaching goals. They are a major component in the
decision to place students in special classes and college entrance examinations. Some occupations
also use ability tests to determine qualifications for
employment, entrance into training programs, and
promotions. With such widespread use, it is imperative that these tests be fair.
Test bias is a systematic error that disadvantages the
performance of one group over another. Although
lower scores are not always indicators of bias, various
aspects of a test can affect performance and lead to
incorrect beliefs about the abilities, knowledge, and
characteristics of an individual or group.

Sources of Bias
Critics identify several sources of bias in test items.
Most important, they note that tests show cultural
bias in favor of the culture in which they are developed. Those developed in the United States, for
example, generally have been written by middle-class
males who have had Anglo-American life experiences. Their attitudes, beliefs, and values are subtly
built into their tests. The information that these
individuals have acquired and used within their own
cultural experiences will determine what they think
is important to know. Therefore, the content presented in the test may be culturally inappropriate for
someone who has not been reared in the same cultural situation as the test developer.
Psychologist Robert Williams believes that items
on ability tests do not measure general abilities, aptitude, or intelligence for everyone who takes them but
rather demonstrate the test taker’s knowledge of the
test producer’s culture. Not only must the test takers

know the “correct” answer; they also must respond in
a specific way in order to get credit for their knowledge. The scores on these tests, then, will be as much
measures of acculturation and income as they will be
measures of ability or skills.
Language has been identified as a major source
of bias in ability test items. Test takers may not adequately understand the wording of items because
they are not written in their native language, or
because items may be phrased in an unfamiliar way.
Psychologist Ernesto Bernal points out that even
with translated tests or the use of interpreters, the
language bias is not always eliminated, because the
meaning of a word in one language, dialect, or region
may not directly correspond to a word or phrase in
another language, dialect, or region. A related type
of bias results from the differences in meanings of
words, which may be related to cultural background,
gender, or income.
Sometimes the type of question asked or task
required may interfere with a test taker’s performance. Researchers have discovered that people
have different cognitive, information-processing, or
learning styles. That is, they have preferences for the
ways they learn, remember, and solve problems most
effectively. Some do well with understanding bits of
information that have meaning by themselves. Others
will learn and remember things if they are related to
other information. Researcher Asa Hilliard refers to
these as analytical and relational styles, respectively.
If the ability-test item is written in such a way that it
restricts certain test takers from using their preferred
ways of processing information, they are more likely
to do poorly on the test. In fact, most tests assume
that everyone will or should use the style that is seen
primarily among middle-class or upper-middle-class
white males. If they do not, they are penalized for
using a “nonstandard” problem-solving approach.
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some standardized intelligence quotient
(IQ) tests. A child who has been taught
different cultural values and/or has life
experiences that do not mirror those of
the test developer will be at a serious disadvantage when taking this part of the
test. For example, consider the question,
“What is the thing to do if you lose a ball
that belongs to one of your friends?” The
“best” answer, according to the scoring
guidelines in the test manual, is to buy a
new one and pay for it. A poor child, however, may not be able to buy a new ball, and
may not see that as an option. The “nextbest” answer is to look all over for the ball.
Yet if the ball is really lost, would it not be
a waste of time to continue to look for it? If
it were possible to find it, however, it might
very well be better to look for it than to buy
a new one. A child may have been taught
that it would be best to apologize for losing
the ball. The test taker would not receive
credit for this answer.
When value-based questions such as
the one above are scored, an assumption
is made that the test taker lacks the knowledge to answer the question correctly.
It would not be clear, however, without
further questioning, why an individual
actually missed the question. Scoring procedures do not generally allow for the
Percentage of children aged 1-5 with blood lead levels at least 10 µg/dL. Black possibility of alternative correct answers.
and Hispanic children have much higher levels than white children. A 10 µg/dL
The test assumes a common cultural perincrease in blood lead at 24 months is associated with a 5.8-point decline in IQ.
spective that may not be shared by all test
Although the Geometric Mean Blood Lead Levels (GM BLL) are declining, a CDC
report (2002) states that: “However, the GM BLL for non-Hispanic black children takers.
remains higher than that for Mexican-American and non-Hispanic white children,
Some tests require that the examinee
indicating that differences in risk for exposure still persist.”
respond to or respond with information
that is decontextualized. That is, the
Research also suggests that test takers tend to
information is taken out of the situation
score better when they identify with the situations
that makes it relevant. This is consistent with an
and subjects covered by the test items. Researcher
analytical cognitive style and is the type of training
Paula Selkow found that women and men sometimes
that is likely to be emphasized by middle-class whites
respond differently to male-oriented and female-oriand the traditional education system. For example,
ented content. The timed format of some tests may
many vocabulary tests require a strong memory for
also be a source of bias.
specific facts and details. Relational learners may
An example of bias can be found in the section
have difficulty defining words that are presented to
designed to measure social reasoning and knowledge
them outside a meaningful context, such as a picof socially acceptable ways of behaving contained in
ture, a sentence, or a paragraph. They may “talk
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around” the definition and receive no credit for
their knowledge.
Concerns about test bias have existed since the
beginning of the psychological testing movement. At
various points in history, European immigrants to the
United States, African Americans, and Latinos have
been discriminated against by those using results from
ability tests as evidence of their supposed inferiority.
Native Americans, Asian Americans, and Jews have also
been affected by the misuse of tests. By the 1970s some
researchers became interested in finding ways to measure cognitive ability with minimal or no bias, leading
to the development of new tests, administrative procedures, and means of interpreting test results. Other
psychologists have suggested that even biased tests
can be useful, not for establishing a single indicator of
intelligence but for revealing what educational opportunities the test taker may need and best respond to.

an inherited trait tied to genetics. Most often cited
as evidence were the large differences between the
average IQ scores of whites and other groups. Jensen
opposed the notion that these differences are attributable to item bias.
Most psychologists view the large differences in
average IQ scores between whites and almost every
other group as an indication of test bias. They note
that many individuals who are not proficient in
English have been subjected to IQ tests in that language. Also problematic for many psychologists are
the social consequences for groups that have already
suffered educational and vocational disadvantages,
as well as discrimination. According to these psychologists, IQ testing often leads to further negative
political and educational consequences.

IQ Tests
Psychologist Alfred Binet developed the first usable
IQ test in 1905, as a way to diagnose low-achieving
French students. He argued against the notion that
intelligence is a fixed quantity. Lewis Terman, however, who provided the major adaptation of Binet’s
intelligence test from French to English in 1916,
stated that the questions on the test did indeed provide a measure of innate intelligence. He believed
that his revised test proved that the Eastern European
immigrants of the day, as well as people of African
descent and the poor of all colors, were genetically
inferior to whites. He did not include test items that
were consistent with the language and other cultural
experiences of these groups.
The personal and political views of social scientists
have contributed to the biased use of tests. In the
1960s, psychologist Arthur Jensen published articles
and books supporting the view that intelligence is
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Abolition movement
By the mid-eighteenth century, American Quakers
such as John Woolman and Benjamin Lay were
denouncing slavery as un-Christian. The rationalism
of the Enlightenment, with its stress upon natural law,
added ammunition to the arsenal of critics of slavery.
The egalitarian rhetoric of the Revolutionary
era illustrated the irony of slaveholders fighting for

liberty. As a result, most Northeast states abolished
slavery by 1784. New York and New Jersey did so
afterward. Southern whites felt that they could not
afford to abolish slavery, yet they too felt the need to
justify the institution on ethical grounds. They concentrated on humanizing the institution and argued
that it was a “necessary evil.”
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By the early 1830s, many evangelical reformers
began to view slavery and racism as sinful because
racism violated the Christian ethic of equality.
Known as immediate abolitionists, these reformers
demanded the immediate and unqualified liberation
of slaves and an end to racial discrimination. With
the formation of the American Anti-Slavery Society
in 1833, abolitionist speakers toured the Northern
states attempting to rally support for their cause.
Abolitionists were frequently attacked by angry
mobs, and their literature was destroyed in Southern
post offices.
The abolition movement failed to end racism in
the North. It did, however, spark anti-Southern feelings, which led to increased controversy within the
national government. This conflict led directly to the
US Civil War. During the war, abolitionists pressured
the federal government to transform the conflict
from a war to preserve the Union into a war to end
slavery. Abolition advocates were disappointed by
the Emancipation Proclamation because it was based
upon military necessity rather than moral principle,
but they accomplished their central purpose with the
passage of the Thirteenth Amendment, which ended
slavery in the United States.
Collection box for Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Society. Circa 1850.

Antislavery feeling receded after 1793 because
of fear of slave revolts, the increasing profitability
of slavery following the invention of the cotton
gin, and new scientific theories that reinforced
racism. The leading antislavery organization in
the early nineteenth century was the American
Colonization Society (ACS). The ACS attempted
to resettle free blacks in Africa and encouraged
voluntary emancipation without challenging the
right to own human property. The colonization
plan allowed liberal slaveholders and moderate
members of the clergy to rationalize their guilt
over slavery.
In 1825, a great Protestant religious revival swept
the northeastern region of the country. Ministers
such as Charles Grandison Finney preached a new
perfectionist theology that sought to counter the
growing worldliness of Americans. This revival
sparked a host of humanitarian crusades designed to
protect the rights of the disadvantaged and to cleanse
American institutions of contamination.

Garrisonian Ethics
One major faction within the abolition movement
was led by editor William Lloyd Garrison. In a real
sense, the publication of the first issue of The Liberator
on January 1, 1831, established Garrison as the foremost abolitionist in the country. Garrison’s harsh
attacks upon slaveholders and colonizationists caused
a national sensation even though the circulation of
his newspaper never exceeded three thousand.
Like all abolitionists, Garrison demanded that
everyone recognize a personal responsibility to
improve society. The three major tenets of his ethical philosophy were human liberation, moral suasion, and no compromise with evil. Garrison actively
campaigned on behalf of legal equality for African
Americans, temperance, and equality for women.
Garrison rejected force and violence in human affairs.
He sought the moral reformation of slave owners, not
their destruction. He never advocated slave revolts,
and he wanted the Northern states to allow the South
to secede during the crisis of 1860–61.
Garrison sincerely believed in all that he advocated, and he would not compromise his principles.
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He rejected any solution to the issue of slavery that
involved a program that would delay emancipation.
He also demanded that his followers reject participation in the American political system because
the Constitution was a proslavery document. Other
abolitionists, such as Gerrit Smith and James Birney,
attempted to use the political system as a way to gain
publicity for the cause of abolition.

African American Abolitionism
In a sense, there were two abolition movements. The
white movement was based on a moral abstraction,
but African Americans were forced to confront the
everyday realities of racism in nineteenth century
America.
Frederick Douglass emerged as the major spokesperson for African Americans during the antebellum
period. Douglass self-consciously attempted to use
his life as an example to repudiate racist stereotypes.
Because of his eloquence, Douglass gained an international reputation as a public speaker, and in doing
so, he proved the humanity of African Americans.
Like Garrison, Douglass strongly supported
temperance and women’s rights. He was, however,
willing to use any means to achieve the liberation of
slaves, including violence and political action. He
approved of John Brown’s idea of using the southern
Appalachians as an armed sanctuary for runaways.
He also supported the Free-Soil and Republican
Parties even though neither advocated the emancipation of Southern slaves. He justified his positions
as part of a larger struggle to advance the cause of

Aboriginal Canadians

racial equality in America. For Douglass, as for other
African Americans involved in the cause of abolition,
equality was the only acceptable ethical standard for
a free society.
——Thomas D. Matijasic
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Aboriginal Canadians
For several thousand years, aboriginal peoples, descendants of the original inhabitants of North America,
have occupied what is now Canada as hunters and
gatherers. Aboriginal or “Indian” peoples prefer to be
known as First Nations, a term that came into common
usage in the 1970s to replace the word “Indian.” The
Inuit (which means “people” in Inuktitut, the Inuit
language) and Métis are the two other aboriginal peoples recognized by the Canadian Constitution. Inuit
are Arctic people who have lived above the tree line
in the Northwest Territories and in Northern Quebec
and Labrador for thousands of years. Inuit has

replaced the traditional term “Eskimo.” Métis are of
mixed aboriginal and European ancestry and identify
themselves as distinct from First Nation people, Inuit,
or nonaboriginal people. Their unique culture draws
on diverse ancestral origins such as Scottish, French,
Ojibwa, and Cree.
Aboriginal peoples share a deep spiritual relation
with the land and the various life-forms it supports.
They believe that humans participate in a world of
interrelated spiritual beings. Before the arrival of
Europeans, the First Nations had developed systems
of government that reflected their different cultures,
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spiritual beliefs tied to ancestral lands, social structures, and economies. In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, contact with Europeans and the
introduction of firearms and diseases changed aboriginal ways of life. By the 1940s, First Nation leaders
began fighting to preserve their cultures, forms of
self-government, and rightful place in Canadian
society. In November 1996, the Royal Commission on
Aboriginal Peoples proposed a twenty-year agenda to
develop a new relationship between aboriginal and
nonaboriginal people based on values of mutual recognition, respect, sharing, and responsibility.
Aboriginal peoples and their tribes must be
understood in historical relation to six major cultural
regions. A tribe is a large group of First Nation individuals who share a common language, environment,
and culture. These cultural groupings and regions
include the Woodland First Nations, the Iroquoian
First Nations of southeastern Ontario, the Plains First
Nations, the Plateau First Nations, the First Nations
of the Pacific Coast, and the First Nations of the
Mackenzie and Yukon River Basins.
The Woodland First Nations is the easternmost
cultural area characterized by dense boreal forest
and bordering in the north on a tundralike land.
The eight principal tribes, who spoke languages
belonging to the Algonquian family, include the
now extinct Beothuk (Newfoundland), Mi’kmaq
(Nova Scotia, Gaspé in Quebec, Prince Edward
Island), Malecite (southwestern New Brunswick
and Quebec), Montagnais and Naskapi (Quebec
and Labrador), Ojibwa (from the north shores of
Huron and Superior Lakes north, to the edge of
the prairies), Algonquian (Ottawa Valley), Odawa
(Manitoulin Island), and Cree (flanking the Ojibwa
on the north and west).
The nine principal Iroquoian tribes (and languages) of southeastern Ontario include the Huron,
Petun, Neutral, Erie, and the confederacy of the
Mohawk, Oneida, Onondaga, Cayuga, Seneca, and
Tuscarora south of Lake Ontario and extending to
the upper St. Lawrence River.
Eight principal tribes of First Nations inhabited
Canada’s plains. The Blackfoot, Blood, Peigan,
Gros Ventre, and Plains Cree spoke languages of the
Algonquian family. The Assiniboine and Sioux spoke
Sioux and the Sarcee spoke Athapaskan.
The First Nations of the Plateau area of interior British Columbia include the Interior Salish
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tribes (Lillooet, Thompson First Nation, Shuswap,
Okanagan, Lake First Nation), the Kootenay, and
three main Athapaskan tribes, the Chilcotin, Carrier,
and Tahltan.
The six principal tribes of the Pacific Coast First
Nations include the Haida (the most northerly
tribe), the mainland coast Tsimshian, Gitksan, and
Nisga’a, and the southernmost Nootka and Coast
Salish. Modern-day British Columbia contains seven
of Canada’s eleven indigenous language families
within its borders.
The twelve tribes of the Mackensie and Yukon
river basins (Chipewyan, Beaver, Slaveys, Yellowknife,
Dogrib, Hare, Kutchin, Han, Tutchone, Kaska,
Mountain, and Sekani) all spoke Athapaskan. Their
vast homeland occupied more than one-quarter of
Canada’s total land mass.
Although no precise statistics exist, it is believed
that the West Coast languages of Haidan, Tlinglit,
and Kutenaian have only a few hundred speakers.
The only languages that seem assured of survival are
the Cree, Ojibwa, and Inuktitut languages.

Demographics
Approximately 2,370 parcels of reserve land are
divided among 608 First Nations, which represent fifty-two cultural groups (such as Haida, Cree,
and Mohawk) and more than fifty languages. The
estimated aboriginal population in 1997 totaled
1,333,700. Population projections for the year 2005
suggested that the aboriginal population would grow
1.7 percent per year overall and 2.3 percent per year
on reserves. Manitoba and Saskatchewan are the two
provinces with the largest proportion of aboriginal
people (14 percent). In the territories, aboriginal
peoples represent 67 percent of the population in the
Northwest Territories and 29 percent in the Yukon.
The average First Nation community population is
975 people; sixty-four First Nations, or “bands,” have
a population of more than 2,000. As of 2012, the total
registered Indian population was 901,053, of which
427,011 lived off the reserve. Most aboriginal people
live outside reserves, but less than half of the registered Indian population live outside reserves.
Administrative History and Legal Status
In 1755, the British crown established the Indian
Department, a branch of the military set up to foster
good relations and cultivate military alliances with
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the First Nations. In 1867, the year of confederation, the new federal government gave itself legislative authority over “Indians and lands reserved for
Indians” through the Constitution of 1867. In 1876,
the Canadian parliament passed the Indian Act,
which set out certain federal government obligations and regulated the management of First Nation
reserve lands. A key provision of the act was the concept of “enfranchisement” or the total assimilation of
First Nation populations as citizens. In 1869, government surveyors plotting routes for incoming settlers
met opposition by the Métis under the leadership of
Louis Riel, Jr. The Manitoba Act of 1870 provided
some land rights for resident Métis families, but the
provisional Métis government was suppressed.
A 1933 amendment to the Indian Act extended
enfranchisement of First Nation members who met
the qualifications set out in the act. Any First Nation
man over the age of twenty-one, literate in English
or French, educated to an elementary level, of good
moral character, and free of debt could be declared
enfranchised or “no longer deemed to be an Indian.”
In this way, the distinction between him and other
nonaboriginal citizens would be removed. Under
the act, an Indian woman who married a non-Indian
was no longer considered an Indian, nor were her
children. The reverse was not true for non-Indian
women who married Indian men. This blatant
gender discrimination lasted until 1985 with serious
consequences for dignity and well-being. Without
their Indian status, women were no longer allowed
to reside on or own land on their reserves. Often
unaware that they would lose their status when they
married non-Indians, these women were no longer
eligible for housing and education benefits and programs available to Status Indians.
For more than one hundred years, the government was empowered to order the enfranchisement
of First Nation people. It kept the First Nations in
a state of wardship by regulating all aspects of their
existence both on and off the reserve, such as an 1884
ban of the Pacific Coast potlatch ceremony. Until the
mid-1950s, federal government Indian agents had
effective control over such activities as reserve leave
privileges and the residential school system, which
denied children the rights to speak their own languages and practice their spiritual beliefs and rituals.
The system frequently separated children from their
families and communities. Tragically, some children
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were victims of physical and sexual abuse. Until 1960,
when First Nation peoples were given the right to
vote in federal elections, First Nation members could
vote only if they became enfranchised. First Nation
members were also involuntarily and automatically
enfranchised when they joined the clergy or completed university. From 1867 to 1966—the date of the
establishment of the Department of Indian Affairs
and Northern Development (DIAND)—Indian
and northern affairs administration was handled
by various departments, including the Office of the
Secretary of State, Citizenship and Immigration,
Mines and Resources, and Northern Affairs and
National Resources. Effective changes in the relations
between aboriginal and nonaboriginal Canadians
would come only after 1966.
The Constitution Act of 1982 recognized existing
aboriginal and treaty rights of the First Nation,
Inuit, and Métis peoples of Canada. In June, 1985,
Parliament passed Bill C-31, which became the Act to
Amend the Indian Act, ending more than one hundred years of discrimination in the Indian Act. The
major impact of Bill C-31 has been the elimination
of gender discrimination. Since its passage, about
105,000 individuals have successfully regained their
legal status. In 1985, 29 percent of Status Indians
lived outside reserves, but by 1991, 40 percent lived
outside reserves. This statistical change of relationships is most likely due to the reinstatement of Status
Indians under Bill C-31.

Self-Government and Land Claims
In August, 1995, the government of Canada
launched a process to negotiate the inherent right
to aboriginal self-government that exists within the
Canadian constitution. Aboriginal groups have a
right to develop health care, child welfare, education, housing, and economic programs in negotiation with federal, provincial, and territorial governments or jurisdictions. The First Nations’ rights in
self-government take many forms because self-government arrangements for peoples without a land
base differ from those for peoples with a land base.
Self-government agreements have been negotiated in
conjunction with land-claims settlements such as the
Sechelt Indian Band Self-Government Act (British
Columbia), the Cree-Naskapi (of Quebec) Act and
the Yukon Self-Government Act. in 1996, DIAND
had negotiated self-government arrangements with
7

Racial and Ethnic Relations in America_Vol 1.indd 7

4/13/17 11:27 PM

Aboriginal Canadians

ninety aboriginal groups throughout Canada. In
addition to the new territory of Nunavut and the
self-government aspirations of the Inuit, the Yukon
has signed six self-government agreements, and
eight more are being negotiated with Yukon First
Nations. Self-government processes for Métis and
“off-reserve” aboriginal groups (groups that are not
part of a reserve but related to the First Nations) exist
in most provinces. Enumeration is one of the key
building blocks of Métis and off-reserve self-governments. The federal government and the province of
Saskatchewan planned to share the development cost
of an enumeration proposal with the Métis nation
of Saskatchewan in spring, 1999. Self-government
institutions, devolution of programs and services,
and public government are initiatives that provide
opportunities for aboriginal input into program
design and delivery. These should ultimately lead to
direct control of programming and new approaches
to negotiation.
In 1993, after years of negotiations, the Nunavut
land claim was settled. This was the largest land claim
ever settled in Canadian history. It gives the Inuit
control of more than 350,000 square kilometers of
land, of which 36,000 square kilometers include mineral rights.
In February, 1996, a group of thirteen First
Nation chiefs (leaders from the Westbank,
Musqueam, Lheit-Lit’en, N’Quatqua, Squamish,
Siksika, Muskoday, Cowessess, Opaskwayak Cree,
Nipissing, Mississaugas of Scugog Island, Chippewas
of Georgina Island, and Chippewas of Mnjikaning)
signed the Framework Agreement on First Nation
Land Management. This government-to-government agreement ensures that First Nations can
pass their own laws to develop, conserve, protect,
manage, and use their lands.

Social and Economic Development
DIAND’s Indian and Inuit programs seek to improve
living conditions on reserves and in northern Inuit
communities. In 1997-1998, DIAND’s total budget
was $4.4 billion with $3.8 billion allocated for education, social services, and community infrastructure such as roads and sewer systems. During this
same period, the First Nations managed more than
83 percent of DIAND’s total expenditures on these
services. In the late 1980’s, the First Nations managed only 62 percent of program expenditures on
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community services. The data reveal that the relationship between the government and the First Nations is
changing from one of service provider to one of an
advisory funding agency.
Although living conditions in First Nation communities have markedly improved since the 1960s,
living standards still fall far short of what other
Canadians assume to be basic. The average income
for Status Indians in 1997 was about $10,000, half the
Canadian average. Moreover, of the approximately
73,000 families living on reserves, only 35,000 had
adequate housing. The total number of housing units
on reserves increased from 60,509 in 1989-1990 to
80,443 in 1996-1997. The demand for basic services
such as education, social services, and health care in
First Nation communities continued to grow in the
late 1990’s. This is partially because the on-reserve
First Nation birthrate is more than double that of
the Canadian population as a whole (twenty-seven
births per thousand compared with thirteen births
per thousand).
The gap in life expectancy between First Nation
members and other Canadians was seven years in
1997. Suicide rates of registered Indian youth age
fifteen to twenty-four were eight times higher than
the national rate for women and five times higher
than the rate for men. Aboriginal people were
more likely than other Canadians to have hearing,
sight, and speech disabilities. Alcohol, drug, and
solvent abuse among youth was a problem, and the
reported incidences of AIDS (acquired immunodeficiency syndrome) and HIV (human immunodeficiency virus) infections were increasing in relation
to the mainstream. Incarceration rates of aboriginal people were five to six times higher than the
national average.
The aboriginal labor force (3 percent of the
Canadian labor force) was young and growing at
twice the Canadian rate in 1997. It was concentrated
in government services (15.2 percent), wholesale
and retail trade (14.6 percent), manufacturing (10.3
percent), and accommodation/food and beverage
(9.4 percent). As a whole, aboriginal people were
underrepresented in manufacturing and financial and insurance services but well represented in
construction and natural resource industries. The
lag in labor force participation was greatest for onreserve Indians (participation rates were 47 percent
for Status Indians living on reserves, 57 percent for
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off-reserve Indians, 57 percent for Inuit and 59 percent for Métis, compared with the national rate of
68 percent). On-reserve aboriginal youth participation rates were 30 percent compared with 59 percent
for off-reserve aboriginal youth and 65 percent for
all Canadian youth. The income gap between First
Nation and nonaboriginal communities widened
since the late 1980’s.
Access to equity and debt capital, markets for
their products and services, suitable work experience, access to lands and resources, and innovation
in the workplace pose formidable challenges. Jobs
and wealth creation are vital to prosperous aboriginal
communities and meaningful self-government. Yet, in
1997, less than 1 percent of all Canadian businesses
were owned by aboriginal people, and half of these
were located on reserves. Community-owned enterprises averaged ten employees. Large enterprises such
as Cree Construction International in Quebec and the
forestry companies owned by the Meadow Lake Tribal
Council in Saskatchewan were significant players.
Canada’s Aboriginal Action Plan, released in
January, 1998, set forth a five-year aboriginal human
resources development strategy meant to create a
broad-based partnership involving groups, governments, the private sector, and other relevant institutions. As part of its approach to strengthening
economic development, the government was to participate in sectoral, national, and regional economic
development forums to help identify priorities and
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shape new initiatives. Partnership was to be the basis
for a new chapter in Canada’s relationship with
aboriginal people. Since 1998, the Canadian government has implemented the Aboriginal Economic
Action Plan and the Action Plan to Address Family
Violence and Violent Crimes against Aboriginal
Women and Girls
——Gregory Walters
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Accent discrimination
A standard American English accent is commonly
heard in schools and spoken on radio and television, but there are regional variations, especially
in Hawaii, New England, and the southern states.
Immigrants who learn English tend to speak the new
language in accordance with the pronunciation and
intonation patterns of their native tongues, which
means that those unfamiliar with their accents
may not understand them completely and may
require repetition or clarification. At issue, therefore, is whether an employer can reject someone
with an unfamiliar accent without discriminating
against that person on the basis of ethnic group
membership.

The Nature of Accents
Vocal muscles develop so early in life that it is difficult for an adult native speaker of one language to
learn a second language without carrying forward
the accents of the primary language. In the United
States, composed as it is of immigrants and their
descendants, English is spoken with many accents.
Some schools can teach adult immigrants to speak
without a noticeable accent, but these classes are
expensive and not always accessible to newcomers,
whose time is often preoccupied with material adjustments to life in a new country.
The United States does not have an official standard of speech, although the informal standard is
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