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The topic of my diploma thesis “Negotiating difference – teaching in Hutterite colony schools” already suggests the necessity of going abroad in order to receive first hand information about the issue of Hutterite education. The need to go abroad was the more pressing as there is no up-to-date literature available in this country that deals with the topic of Hutterite education in Canada. From reading what had been written about fifteen and more years ago I already had a basic idea about teaching in Hutterite colony schools, though things have changed in the meantime. The literature available on Hutterites as such was a great help in preparing for the stay but would by no means have been sufficient. Only by going to the colonies was it possible to grasp the Hutterites’ way of living and get a basic idea about their values and traditions that have to be combined with those of their Canadian surroundings as far as school and  education are regarded.  

During my stay I was invited to visit different Hutterian colonies in southern Alberta. As Hutterites are divided into three main groups, the Lehrerleut, Dariusleut and the Schmiedeleut I have to add that the colonies I visited were Lehrer – and Dariusleut only because the vast majority of Schmiedeleut colonies are located in Manitoba. For my research, however, the Lehrer- and Dariusleut were the ones I was particularly interested in anyways because their educational system differs greatly from those of the Schmiedeleut. They still have their own German teachers, who are members of their colony, teaching the children in the mornings and evenings. In addition to that the English teacher comes in five times a week to teach the Alberta curriculum. The Manitoba Schmiedeleut have largely abandoned this system and their schools nowadays show similarities with public high schools in Canadian towns, which is also the reason why I will focus on the other two groups in my thesis.

By being able to actually sit in the English school and observe the way students are taught and how they learn, I was able to get an impression about how this system works. I also was able to collect material and make observations about the way English and German teachers try to convey their cultural backgrounds to the students.  This involves constantly negotiating the difference between these two cultures at the same time as trying to leave intact the children’s identities. In addition to observing the teachers and students in class I had the opportunity to explore the colonies and talk to several members about their way of life. This was especially important as one can not imagine what it is like to live on a colony without ever having visited one. The mere remoteness of these colonies, which are located in the midst of the Alberta prairies, explains the ability of the Hutterites to preserve their culture in a rapidly changing world. On their colonies they are very unlikely to be confronted with  modern society except for the very rare occasions when they have to leave the colony in order to see a doctor or in case of the colony manager doing business in town. Also the question as to how the Hutterite colonies can be economically successful when farmers in Canada are facing economical difficulties such as having to sell land  was answered by observing the dimensions of the colonies and the equipment the Hutterites use for farming the land which meets the newest technological standards. For instance, having a hundred people at their disposal for doing the work allows the Hutterites to conduct farming on a large-scale basis and enables them to constantly expand their colony’s territories. 

The value that is assigned to education differs greatly from colony to colony. Whereas in some colonies the German teacher will support the opinion that what children learn in English school is not important for their lives as Hutterites and thus sitting in school prevents them from learning the valuable skills that they will later on need to become skilled labourers on the colony, there are many German teachers who fully agree with the English teacher in regard to educational matters. Actually in many colonies the German and the English school are treated as equal parts of a whole, that is, of education. Both teachers will cooperate in the sense that they will talk about what they do in school, discuss students achievements and difficulties and in a joined effort they will try to provide the best possible learning environment for their students. 

The fact that there is no literature available on this topic was compensated by the interviews I conducted with teachers who have been teaching in Hutterite colonies for decades and therefore not only have a broad knowledge about Hutterite education but also considerable insight into the organisational structures of Hutterite colonies, the traditions of Hutterite life and the spiritual concept behind their way of life. In the choice of interview partners I was supported by my contact person, Rob Ficiur. Rob is himself a teacher on a Hutterite colony , and he has a wide range of contacts most of which have great experience in the field of Hutterite education and are actively involved in the further development of Hutterian teaching in Alberta.  Thanks to their good rapport with the Hutterite colonies that I was able to visit the colonies in the first place while thanks to their good connections to colonies and teachers in Manitoba and the USA I was provided with a wonderful overview about the situation of Hutterite education in these regions. 

In addition to the interviews I conducted I was able to distribute a questionnaire to a number of teachers who work in Hutterite colonies all over Alberta. By doing so I received valuable feedback about a variety of teaching situations and the differences between the colonies became obvious through the comments people made on the questionnaires. 

To sum up, the most important aspect of my stay was definitely being able to experience Hutterite education at first hand and, from this, to get an idea about what it is like for a Hutterite child to be confronted with two very different cultures every single day. Just as important was, however, to learn about the situation of the German and English teachers who find themselves in constant need of negotiating between cultures in order to help children come to terms with their very special situation and, moreover, help them to eventually make the decision of whether they want to spend their lives on the colonies, where they will be provided for by their community till the end of their lives and will live according to rules and beliefs that have sustained for hundreds of years or whether they choose to leave the colony and start a life as individuals within the multicultural Canadian society of the 21st century. 

