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The Walter and Duncan Gordon Foundation is a private, philanthropic foundation based 
in Toronto, Canada.  The Foundation undertakes research, leadership development and 
public dialogue so that public policies in Canada and internationally reflect a commitment to 
collaborative stewardship of our freshwater resources and to a people-driven, equitable and 
evolving Arctic.  The Gordon Foundation has invested over $17 million in a wide variety of 
Northern community initiatives over the past quarter century.

The Jane Glassco Arctic Fellowship Program is aimed at young Northerners, especially 
Aboriginal Northerners, aged 25-35, who want to build a strong North guided by Northerners. 
It is for those who, at this stage in their lives, are looking for additional support, networks and 
guidance from mentors and peers across the North and throughout Canada as they deepen 
their understanding of important issues facing their region and develop policy ideas to help ad-
dress them. The program was named in honour of Jane L. Glassco, Gordon Foundation trustee 
and daughter of founders Walter and Elizabeth Gordon. It was through Jane’s direct leadership 
that the Foundation became deeply interested in Northern and Arctic issues, and in supporting 
young Northerners.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Google the word “leader-
ship” and well over a mil-

lion results are generated, of-
fering page after page of links 
to definitions of leadership as 
well as descriptions of  leader-
ship qualities, skills, theories, 
traits, styles and more. Busi-
ness schools, executive training 
programs, management gurus, 
think tanks, foundations and 
legions of social activists and 
consultants have explored and 
written about the concept of 
leadership from almost every 
angle.  However, type in the 
term “Northern leadership” 
and what appears are links to 
scholarly articles or recent sto-
ries about national Aboriginal 
leaders in the news carried by 
various Canadian media out-
lets. 

The dearth of informa-
tion about Northern leaders 
prompted us as members of the 
Jane Glassco Arctic Fellowship 
Program to rectify this imbal-
ance by undertaking research 
into the question: What does 
it take to be a leader?  What 
makes a leader, in a North-
ern context?  The twelve Jane 
Glassco Arctic Fellows who 

have undertaken this study are 
from the North, reside in the 
North and have been educated, 
to some extent, in the North. 
Many of us have Aboriginal1 
heritage.

It is important to note that this 
was not intended to be a study 
focussed exclusively on Ab-
original leaders or Aboriginal 
education.  Nor were the re-
search participants uniformly 
of Aboriginal descent.  How-
ever, given the North’s demo-
graphic composition and the 
ubiquitous presence of Indige-
nous culture, “Aboriginal” and 
“Northern” themes are inter-
twined. We did not attempt to 
delineate the two but rather fo-
cused on Northern leadership 
writ large. 

It is well documented that 
Canada’s Aboriginal popula-
tions face numerous struggles 
when it comes to receiving 
an education, whether tradi-
tional or western, a challenge 
that is even more profound in 

1	  The word Aboriginal is used 
throughout the document as the um-
brella term to describe all Indigenous 
groups in Canada’s North, including 
First Nations, Inuit and Métis

Canada’s North.2 The obsta-
cles have proven to be difficult 
and, in many cases, impos-
sible for many Northerners to 
overcome. However, some in-
dividuals ‘schooled’ in North-
ern learning environments are 
breaking these barriers and not 
only leading healthy and pro-
ductive lives, but also contrib-
uting to their communities in 
meaningful ways.  Put simply, 
some learners become leaders.  
But why only some?  This pa-
per seeks out common factors 
in the learning environment 
that empowered such individ-
uals. 

2	  Research by the Conference 
Board of Canada reveals that having a 
university degree makes a huge differ-
ence to the well-being of Aboriginal 
peoples, with employment outcomes 
being virtually identical if a university 
degree is obtained.  Yet only 4% of First 
Nations people, 4% of Inuit, and 8% of 
Aboriginal people (including Métis), 
have a university degree, compared 
to 23% of the Canadian population. 
The ramifications of these results 
are explored in greater depth later in 
this document.  (Conference Board 
of Canada. Lessons Learned: Achiev-
ing Positive Educational Outcomes in 
Northern Communities. Centre for the 
North Education and Learning series. 
February, 2012, p. 4.)
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For answers, we turned to the 
real experts on this issue – cur-
rent Northern leaders.  We con-
ducted interviews with a total 
of 20 recognized leaders from 
all across Canada’s North who 
live and work in the Yukon, 
Northwest Territories, Nuna-
vut, Nunavik and Nunatsiavut 
(Northern Quebec and North-
ern Labrador, respectively). 
Some leaders are household 
names, several having played 
high-profile roles on the na-
tional stage. Others are largely 
unsung heroes who quietly ex-
ert their leadership at the local 
level in low-key, but nonethe-
less powerful, ways that have 
profound, positive impacts on 
the people around them. 

Qualitative interviews were 
conducted with Northern resi-
dents whom we deem to be 
successful for varied reasons. 
The leaders were asked about 
their personal educational ex-
periences, both within the for-
mal school system and infor-
mally within their individual 
environments, as well as the 
extent to which these experi-
ences shaped and sharpened 
their leadership skills.

The goals and objectives of this 
research project were to:  

1.	 Identify common fac-
tors associated with an 
individual’s learning 
environment that have 
helped the individual 
break past the barriers 
to achieve relative suc-
cess, success defined as 
continuing to give back 
to their community in a 
meaningful and benefi-
cial way; and, 

2.	 Promote the common 
factors identified in the 
study as foundations 
for success in Northern 
learning environments 
through public policy.  

In an effort to go beyond for-
mal education and explore the 
full suite of learning systems, 
we include traditional learning 
and land-based learning as a 
fundamental part of the study. 

In addition to the lessons 
learned through these inter-
views, this report provides an 
overview of the current state 
of education across Canada’s 
North.  We wanted to gauge 
what, if anything, has changed 
in the Northern learning en-
vironment since our selected 
leaders’ formative years in or-
der to inform policy makers of 
ongoing challenges for North-

ern learners seeking to become 
Northern leaders and to offer 
constructive ideas for positive 
change. 

Finally, our report benefits 
from the insights of partici-
pants in a Policy Forum, held 
during the week of June 25-29, 
2012 in Iqaluit, Nunavut.  The 
Gathering, entitled “Knowledge 
is Within Us”, provided an op-
portunity for Fellows to show-
case our group research project 
and to engage in dialogue with 
key Northern thinkers, influ-
encers and decisions-makers 
around the education and cul-
tural policies and programs 
that best nurture Northern 
leadership. 3  We also met with 
nation-builders: The three 
territorial Premiers, Iqaluit’s 
Mayor, and Northern leaders 
from regional and interna-
tional Inuit organizations, as 
well as the revered “fathers of 
Nunavut” – Tagak Curley and 
John Amagoalik.  

This paper summarizes the 
research process, common 
themes, key findings and re-
sulting policy recommen-
dations of the Fellows who 
undertook this exploratory 
journey in partnership with 
3	  See “Policy Forum partici-
pants list” in Annex D
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their research subjects and Pol-
icy Forum participants.4 Our 
research revealed that:

1.	 Similar learning chal-
lenges span the North; 
despite significant cul-
tural differences across 
the five regions, individ-
uals share similar chal-
lenges in attaining their 
education; 

2.	 Dramatic disparities 
between Northern Ca-
nadians and Southern 
Canadians continue; 
the disparities are even 
greater between North-
ern Aboriginal Canadi-
ans and non-Aboriginal 
Canadians both in the 
North and South; and, 

3.	 Many Aboriginal peo-
ples continue to expe-
rience exclusion in the 
education system, in 
Northern and Southern 
schools alike, which can 
have lifelong repercus-
sions for individuals and 
Northern communities

This has led us to recommend 
a total of 63 actions, to be un-
dertaken individually and col-
4	  It is important to note that 
the report’s coverage of the Nunavik 
region is incomplete

lectively, by a broad range of 
actors with important roles 
to play – from governments 
to communities to individual 
families and students.  Our 
joint task is to create inclu-
sive learning environments in 
the North that prepare future 
generations with adequate 
knowledge, skills and atti-
tudes to handle adversity and 
uncertainty, and to succeed in 
their personal and public lives. 
If we do, we will develop the 
next generations of leaders the 
North, and Canada, need. 

The research findings are in-
tended to provide the build-
ing blocks for Northern com-
munity leadership and support 
improvements to the overall 
state of education in Canada’s 
North. It is hoped that this 
document will not only in-
form public policy makers but, 
equally important, it will stim-
ulate discussion among North-
erners about how best to nur-
ture future leaders and inspire 
a new crop of Northerners to 
assume these vitally important 
roles. 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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ABOUT OUR RESEARCH
The goal of our research and the subject 
of this paper is “To understand and 
offer policies to promote the learning 
environments which foster an individual’s 
positive contribution to their community 
amongst Northerners across Canada.” 

Education, particularly 
higher education, is con-

sidered one of the greatest 
contributors to an individu-
al’s social and economic suc-
cess5. Despite its importance, 
the state of education in many 
Northern communities falls 
far short of what is needed to 
achieve these ends. Educa-
tion in Northern Canada lags 
far behind the Canadian aver-
age in terms of literacy, high 
school completion and post-
secondary graduation rates.6 
Even within the North, signifi-
cant disparities in resources 
and learning opportunities 
between tiny rural communi-
ties and larger regional cen-
tres pose obstacles to accessing 
quality education.

Although the high school com-
pletion rate is about 10 per-
cent lower in the North than 
in the rest of Canada, univer-
sity completion is barely half 

5	  (Helvin and Snow, 2010)
6	  (Poelzer, 2009)

that of Canadians as a whole.7  
This is an astonishing dispar-
ity, made worse by knowing 
that university attainment is 
the only level of education for 
which the Aboriginal and non-
Aboriginal standard of living is 
comparable.  

The reasons for this discrepan-
cy have been well documented, 
including euro-centric school-
ing that has undermined 
culturally rooted learning 
systems,8 the damaging im-
pacts of residential schools, 
the lack of learning system 
supports and the absence of 
a Northern university to put 
post-secondary education 
within physical and financial 
reach of more Northern youth. 

7	  Conference Board of Canada. 
Lessons Learned: Achieving Positive 
Educational Outcomes in Northern 
Communities. Centre for the North 
Education and Learning series. Febru-
ary, 2012, p. 4.)
8	  (Antone, 2003)

Recent research has identi-
fied the significant effect of 
geographic proximity of post-
secondary institutions on en-
rollment rates, particularly for 
socially disadvantaged groups 
who often opt to remain closer 
to home for familial, cultural 
or financial reasons.9 Other 
studies have underscored that 
university-level language pro-
gramming is critical to the sur-
vival of Aboriginal languages.10

The Gordon Foundation com-
missioned a discussion paper 
in 2009 that surveyed key in-
stitutional informants, par-
ticularly within government, 
and took stock of the array of 
initiatives already underway 

9	  Turley, Ruth N. Lopez. 2009. 
“College Proximity: Mapping Access 
to Opportunity.” Sociology of Education 
82: 126-46.
10	  “Education is a cornerstone 
of language revitalization efforts… 
Post-secondary language and cultural 
programs, including graduate studies 
programs, are part of this continuum 
of learning and support.” This is one of 
the insights gleaned by Greg Smith in 
his analysis of successful language re-
vitalization strategies worldwide. From 
Revitalizing Indigenous Languages IV: 
Making It Work posted in OurTimes, 
the blog of the Consilium Consult-
ing Group, Aarluk Consulting, and 
Stonecircle Consulting.



08

relating to, or contemplating 
the idea of, a Northern univer-
sity.11 

 A Northern Governance Pol-
icy Research Conference was 
convened in Yellowknife in late 
2009 by five northern organi-
zations – the Gwich’in Social 
and Cultural Institute, Institute 
for Circumpolar Health Re-
search, Dene Nation, Inuvial-
uit Regional Corporation and 
the Tłįcho Community Ser-
vices Agency.  The conference 
participants issued the fol-
lowing recommendation: “We 
would like to see the concept 
of an Arctic University take 
flight as soon as possible and 
call upon parties involved in 
existing discussions to engage 
with northern based research-
ers, knowledge holders, and 
policy makers, as well as exist-
ing non-government organi-
zations and initiatives to start 
working with us to make an 
Arctic University a reality…”12  

11	  Stevenson, Blair. Dialogue 
Towards a University in Canada’s Far 
North: Environmental Scan. Walter & 
Duncan Gordon Foundation, Toronto: 
2010.
12	  The Northern Governance Pol-
icy Research Conference was spawned 
by the shared recognition that there is 
a severe lack of northern-driven policy 
research and dialogue.  Recommenda-
tion 6 arising from the conference calls 

The lack of access to a local 
post-secondary education is 
just one aspect of Northerners’ 
difficult learning environment. 
A further factor is the tenden-
cy, which continues today, to 
“stream”13 Aboriginal students 
into non-academic programs 
that make a university edu-
cation inaccessible. Whether 
consciously or subliminally, 
educators often make assump-
tions about Northern learn-
ers’ aptitudes and abilities and 
steer youth into the trades or 
gender-traditional occupa-
tions such as teaching and 
nursing.  In part, this can be 
explained by the fact that such 
for the establishment of an Arctic uni-
versity: “We envision such an institu-
tion to take on the role of undergradu-
ate and graduate education, but also 
be a site for policy development (i.e. 
“think tank”). As a conference group, 
we would like to make the collective 
call for increased funds and other 
support to coordinate different efforts 
that are already underway (i.e. ICHR, 
ARI, Dechinta) in pursuit of increase 
postsecondary and research infrastruc-
ture in the North.”  The Conference is 
summarized well by David Brock in 
“By Northerners, for Northerners”, in 
The Mark, Nov. 6, 2009.
13	 Government of the Northwest 
Territories, Creating our Future To-
gether, In search of a common vision for 
the Northwest Territories, Education a 
Priority, page5  http://www.daair.gov.
nt.ca/_live/documents/content/Creat-
ing_our_Future.pdf

programming is more readily 
available in the North.  Nurs-
ing, education and, in some 
regions social work, are the 
only post-secondary degree-
track programs regularly on 
offer.   While these vocations 
are vital to meeting the needs 
of the North, this trend also re-
flects a certain bias about what 
is “best” for Aboriginal learn-
ers, perhaps a carry-over from 
the paternalistic policies of the 
past which are only slowly dis-
appearing. 

Even given this differential 
treatment, and without the 
benefit of a regional university, 
many individuals ‘schooled’ 
in Northern learning environ-
ments overcame the daunt-
ing barriers that handicap so 
many others and have gone on 
to excel in their personal and 
professional lives. Despite the 
shortcomings of their educa-
tional opportunities, and fre-
quent personal hardships, they 
lead healthy and productive 
lives, and inspire and support 
others around them as they 
contribute to their communi-
ties in meaningful ways. 

As a pan-Northern study un-
dertaken by 12 researchers 
representing communities, 
spanning Yukon to Nunatsia-

ABOUT OUR RESEARCH
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vut, this study sought to un-
derstand the factors that made 
the difference and which made 
these positive results pos-
sible.  We wanted to know 
whether learning environ-
ments, individual experi-
ences, or some combination 
of these or other variables, 
motivated and empowered 
these individuals to achieve 
their potential. Through our 
research, we identified sev-
eral factors common to all 
the individuals interviewed, 
which they credited for their 
success in spite of the many 
obstacles they encountered. 

This paper summarizes our 
key findings and proposes 
policy alternatives that we 
expect can advance the state 
of education in the North for 
the benefit of Northerners, 
first and foremost, and, ulti-
mately, all Canadians. 

Our Northern 
perspective 
Instead of focusing, as so 
many studies have already, 
on the failings of the North’s 
education systems, we want-
ed to look to those who have 
achieved success within these 
very systems. We wanted to 

pinpoint common factors in 
the learning environment ex-
perienced by these individuals. 

Their success, relative to their 
peers, and although facing 
the same barriers, suggests 
that additional factors within 
their learning environments 
have aided their growth and 
achievements. 

Current understanding of 
learning within the field of ed-
ucational psychology suggests 

the social context of learn-
ing – the preferences, values, 
attitudes, methods and ap-
proaches of the teachers and 
fellow learners – greatly im-
pact the learner and what is 
being learned.14 

As such, our study centred 
on understanding the so-
cial contexts of the learn-
ing environments in North-
ern communities that have 
shaped the successes of these 
individuals. In an effort to 
go beyond formal education 
and explore the full range of 
learning systems, we include 
traditional learning and 
land-based learning as an es-
sential part of the study. We 
identified several common 
factors that have helped to 
nurture an individual’s ap-
proach to learning and, most 
important, which have fur-
thered their commitment to 
strengthen their communi-

ties.  

Research goals 
and objectives
We start from the premise that 

14	  (Philips, 1995)

ABOUT OUR RESEARCH

“In bigger places, we 
would be living in a log 
house or with other 
people in their houses.  
We also traveled a 
lot on the land so we 
were always in tents. 
We always had one 
dog sled that took 
everything that we 
owned because we lived 
off the land and we’re 
making camp fire and 
cook everything over 
the fire. We never take 
plates so we used spruce 
needles as part of our 
plate and the only tool 
we had was a knife, and 
that’s how we eat our 
food.  I stopped (living 
that way) when I went to 
residential school and I 
was a young teen by that 
time.”		
– NWT Interviewee
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if we understanding the learn-
ing environments experienced 
by the research participants, 
we can help improve educa-
tional policy so that it better 
reflects the unique educational 
needs of the North. 

The goals and objectives of this 
project were to:

•	 Identify common fac-
tors associated with an 
individual’s learning 
environment that have 
helped the individual 
break past the barriers to 
achieve relative success 
and continue to  give 
back to his or her com-
munity in a meaningful 
and beneficial way; and,

•	 Promote, through pub-
lic policy, the common 
factors identified in the 
study as foundations 
for success in Northern 
learning environments.

Research  
Question
To help us achieve our research 
goals and objectives, our pri-
mary research question fo-
cussed on understanding:

•	 What are the learning 

environments experi-
enced by these individu-
als that enabled him/her 
to succeed?

Further refining this question, 
we wanted to identify:

•	 The common factors 
within our research par-
ticipants’ learning en-
vironments that have 
helped lead to their suc-
cess;

•	 The barriers they experi-
enced along their learn-
ing paths; and,

•	 What helped them to 
overcome these barri-
ers?

Last, based on the common fac-
tors identified by our research 
and the interviewees’ collec-
tive experiences, we wanted 
to know how best to support 
other learners (both children 
and adults) along their learn-
ing paths:

•	 What factors can be pro-
moted – both in formal 
and traditional learning 
environments – within 
our communities to as-
sist learners in develop-
ing the necessary skills 
to adapt to a dynamic 

Northern environment? 

Research  
Approach
Both primary and secondary 
research methods were ap-
plied. Qualitative interviews 
were conducted to understand 
research participants’ learn-
ing experiences.  These were 
supplemented with a review of 
current educational policy in 
Canada’s North as well as peer-
reviewed articles relating to the 
conditions that support indi-
viduals in overcoming adversi-
ty and enable them to contrib-
ute to their communities.  The 
Policy Forum helped calibrate 
and add detail to the findings 
and recommendations.

Methodology
A phenomenological ap-
proach, which examines an is-
sue from the personal perspec-
tive and interpretation of the 
individual, was selected as the 
methodology because we feel 
it is important to understand 
the research participants’ own 
experiences. This approach “at-
tempts to understand people’s 
perceptions, perspectives, and 
understandings of a particular 
situation…By looking at mul-

ABOUT OUR RESEARCH
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tiple perspectives on the same 
situation, the researcher can 
then make some generaliza-
tions of what something is like 
from an insider’s perspective” 
15 and the reader of the report 
may better understand what it 
is like for someone to have that 
experience.16 

In addition to these semi-
structured interviews with the 
official research subjects, Fel-
lows had an opportunity to 
informally interview and learn 
from invited guests from Lab-
rador to the Yukon at the Pol-
icy Forum in Nunavut, as well 
as people who shared their ex-
periences in a more private set-
ting with us during the Nuna-
vut journey.  They included 
representatives from key Inuit 
organizations, public govern-
ments (Aboriginal, territorial 
and municipal) as well as re-
spected Elders, an Inuit artist 
and several Fellows’ mentors 
from all three Northern terri-
tories.  

Research  
Methods
We used semi-structured in-

15	  (Leedy & Ormrod, 2010, p. 
141)
16	  (Polkinghorne, 1989, p. 46)

terviews with research partici-
pants in order to encourage in-
terviewees to speak freely and 
comfortably about the learning 
environments that supported 
them in attaining their educa-
tion (see Appendix B for inter-
view script). Semi-structured 
interviews allow the research-
ers to centre on questions more 
suited to the individual experi-
ences of the research partici-
pant and further allows the re-
search participant to guide the 
interview with information 
most relevant to the study.17 
Interviews were transcribed 
and then divided into region-
al groups to identify common 
themes. 

Selection of  
research  
participants
We selected one or two re-
search participants from each 
of our respective regions who 
inspire us.  We then conducted 
one-on-one interviews with 
these individuals, either in 
person or by phone.  In all, 20 
interviews were completed for 
this study. While not all of the 
research participants are Ab-
original, the interviewees had 

17	  (Stringer, 2007)

ABOUT OUR RESEARCH

to be raised and/or educated 
in one of the five Northern re-
gions (Yukon, Northwest Terri-
tories, Nunavut, Nunavik, and 
Nunatsiavut).18 Their educa-
tion may have included tradi-
tional or land-based learning, 
formal education (primary, 
secondary, post-secondary) or 
a combination.  Furthermore, 
they are perceived by us as 
having attained some degree 
of success and have demon-
strated a strong commitment 
to their community through 
some form of public or com-
munity service. 

Potential for bias in 
research participant 
selection, interviews 
and responses

While we acknowledge the po-
tential for bias in this study, we 
also hope to challenge euro-
centric research conventions 
of attempting to remove the re-
searcher from the researched.19 

18	  Unfortunately, we were not 
able to include interviews from Nun-
avik. 
19	  Potential biases for this study 
include omission bias, interviewer bias 
and response bias. We have attempted 
to limit omission bias by broadly 
defining criteria for participant selec-
tion and not limiting the study to 
the northern Aboriginal experience. 
While we have tried to be as objective 
as possible performing the interviews, 
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Our experience tells us this is 
impractical. This paper is not 
intended as a comprehensive 
review of educational experi-
ences in the north. Nor do we 
provide an exhaustive review 
of all the educational and lead-
ership programs and services 
available to northern learners. 
Quite simply, this is a paper 
about learning what we can 
about the educational experi-
ences from those who have in-
spired us in the hopes that we 
may inspire change. 

Research  
participants’  
profiles
Each of the individuals selected 
as interviewees is as unique as 
the story he or she had to tell. 
Our research participants vary 
in age from early 20s to 80, and 

interviewer bias is difficult to avoid 
in any qualitative study. As northern 
researchers, our personal experiences 
in northern learning environments are 
extensive and may have coloured our 
research design and results. Further, in 
responding to our interview questions, 
our research participants may have 
adapted their responses to what they 
thought we wanted to hear – response 
bias. Again, this can be difficult to 
avoid for this type of study. We main-
tain that these potential biases do not 
unduly detract from our findings. 

are engaged in occupations 
ranging from hairdressers to 
teachers, advocates, lawyers 
and politicians, to trappers and 
chiefs.  Their educations were 
attained on the land, in the 
classroom and in life’s school 
of hard knocks.

While, on the surface, the re-
search participants appear to 
have little in common, they all 
share something remarkable: 
Their passionate commitment 
to the North. Summarized be-
low are some of the most no-
table reasons for choosing our 
research participants and the 
universal characteristics they 
shared: 

Education 

Research participants varied 
greatly in types of education-
al attainment, ranging from 

learning based solely on the 
land to technical, professional 
and other advanced degrees. 

Key traits

The majority of the participants 
received some land-based or 
cultural learning combined 

with a formal education. An-
other significant trait identified 
among the participants was the 
desire to learn and pursue an 
education in spite of the obsta-
cles encountered.  In fact, this 
willingness to embrace ad-
versity, rather than shy away 
from it, may have been a sig-
nificant contributing factor in 
achieving their successes.

Success

Collectively, we were reluc-
tant to define success.  Yet, we 
recognize it instantly and our 

“Learning from—and about—culture, 
language and tradition is critical to the 
well-being of Aboriginal people. . . such 
activities play an important role in the daily 
lives of many Aboriginal learners and are 
commonplace in Aboriginal communities 
across Canada.”

– Canadian Council on Learning The State of 
Aboriginal Learning in Canada: A Holistic 

Approach to Measuring Success,  
(Ottawa: 2009)

ABOUT OUR RESEARCH
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interviewee choices clearly re-
flect the qualities we most ad-
mire and perhaps even aspire 
to ourselves. 

Key traits

The most common qualities 
when describing the research 
participants included passion-
ate, driven, hard-working and 
charismatic. Some researchers 
held their interview candidate 
in high esteem for their ability 
to forgive and show compas-
sion, while others respected 
the interviewees’ emphasis on 
the importance of listening 
and leading by example. 

Leadership was the single-
most common characteristic 
describing the research partici-
pants. While some of the inter-
viewees occupy, or occupied, 
an elected leadership position, 
most were noted for their quiet 
leadership out of the limelight. 
Many Northerners have ex-
pressed discomfort with the 
concept of “leadership” as lack-
ing in humility.20  In our view, 
many true leaders do not iden-
tify themselves as such.  

Resilience was another shared 

20	  Price, Jackie. Northern Policy 
Fellowship: Background, Potential and 
Models for Consideration. Walter & 
Duncan Gordon Foundation, 2009.   

trait among our research par-
ticipants:  Persisting in the 
face of adversity. This trait is 
captured in the paper’s title, 
in the Inuit word “Sapiliqtaili-
maniq.” Several Arctic Fellows 
noted that the interviewees’ 
resilience was truly remark-
able given the extent of the 
challenges some faced – from 
violent home environments to 
suicide and murder in their 
small communities. Further 
to overcoming adversity, some 
researchers noted that par-
ticipants’ success was often 
achieved at great personal 
sacrifice for the benefit of the 
community.

Arguably the chief factor in de-
fining a successful Northerner, 
for us, is their commitment to 
community – their determi-
nation to “give back.” This was 
demonstrated through volun-
teering at the local level, work-
ing with youth, advocating for 
cultural values and advocacy 
for Northern issues in general. 

Less obvious, but no less es-
sential, in advancing commu-
nities’ goals are the individuals 
who pass on their culture to 
their families through story-
telling, language or sharing of 
specialized traditional knowl-
edge. 

ABOUT OUR RESEARCH
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What follows are high-
lights from the qualita-

tive interviews conducted with 
Northerners who we believe 
exemplify leadership quali-
ties. The findings shed light 
on problems encountered by 
our research participants dur-
ing their formative years as 
well as potential solutions to 
educational challenges within 
each of the Northern regions, 
offering insight into the keys 
ways in which we can nurture 
Northern leaders. 

Yukon 

Many of the interviewees from 
the Yukon Territory are resi-
dential school survivors.  They 
were taken from their homes 
generally around the age of five 
and sent to church-run schools 
in the larger communities. The 
primary result of the residen-
tial school experience was the 
loss of culture and language.  
For the majority, this loss has 
continued to permeate their 
families’ lives, through to their 
grandchildren. The genera-
tions that followed them can-
not speak their native language 
and have minimal traditional 

knowledge.  

The repercussions of this expe-
rience are profound for most, 
having had detrimental im-
pacts on their lives.  Almost all 
of the interviewees expressed 
shame over their separation 
from their culture and felt 
embarrassed by their inability 
to speak the language or par-
ticipate in traditional activi-
ties.  The opportunity to learn 
traditional skills is typically 
through the community. Par-
ents play a key role in passing 
on traditional teachings and 
skills, with the Father figure 
a definitive role model.  Like-
wise, Grandmothers are con-
sidered to be vital to children’s 
and adolescents’ development.  
As residential school students 
were removed from this envi-

ronment, they were deprived 
of these learning opportuni-
ties.

Despite the decades-long at-
tempts to assimilate Gwich’in, 
Tlingit, Han, Tutchone, Kaska 
Dena and other cultures into 
the mainstream, interviewees 
spoke with pride when asked 
to describe the type of tradi-
tional activities they practice.  
They are eager, indeed deter-
mined, to continue acquiring 
new skills, with one Elder stat-
ing, “I think if I stop learning, 
it’s probably time to go!”  

Several interviewees learned 
their skills by watching others 
and teaching themselves.  His-
torically, this was the natural 

“There needs to be a 
strong focus early 
on in life. Young 
kids should be 
taught about their 
language, trapping, 
hunting, fishing, 
early on in life.”

– NWT Interviewee

When I look back, I’m 
a bit amazed at how 
many responsibilities 
they gave us at such 
young ages. And the 
fact that [the Elders] 
would tell stories 
and talk to us like 
adults, and not 
really speak down to 
us as children.”  

– Yukon Interviewee

LESSONS FROM THE PAST
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way of learning.  Youth ‘job 
shadowed’ Elders by following 
and watching.  Eventually, they 
were expected to complete the 
task with little hands-on direc-
tion.

Those interviewees who com-
pleted post-secondary educa-
tion all did so because of an 
influential person, such as a 
teacher, family member, or an 
event that gave them the drive 
to pursue their goals.  They 
also had an initial passion for 
their chosen career that was 
reflective of their upbringing 
and influences.  While they ex-
celled, it was difficult for those 
who had to move back and 
forth between the Yukon and 
the South to complete their ed-
ucation.  It was very challeng-
ing for students to leave their 
support systems in the Yukon 
and live independently to pur-
sue higher education.  

Though funding is relatively 
accessible now, when it was 
previously limited, completion 
of post-secondary programs 
was financially prohibitive for 
many. 

Money wasn’t the only diffi-
culty some faced.  A number of 
interviewees talked about rac-
ist attitudes and practices that 

they encountered during these 
formative years.

When asked for their impres-
sions and ideas about the edu-
cation system today, one inter-
viewee voiced the view that the 
current system is failing Yukon 
First Nations youth, noting 
that 40 percent of students do 
not graduate from Grade 12.  

There was a consensus that 
t rad it iona l 
k n ow l e d g e 
and language 
should be 
taught early, 
be hands-on 
and com-
m u n i c a t e d 
in the tradi-
tional style of 
storytelling 
and observa-
tion.  

The culture camps that many 
First Nations host throughout 

the year have been successful in 
teaching and passing on skills 
and promoting cultural pride.  
These initiatives recognize the 
value and wealth of First Na-
tions culture and language.  

Interviewees believe these 
traditional teachings need to 
be integrated into the formal 

“There was a lot of racism at the time. As you 
worked your way up through the grades, 
there were fewer and fewer Indians as you 
went through school. It was difficult to 
feel like you belonged anywhere. It was very 
much a white environment. There was no 
cultural education whatsoever. You weren’t 
expected to thrive. You weren’t expected to 
be pursuing any academic programming. It 
was not a great time growing up and going to 
school in Whitehorse back then.”

– Yukon Interviewee

“If our native kids in Whitehorse 
just watch TV and play the games 
that everyone else plays, they 
won’t have any understanding 
of who they are or sense of 
identity. They won’t have a sense 
of pride of a First Nation person 
with the distinctiveness or 
that uniqueness of who they 
are, which just develops a more 
confident individual.”  

 – Yukon Interviewee

LESSONS FROM THE PAST
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public education system. Par-
ticipants commented that this 
might help to instil pride, a 
sense of self-worth and drive 
for those young First Nations 
students who struggle in the 
western-based system. 

However, others mentioned 
the value of the western sys-
tem in today’s society and dis-
cussed the need to find a bal-
ance between the two styles of 
learning. 

Several recommended uti-
lizing mechanisms such as 
modern technology to enable 
adaptive and evolved learning 
opportunities for contempo-

rary students. 

Northwest  
Territories
As in the Yukon Territory, many 
interview subjects in the NWT 
attended residential schools 
as children.  Prior to being re-
moved from their homes and 
communities, most of 
the participants were 
raised by their parents, 
whom they considered 
to be “traditional peo-
ple.” 

In other words, their 
parents were raised on 
the land, could live off 
the land, practiced Ab-

original traditions and spoke 
their Aboriginal languages. 

Most of the participants de-
scribed having positive up-
bringings, growing up happy 
and comfortable in a loving 
environment. For three inter-
viewees, in particular, they cor-
related their happiness grow-
ing up with being on the land 
and practicing their culture. 

Not all homes were happy 
ones, and traditional knowl-
edge and teachings were not 
always passed on to project 
participants.  This disconnect 
was explained, in part, as the 
consequence of having been 
separated from their parents 
when they were obliged to at-
tend residential schools, or 
their own parents’ continuing 
struggles coping with the after-
math of the residential school 
experience. 

I want to show youth 
that, no matter how 
you grow up, you 
can get over those 
problems and become 
something. I know 
the history of our 
First Nations people 
and I believe that we 
can overcome (our 
challenges).  I want 
to be financially 
stable and I want to 
show my son that, 
in order to succeed 
in life, you need an 
education.”

– Yukon Interviewee

“We lived in a two- 
room log house in 
Behchoko.  We were a 
big family; my Grand-
mother was living 
with us.  I had four 
sisters and two 
brothers all in that 
house.  My dad was a 
fisherman in the sum-
mer and a trapper in 
the winter time, and a 
hunter in the spring 
time.  We always had 
enough food.”  

– NWT Interviewee

“My Mom was in residential 
school from age 3 ½ to 17, 
so the lack of (Aboriginal) 
language use at home, once 
official school began, is 
perhaps not surprising. 
The focus was on school 
success rather than 
educating in the home.”

– NWT Interviewee

LESSONS FROM THE PAST
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Other factors included being 
raised in troubled home envi-
ronments, characterized by al-
cohol and domestic abuse, and 
the challenge of “living in two 
worlds” – living in a “modern 
society way” as an Aboriginal 
person.

Once joining the world of for-
mal education, much changed 
for many of the interview sub-
jects. Half of participants at-
tended residential school. Two 
participants spoke of the resi-
dential learning environment 
as being strict and abusive, 

with two participants speak-
ing specifically to being afraid. 
One interviewee remembers 

“one schoolteacher who was 
very nice, but our principal, he 
was very mean.  We could not 
even turn our heads or look 
back.  We had to sit very straight 
or else we got a ruler over our 
heads.”

Interviewees who experienced 
difficulty in residential school 
credited having friends at the 
school, family love and en-
couragement, and, sometimes, 
teachers with helping them 
through the challenges.

One participant spoke of resi-
dential school 
as being “good.” 
Two others ap-
preciated the 
education they 
acquired while 
there, stating 
that it enables 
them to now live 
in “two worlds.”  
This sentiment 
was echoed at 
the Policy Fo-
rum, Knowledge 
is Within Us, 
where a resi-
dential school 
survivor told 
Fellows that the 

experience has enabled him to 
“be strong in both worlds.”

Racism in the learning envi-
ronment was raised by several 
participants, a topic the re-
searchers felt it important to in-
clude.  Some encountered rac-
ism from other students, most 
often non-Aboriginal students, 
and, in some instances, from 
teachers both in the South and 
within a Northern community. 

These and other challenging 
experiences prompted some 
of the interviewees to drop out 
of school, although many have 
returned to their studies in 
the years since.  One research 
participant explained that she 
“grew up with so many people 
who had dropped out of school, 
a lot of my older brothers and 
sisters dropped out, so it kinda 
just seemed like the thing you 
were supposed to do.  But I end-
ed up going back to school two 
years after, it wasn’t that long, I 
had to go back to do upgrading.”

The majority – six of eight 
NWT leaders – went on to 
attend post-secondary insti-
tutions where they gained 
credentials ranging from col-
lege diplomas to PhDs.  Most 
were the first in their families 
to pursue higher education. It 
is noteworthy that, for half of 
these participants, their rea-
sons for attending post-sec-

“The encouragement and the 
expectation to do well came 
from my parent. And a handful 
of influential teachers 
encouraged me to pick up 
my skills, like in English. My 
teacher saw that I could write 
and so he encouraged me to 
read different things and 
expand my knowledge.  I had 
an excellent social studies 
teacher and started learning 
about world leaders and 
current events, and Canadian 
history.”

– NWT Interviewee

LESSONS FROM THE PAST
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ondary school were associated 
with negative aspects in their 
lives at that time, such as ter-
rible home situations, partying 
too much and wanting to “get 
out” of their Northern com-
munities. 

All participants in this cate-
gory had to relocate to attend 
post-secondary school. Five of 
the six participants attended 
Southern academic institu-
tions. Two spoke of the diffi-
culties of being Aboriginal and 
feeling alone. All interviewees 
identified having support dur-
ing their scholarship as con-
tributing to their success. 

Support came in several forms. 
On the monetary side, support 

included financial aid from 
bands, student loans and the 
NWT’s Student Financial As-
sistance program. Funding, or 
the lack thereof, was a constant 
problem for many. Financial 
support was inconsistent and 
from multiple sources, varying 
from year to year. Basic eco-
nomic needs were met with fi-
nancial aid from programs like 
the GNWT’s student financial 
assistance, band funding, fed-
eral financial assistance for 
post-secondary education and 
funding from the National Ab-
original Achievement Founda-
tion. 

Another participant described 
a lack of Aboriginal support 
services in Northern commu-
nities as problematic.  It was 
remarked that the education 
system needs to be culturally 
relevant in the North to avoid 
stereotypes and racism, point-
ing out that it was, and re-
mains, common to encourage 
young women to become nurs-
es or teachers, as one example, 
or for young men to enter the 
trades.21 Few other options 

21	 Creating our Future Together,  
A Report to the People of the NWT 
on the Results of the Premier’s Pub-
lic Engagement Process, (Education 
a Priority, p. 5), Government of the 
Northwest Territories, 2011 http://
www.daair.gov.nt.ca/_live/documents/

were or are promoted.  All in-
terviewees said it was crucial 
that families and parents play 
a part in raising their children’s 
awareness, understanding 
ooptions for the future, and 
preparing them for life in the 
adult world - understanding fi-
nances, setting goals, etc. 

On the personal front, family 
support, fellow student sup-
port, colleague support, Ab-
original faculty support and 
Aboriginal student lounges 
were all viewed as valuable as-
sets that gave them strength. 
Having Aboriginal lounges/
associations/programs in uni-
versity played a significant role 
for two participants in terms 
of transitioning to university, 
providing a comfortable en-
vironment and a sense of be-
longing. 

A recurring theme expressed 
by all interviewees is the im-
portance of traditional skills, 
which are passed on by par-
ents, grandparents, extended 
families and communities. Of 
these, Aboriginal languages, 
cultural practices and being 
respectful are considered to 
be the most important skills 
which should be handed down 
content/Creating_our_Future.pdf
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“I don’t think it was 
blatant racism, 
but for sure, some 
teachers would 
give the white kids 
better grades, offer 
them tutoring, give 
them tasks to do in 
the class; You know, 
monitor the class 
while the teachers 
out; those types of 
things were where 
you would sense the 
differences.”		

– NWT Interviewee
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through the generations. 

Participants spoke of “tradi-
tional ways of teachings” such 
as observing, to be calm and 
patient. There was near univer-
sal agreement that these skills 
should be taught from birth. 
Participants linked knowing 
these skills with an individu-

al’s sense of identity, pride and 
healing.

Inuit Nunangat
Inuit Nunangat refers to the 
geographic regions in Canada 
where 80 percent of all Inuit 
people in Canada live: 

•	 Inuvialuit region of the 
Northwest Territories;

•	 Nunavut Territory; 

•	 the Nunavik region of 
the province of Quebec; 
and,

•	 Nunatsivut, the North-
ern region of Labrador.22  

Throughout in-
terviews conducted in Nun-
atsiavut and various regions 
in Nunavut, it was clear that 
family support and encourage-
ment were enduring and vital-
ly important to students’, and 
eventual leaders’, success.  

Parents and grandparents, 
in particular, were pivotal to 
each interviewee’s intentions 
to attend college or university.  

22	  (INAC 2009, p.34).
*	 Canada, I. a. (2009). A Demo-
graphic and Socio-Economic Portrait 
of Aboriginal Populations in Canada. 
Ottawa: Minister of Indian and North-
ern Affairs. 

Figure 1: map of Inuit Nunangat 
source: Canada, I. a. (2009)*
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“My Dad was doing 
the teachings and my 
Elders were doing 
the teachings.  They 
told me that what 
they teach me doesn’t 
belong to me.  I have 
to pass it on, and 
whoever I teach it to 
has to pass it on, and 
it goes like that over 
and over. That’s why 
it’s important that 
people that have that 
knowledge gotta 
keep teaching it 
forever until the day 
they die.”

– NWT Interviewee
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Some families 
were large and 
unable to pro-
vide financial 
support. Others 
had substance 
abuse problems 
and were unable 
to contribute, 
while still oth-
er interviewees 
came from sta-
ble homes with 
financial secu-
rity as well as the 
moral support of 
their families. 

While such en-
c o u r a g e m e n t 
was critical to 
i n t e r v i e w e e s ’ 
success, all proj-
ect participants 
stated that there 
was insufficient 
financial support 
in their pursuit 
of post-second-
ary education. 
This proved to 
be a major obsta-
cle in achieving 
their academic 
and career goals.  
In addition, the 
majority of the 
interviewees felt 

LESSONS FROM THE PAST

that they did not have adequate 
information about potential 
funding available from Inuit 
organizations. 

This lack of awareness re-
flected, to some degree, a lack 
of effort on the part of inter-
viewees to delve into funding 
options available from Inuit 
Organizations. At the same 
time, the outreach activities of 
the Inuit organizations to raise 

awareness among students of 
the various funding options 
seemed to be insufficient. 

A majority of the participants 
were also not aware of any Ab-
original specific programming 
within the post-secondary in-
stitution they attended.  

“When you are down 
South, everyone asks 
‘what are you?’, and 
they are not asking 
me asking me where I 
came from. They are 
asking my ethnicity. 
‘Why do I look the way 
I do?’ And so you have 
to come face to face 
with who you are to 
answer that kind of 
question.” 

– Nu Interviewee

NUNAVUT SIVUNIKSAVUT 
PROGRAM

The NS program is a support system 
similar to that offered by the Kativik 
Regional School Board, but with 
an innovative and widely admired 
training component.  The not-for-
profit organization was created by 
the Tunngavik Federation of Nunavut 
(now known as Nunavut Tunngavik 
Incorporated) to train field workers 
to keep people in communities 
informed about the Nunavut Land 
Claim negotiation process. NS is now 
an eight-month college program 
based in Ottawa. It is for Inuit youth 
from Nunavut who want to get ready 
for the educational, training, and 
career opportunities that are being 
created by the Nunavut Land Claims 
Agreement (NLCA) and the new 
Government of Nunavut.

Students in the NS program learn 
about Inuit history, organizations, 
land claims and other issues 
relevant to their future careers in 
Nunavut. They also gain valuable 
life experience by spending eight 
months in the South and learning 
to live on their own as independent 
adults. 

The program is open to youth from 
Nunavut who are beneficiaries of the 
NLCA. It runs from September until 
May. Approximately 22 students are 
chosen each year for the 1st year of 
the program. 
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Inuit students who did access 
funding from an Inuit organi-
zation stated that the funding 
was easily accessible; a simple 
application form had to be 
filled out and an average grade 
had to be kept up to remain eli-
gible for the funding.  

Most interviewees, particu-
larly those from Nunavut, were 
faced with culture shock and 
linguistic barriers when they 
uprooted from small North-
ern communities and moved 
to southern Canadian cities, 
whether for high school or 
post-secondary studies. In-
terviewees described feeling 
alienated and overwhelmed 
with navigating the large, un-
familiar institutional settings, 
problems made worse by lan-
guage barriers. Inuktitut is the 
first language of the Nunavut 
interviewees.  

Southern food was also foreign. 
Getting a package of dried car-
ibou meat in the mail was con-
sidered “manna from heaven” 
that helped sustain students 
physically and spiritually while 
far from home.

While leaving remote North-
ern communities to attend 
school in a big city was de-
scribed as a challenge by many 

participants, for some, para-
doxically, the home environ-
ment provided the impetus to 
make the move.  Several de-
scribed difficult home situa-
tions as a major determinant in 
their decision to attend school 
outside their region. Substance 
abuse and unstable environ-
ments were noted as a decisive 
factor which influenced several 
interviewees’ desire to go south 
to attend college or univer-
sity.  Some 
said they 
saw higher 
education as 
a ticket to a 
better future.

A n o t h e r 
p r e v a l e n t 
theme raised, 
specif ical ly 
in eastern 
Nunavut and 
Nunatsiavut, 
was racism. Interviewees re-
vealed that they encountered 
racism in both Northern and 
Southern Canadian schools, 
such as making assumptions 
about the academic capabili-
ties of Inuit students based on 
racial stereotypes.  For exam-
ple, while providing material 
to other students, high school 
guidance counselors deliber-

ately would not hand out uni-
versity calendars and informa-
tion to Inuit students on the 
grounds that they would not 
get into the university anyway. 

One interviewee, who current-
ly holds a director level posi-
tion, along with a double hon-
ors degree from a prestigious 
university, had been encour-
aged by a guidance counselor 
to go into the trades. Interview-

ees described 
feeling dis-
c o u r a g e d 
and angry 
about the 
dif ferential 
treatment at 
school. Even 
some family 
members at-
tempted to 
d i s cour age 
the inter-
viewee from 

going into a university, doubt-
ing their ability to complete 
their studies. 

Not all educators, and certainly 
few family members, adopted 
this attitude.  Many partici-
pants credited their parents 
and extended family with pro-
viding emotional support and 
encouragement. Others noted 
that the teachers with whom 

“I mostly got along 
with the people that 
were interested in 
Inuit culture, who had 
a lot of questions for 
us. It seemed like they 
made time for us and 
were more patient in 
helping us understand 
the subjects we were 
taking.”   

– Nu Interviewee 

LESSONS FROM THE PAST
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they connected, and learned 
the most, were invariably those 
teachers who cared and showed 
a real interest in Inuit culture. 

Some simply were driven by a 
desire to learn, for learning’s 
sake. 

As a Nunavut research 
subject, who undertook 
her studies via distance 
education, stated, “I want-
ed to know about things, I 
wanted to know about the 

world, I wanted to see other 
places and a lot of that came 
from reading. I love to read, 
I can read anything.”

Despite personal, financial 
and other hurdles most 
had to overcome, the vari-
ous interviewees are living 
proof that Inuit students, 
like other Aboriginal 
Northerners interviewed 
for this project, can and do 
achieve academic success 
– and become important 

leaders within their com-
munities, their regions and 
the country as a whole. 

Like interview subjects in 
other parts of the North, 
Inuit participants stressed 
the importance of passing 
on traditional skills and 
knowledge, as well.  Most 
thought that the best way 

to pass 
on this 
k n o w l -
edge is 
through 
teaching 
by ex-
ample. 

Inuit in-
terview-
ees, like 
those in 

other regions, also pro-
moted the idea that sup-
port needs to start at home 
in order to foster individu-
als’ success.  Familial rela-
tionships need to include 
both immediate and ex-
tended family members.

SUPPORT FOR 
INUIT STUDENTS

Of all jurisdictions, 
Nunavik region provides 
what is often considered 
to be the best overall 
support for Inuit 
students, with financial 
and other aid unavailable 
elsewhere in Canada. 

The Post-Secondary 
Education Sponsorship 
Program is designed 
to encourage Inuit 
Beneficiaries of 
the James Bay and 
Northern Quebec 
Agreement, to acquire 
college, university 
and professional 
qualifications.  The 
support is administered 
by the Kativik Regional 
School Board (KSB) 
and provides different 
kinds of support, from 
financial assistance to 
logistical support in the 
form of housing and 
transportation, medical 
support and counselling, 
and academic and career 
guidance, including 
tutoring. 

“In high school, when I was 
interested in applying for (post-
secondary) school, I faced a few 
barriers. I was one of two Inuit 
students in the academic stream 
for grade 12. The school guidance 
counselor didn’t give me the 
university calendars because she 
said I wouldn’t get in”. 

– NuNAVUT Interviewee

LESSONS FROM THE PAST
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One of the great revelations 
for Arctic Fellows partici-

pating in this initiative is the 
degree to which their interview 
subjects share common North-
ern perspectives and experi-
ences. Despite the great dif-
ferences in ages, occupations, 
interests, territory of residence 
and connections with vari-
ous Aboriginal groups and, in 
spite of the vast physical dis-
tances separating them from 
each other, the individuals 
who agreed to be interviewed 
identified Northern-specific 
realities and ways of life that 
are distinct from anything they 
found in the mainstream litera-
ture. Equally noteworthy, even 
though residential schools at-
tended by some of the inter-
viewees no longer exist, their 
residual impacts at the com-
munity level continue to colour 
the way younger Northerners 
view the world.  This collective 
experience goes a long way to 
uncovering what it is that dis-
tinguishes Northern leaders, 
at least to some degree, from 
other people in Canada. 

The following is an overview of 
the nine recurring themes that 
emerged from all three regions’ 
interviews. 

Living in two 
worlds
Living in two worlds is the re-
ality many Aboriginal peoples 
face as they celebrate their 
culture and practice their tra-
ditions, while simultaneously 
participating in Canadian so-
ciety. This is true of Aboriginal 
populations North and South 
of the 60th Parallel. There was 
strong consensus that culture 
provides the foundation for 
a healthy educational experi-
ence. 

Language was seen by inter-
viewees as the most significant 
contributor to success both in 
community relationships and 
post-secondary institution(s), 
followed by land skills, learn-
ing from mistakes, and shar-
ing knowledge with every-
one – within one’s culture and 
without. At the same time, par-

ticipants expressed their ap-
preciation for, and the value of, 
a Western education and the 
importance of striking a bal-
ance between the two ways of 
learning and living. 

Positive  
upbringing
A positive upbringing dur-
ing the formative years played 
a crucial role in the develop-
ment and life achievements for 
the majority of participants. 
Positive upbringing came from 
parents, grandparents, elders, 
extended family and commu-
nity in the form of nurturing 
care such as love and support, 
as well as cultural teachings. 
Some participants noted that, 
at times, the quality of their 
care was sporadic as a result of 
their residential school experi-
ence or, for others, because of 
dysfunction within their im-
mediate families often asso-
ciated with substance abuse. 
Whether continually or spo-
radic, there was a positive level 
of nurturing directly from par-

YOU CAN’T MAKE NEW TRAILS 
WITHOUT LEARNING HOW TO BLAZE:
THEMES THAT CUT ACROSS THE NORTH
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ents and family.

Attendance 
at Residential 
School 
Many of the participants went 
to residential school for at least 
some of their primary and/
or secondary education. This 
was generally a difficult time in 
their lives, as they were sepa-
rated from their families, their 
culture and all they knew, and 
transplanted into a foreign en-
vironment. 

Relocating  
to attend  
post-secondary 
school
In order to pursue post-sec-
ondary school, the vast major-
ity of participants had to relo-
cate to a larger community or 
city, most often in the South. 
This proved to be a challenge 
for participants in terms of 
adapting to cultural differenc-
es, dealing with racism, as well 
as having to leave their support 
systems. For Inuit students, 
culture shock was compound-
ed by having to cope with what 
was, to most, a foreign lan-

guage in the South.  The expe-
rience of students experienc-
ing support from the Kativik 
School Board is documented 
thoroughly in Arctic Fellow 
Joseph Flowers’ individual pa-
per.23 There is also a need for 
data on the experience of stu-
dents who have participated in 
the degree-granting programs 
currently available in the north.

Support

Participants identified various 
forms of support to overcome 
the challenges faced during 
their scholarship (secondary, 

23	 Flowers, 2012

post-secondary, residential 
school). Support came in the 
form of friends, parents and 
extended family, occasionally 
educators’ encouragement as 
well as financial assistance. 

Funding

For those participants who at-
tended post-secondary school, 

We had easy access to 
school. We were con-
sidered I guess more 
or less fortunate 
because my father 
was a government 
employee.  We’re not 
First Nations or Inuit 
so we had different 
allowances. But rac-
ism was a problem—
not so much amongst 
the First Nations or 
Inuvialuit, but among 
the white youth to-
ward the Aboriginal 
students.

– NWT Interviewee

“Many times we’re go-
ing to go to so many 
different places in 
this world that we’re 
not going to belong. 
And so, when we’re 
strong in our cul-
ture, when we have 
pride in who we are 
and where we come 
from, and in the 
people that we were 
born from, we have a 
pride that we belong 
—no matter where we 
go. It’s really impor-
tant. If there’s one 
thing that I’m going 
to instill in my kids, 
it’s that pride in who 
they are from teach-
ings on the land and 
teachings with ani-
mals and the spirits 
and the ancestors.”

– NWT Interviewee

LEARNING HOW TO BLAZE
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issues of funding were a per-
sistent theme. Most partici-
pants were able to access funds 
through various sources but, 
with few exceptions, it was not 
enough to cover all their ex-
penses. 

Role of  
community in 
passing on  
traditional 
teachings and 
skills
No one person is responsible 
for teaching lessons to children 
and teens.  Instead, parents, ex-
tended family and community 
members all participate in in-
structing youth and others who 
wish to learn. Participants not-
ed the important parts played 
by Elders, Grandmothers and 
Fathers – all indispensable and 
highly-valued role models. 

Most important skills are cul-
tural

Culture, traditional knowl-
edge, land skills and language 
were identified by participants 
as being the most important 
skills to be passed on to cur-
rent and future generations. 
These skills need to be taught 

as early as birth, as they are the 
foundation of the wellbeing of 
individuals. 

The education system needs to 
better include culture and local 
knowledge-holders

Ultimately, the situation will 
not improve for Northern 
learners until significant im-
provements are made to the 
current education system. 

The needed changes include:

•	 Incorporating local Aborig-
inal culture, language and 
teachings in school systems 
to ensure the longevity of 
Aboriginal culture. Par-
ticipants emphasized a link 
between knowing one’s cul-
ture and the self-worth and 
pride that occurs as a result. 

•	 The education system 
should expand to include 
support for parents and 
caregivers to understand 
their roles in preparing 
their children for future 
successes in terms of teach-
ing important life skills like 
budgeting for personal fi-
nances and setting goals. 

•	 Many participants spoke of 
a traditional way of learn-
ing for Aboriginal peoples 

such as quietly observ-
ing their elder/teacher, not 
asking questions and us-
ing a “hands on” approach 
to learning. The education 
system needs to be inclusive 
of other forms of teachings, 
to learn about local history, 
language and practices (in-
cluding community gover-
nance, parenting, diet, sur-
vival skills, etc.)– especially 
in regions where the pro-
portion of Aboriginal peo-
ples is high or the majority.

LEARNING HOW TO BLAZE
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WHAT THE LITERATURE SAYS

Although relatively little 
research into Northern 

leadership exists, much can 
be learned from studies that 
have examined the influences 
and behaviours of other people 
whose experiences have been, 
in some ways, comparable 
to those of our interviewees. 
Some of what our research par-
ticipants have lived through is 
not exclusive to the North.  

Starting with the research 
question in reverse, we want 
to look at the notion of “peo-
ple contributing positively to 
their community.” We have 
taken a leap of faith, equating 
this with the concept of “lead-
ership.” What factors nurture 
community-focused leader-
ship, not only in the North but 
elsewhere? 

The first step in this process is 
to define what is meant by the 
term “leadership.” There are 
many different definitions of 
leadership, and far more grey 
literature than academic on the 
subject.  

One simple yet useful defini-
tion is that leadership is “a 
process of social influence in 

which one person can enlist the 
aid and support of others in the 
accomplishment of a common 
task.”24  The Harvard Project 
on American Indian Economic 
Development includes leader-
ship, in addition to sovereign-
ty, institution-building and 
culture, as essential in build-
ing strong Aboriginal nations 
and communities:  “Leader-
ship Matters: Nation building 
requires leaders who introduce 
new knowledge and experienc-
es, challenge assumptions, and 
propose change. Such leaders, 
whether elected, community 
or spiritual, convince people 
that things can be different and 
inspire them to take action.”25

It was once assumed that lead-
ership was a trait – you were 
either born with it, or you 
weren’t. But, over the last cen-
tury, it became much more ac-
ceptable to see leadership as 
learnable, and teachable.26  We 

24	  Chemers, Martin. An Integra-
tive Theory of Leadership. Lawrence 
Erlbaum Associates, Publishers, 1997.
25	  From the website http://
hpaied.org/ The Harvard Project is 
led by co led by Manley A. Begay, Jr. 
(Diné) and Stephen Cornell, includes 
Canadian case studies.   
26	  Herbert Spencer, among the 

recognize that there are many 
variables in an individual’s 
learning journey that can de-
termine his or her success in 
achieving personal goals and 
which motivate and facilitate a 
person’s commitment to com-
munity.  

We reviewed some literature 
that shines a light on these 
qualities and have discovered 
something unique: These qual-
ities transcend race, class, reli-
gion, language. In other words, 
these are universal qualities. 
We sought to understand how 
the Northern leaders we ad-
mire acquired these attributes 
and developed their appetite 
for community service. What 
was special about them, or par-
ticular to their environments, 
that enabled them to overcome 
the seemingly impossible odds 
stacked against them during 
their formative years, both in-
side and outside the education 
system?

We focused our literature in 

“Fathers” of sociology, argued that when 
it came to leadership, the times produce 
the person.  Leaders are not born as such, 
but rather they are formed by the circum-
stances and necessities of the world around 
them.  



27

three main areas27, which can 
also be seen as three pillars 
upholding this ideal of leader-
ship: 

(a) Resilience in the face of ad-
versity; 

(b) An individual’s commit-
ment to serve in the communi-
ty, or service leadership; 
and, 

(c) Learning applica-
tions that can help to 
enhance these qualities 
within a Northern con-
text. 

(a) Tran-
scending  
Adversity
Several studies show 
that our attitudes about 
life, the world around 
us and our abilities can 
increase our ability to 
overcome adversity.28 In 
a ground-breaking lon-
gitudinal study follow-

27	  While many traits may, in 
fact, be inherent, we limited our 
research review to the realm of behav-
iourism and social learning – those 
factors that are shaped by the external 
factors, and which can be developed 
through optimizing the learning envi-
ronment.
28	  (Brafman, 2011).

ing 700 infants born in 1955 
in Kauai, Hawaii until they 
turned forty, researchers found 
that not all children experienc-
ing poverty, domestic conflict 
and parental drug abuse were 
destined to continue along the 
same negative path to the same 
outcome.29 In fact, by the time 

they turned 40, only one in six 
had substance abuse, mental 
health issues or criminal re-
cords, indicating that most had 
somehow managed to bounce 
back from their difficult child-
hoods and form healthy rela-
29	  (Werner & Smith, 1992)

tionships and enjoy successful 
careers as adults. These find-
ings have since been substan-
tiated by several other longi-
tudinal studies with similar 
results.30 

Locus of control

To help explain this phenom-
enon of children tran-
scending difficult child-
hoods, one study by a 
team of British research-
ers builds on the work of 
the psychologist Julian 
Rotter and his theory 
of a “locus of control”, 
defined as an individu-
als’ sense of control over 
their lives. Rotter sug-
gested that individuals 
who confront adversity 
and rise above it exhibit 
high internal locus of 
control. That is, they 
take responsibility for 
the outcome of events in 
their life instead of feel-
ing that what happens 
is entirely beyond their 

control.31  

Applying this theory of lo-
cus of control, the team of re-
searchers surveyed over 10,000 

30	  (Bolger & Patterson, 2003; 
Fergusson & Horwood, 2003). 
31	  (Rotter, 1966)

“It was a very tough, 
tough, tough life to live in 
[residential school]. But one 
thing that I really walked out 
of there with was English, 
because of the fear that I had 
to learn English.  I couldn’t 
speak my own language but I 
learned from that focus on 
English how to read, write, do 
math, science—all these things 
today that I understand. 
Now I feel that I have the 
two worlds—the cultural 
world and the modern world. 
Even though I was suffering 
through it, I still came out of it 
with something good.”

– NWT Interviewee

WHAT THE LITERATURE SAYS
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10-year-olds on various per-
sonality traits along with ques-
tions about their locus of con-
trol. Follow up surveys with 
the same research participants 
twenty years later found that 
those with a high internal lo-
cus of control were signifi-
cantly less likely to experience 
psychological problems (e.g. 
depression or anxiety), had 
a reduced propensity for be-
ing overweight and were more 
likely to report being in good 
overall health.32 Psychologists 
consider a high internal locus 
of control to be important in 
empowering individuals to 
overcome adversity, as it en-
ables them to focus on what 
they can do to change their 
circumstances rather than suc-
cumbing to the stress of the 
situation.33

Developing positive 
coping strategies

In a study on resilience and 
Aboriginal peoples, the au-
thors identify additional pro-
tective factors that can help to 
counteract risk and decrease 
individual vulnerability to ad-
verse conditions.34

32	  (Gale, Batty, and Deary, 2008).
33	  (Brafman, 2011).
34	  (Dion Stout & Kipling, 2003).

Adopting mature defences (i.e. 
humour, altruism, sublimation 
and anticipation) can help an 
individual to triumph over a 
lifetime of adversity.35 In fact, 
several studies suggest a sense 
of humour may help to reduce 
anxiety and facilitate coping 
and adjustment.36 In research 
by Rutter (2001), individu-
als able to overcome adverse 
conditions are more likely to 
have a repertoire of different 
responses to problems rather 
than relying on only one.  For 
instance, they may develop in-
terests in other activities such 
as competitive sports and faith 
based beliefs. Continuing edu-
cation has been shown to help 
to offset the effects of risk, as 
well.37 This finding is repeated 
in a study of 70 African Ameri-
can survivors of childhood vi-
olence. Their coping strategies 
included spirituality, commu-
nity support, activism, creativ-
ity, confrontation, introspec-
tion, humour, therapy, safety 
precautions, desensitization, 
racial reframing/racial attribu-
tion, transcendence and tem-
poral framing, and escapism.38 

35	  Ibid.
36	  (Kuiper, Martin & Olinger, 
1993).
37	  (Dion Stout & Kipling, 2003, 
Werner & Smith, 1992, Rutter, 1988). 
38	  (Bryant-Davis, 2005).

Role of culture in 
building confidence

Culture plays a central role in 
shaping traditions, beliefs and 
human relationships and can 
greatly influence feelings of 
self-worth which affect an in-
dividual’s approach to learn-
ing.39 In a paper by Kirmayer 
et al. (2011), the authors argue 
that resilience extends beyond 
individual characteristics and 
may also have systemic, collec-
tive or communal dimensions.  
They contend that models of 
resilience must be updated to 
include cultural concepts as, 
“People may make sense of 
their own predicaments and 
map possibilities for adapta-
tion and a positive vision of 
their identity and future pros-
pects by drawing on collec-
tive history, myths, and sacred 
teachings.”40 These collective 
narratives provide a form of 
communal resilience by ensur-
ing the continuity and vital-
ity of the community and of a 
people.41 Further, revitalizing 
language, culture and spiritu-
ality, especially in Indigenous 
communities, helps develop 
both individual and collective 
39	  (Dion Stout & Kipling, 2003).
40	  (Kirmayer et al., 2011, pp. 
2-3)
41	  (Kirmayer et al., 2011).
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resilience.42 

Positive support

Clearly, developing resilience 
is not an individual activity 
but requires support from oth-
ers, including the nuclear and 
extended family, friends, com-
munity members and teachers. 
Supportive figures, described 
as providing unconditional 
positive regard, or giving sup-
port and acceptance with no 
strings attached, are consid-
ered significant in helping an 
individual to overcome adver-
sity. Several studies report on 
the beneficial impact mentors 
can have on youth at-risk.43 

Psychologist Rom Brafman 
(2011) describes these mentors 
as ‘satellites’; people situated 
outside the usual sphere of in-
fluence that an individual can 
look up to for guidance and to 
be challenged. Just knowing 
someone is ‘on our side’ when 
confronting adversity can sig-
nificantly influence how well 
we cope with problems.44 

42	  Ibid.
43	  Fagenson, 1989; Baldwin 
Grossman & Tierny, 1998).
44	  (Brafman, 2011).  

(b) Commitment 
to serve the  
community
In Wasase: Indigenous path-
ways of action and freedom, 
author Taiaiake Alfred (2009) 
asserts that the third element, 
after strength and courage, 
needed for the regeneration of 
Aboriginal peoples, both col-
lectively and individually, is 
commitment.  We know that 
Aboriginal societies in Canada 
have a rich history of giving, 
sharing and generosity.45 For 
example, there is the tradition 
of the potlatch, a Tlingit prac-
tise (among other nations).  We 
also know that many of these 
traditions continue – for ex-
ample, the sharing of a whale, 
seal or caribou harvest, or the 
phenomenal mobilization of 
volunteer energy and generos-
ity when there is a death in the 
community.  But what sets cer-
tain individuals apart?  Why 
do some go above and beyond 
the norm in demonstrating 
these qualities in support of 
their communities?  Why do 
some do the ‘heavy lifting’ to 

45	  Circle on Philanthropy and 
Aboriginal Peoples in Canada.  Aborig-
inal Philanthropy in Canada: A Foun-
dation for Understanding.  Winnipeg, 
2011.

make things better, while oth-
ers play either a passive or a 
self-absorbed role?

In a conversation with an Ab-
original woman committed 
to advancing Indigenous sov-
ereignty, Taiaiake asks about 
leadership. According to the 
woman, leadership centres 
on four sacred trusts: “look-
ing after the land, looking 
after the people, looking af-
ter the spirituality, and look-
ing after the culture, which 
includes the language.”46 In 
other words, service is consid-
ered the core of leadership in 
Aboriginal communities.  

While little empirical evidence 
exists to help us understand 
how or why an individual ded-
icates so much to serve his or 
her community, one model of 
leadership – servant leader-
ship – aligns with many of the 
cultural values of the North, in 
general, and with Aboriginal 
people specifically.

Elders tell Aboriginal youth 
that we are to help our fellow 
human if we are able to, not be-
cause we can get credit for it. 
It is seen as a necessary part of 
our lives, not merely as a civic 
or moral duty.  Elders teach us 

46	  (Alfred, 2009, p.181)
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to care with kindness, for ex-
ample sharing good fortune, 
such as meat that is caught, and 
to do it out of generosity – not 
because we will receive a tax re-
ceipt or because we are obliged 
for reasons of faith.  Proponents 
of servant leadership consider 
qualities exhibited by servant 
leaders not inherent, like many 
other leadership theories, but 
rather these qualities can and 
should be nurtured. Servant 
leadership is characterized as 
personal service to society re-
gardless of position or title.47 
Servant leaders are motivated 
by: 

•	 Serving, empowering and 
developing people; 

•	 Expressing humility, au-
thenticity, interpersonal ac-
ceptance and stewardship; 
and, 

•	 Providing direction.48 

Typically, ten characteristics 
are associated with servant 
leadership: Listening; empa-
thy; healing; awareness; per-
suasion; conceptualization; 
foresight or anticipation; stew-
ardship; commitment to the 
growth of others; and, building 

47	  (Block, 1996).
48	  (van Dierendonck, 2011).

communities.49  While some 
are considered to be inherent, 
to some extent, most of these 
qualities can be nurtured in an 
individual.50

Some studies have document-
ed the efforts and effects of 
applying servant leadership 
principles in various organi-
zations, including finance,51 
healthcare,52 and education.53 
The studies report mixed lev-
els of success with applying 
servant leadership as the core 
model, but all of the research 
indicate benefits including 
enhanced work relationships, 
greater focus on quality of cli-
ent care in service professions, 
and increased work standards 
and professional integrity.54 
According to Crippen, servant-
leadership offers a promising, 
effective educational leader-
ship and management model. 

To further our understanding 
of how learning environments 
can support learners, we look 
to other studies that corrobo-
rate some of our observations. 
A common thread linking our 
research participants – as we 
49	  (Greenleaf, 1998)
50	  (Barbuto & Wheeler, 2007)
51	  Chappel, 2000),
52	  (Waterman, 2011)
53	  (Crippen, n.d).
54	  (Waterman, 2011)

have already explored - was 
their ability to rise above ad-
versity in their achievements. 
Another shared characteristic 
is their ongoing commitment 
to serve their community, 
which may take many forms, 
including what some might call 
– especially in the south - ‘civic 
engagement’, ‘voluntarism’ or 
‘philanthropy’.  

The questions of self-reliance 
and self-government are dom-
inant themes in the North.  
Socrates held that philanthrop-
ic humans are more reliably 
capable of self-government, 
because the impulses to give to 
one’s community are similar to 
those that wish to participate 
in its democratic governance.55 
As one observer of commu-
nity-building practices states, 
“The context that restores 
community is one of possibil-
ity, generosity, and gifts, rather 
than one of problem solving, 
fear, and retribution. This con-
text allows a new conversation 
to take place. It requires its citi-
zens to act authentic by choos-
ing to own and exercise their 
power rather than delegating 
to others what is in the best in-
55	  McCully, George. Philanthro-
py Reconsidered: Private Initiative-Pub-
lic Good-Quality of Life.  Authorhouse, 
2008.
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terest of that community.”56 

There are many different views 
on the notion of “voluntarism” 
in the North, at least as it is 
understood in the South.  The 
Government of the North-
west Territories’ Department 
of Municipal and Community 
Affairs supports volunteerism, 
as does the Yukon Govern-
ment.  However, in most com-
munities there is no apparent 
formal structure to support 
and promote civil society vol-
untarism.  More investigation 
needs to be done into the ex-
tent and nature of how school 
systems in the north promote 
and nurture voluntarism.

The question of the health 
of “civic engagement” in the 
North is still more difficult to 
understand.  On the one hand, 
people in the North are far 
more likely to know their MLA 
or MP, and to have a richer 
understanding of the many 
institutions of public and/or 
Aboriginal government that 
touch their lives and liveli-
hoods in many different ways.  
But, on the other hand, there is 
relatively little space for “civil 

56	  Block, Peter. Community: 
The Structure of Belonging. Berrett-
Koehler Publishers, San Francisco, 
2008.

society”, in particular organiza-
tions and public “spaces” that 
serve as means to research, cri-
tique and discuss policy, or to 
advance new ideas.  Although 
there is increased focus on the 
North by some of the coun-
try’s leading business organi-
zations, including the Confer-
ence Board of Canada’s new 
Centre for the North, as well as 
academic research such as the 
Northern Public Review, pub-
lished by Carleton University, 
there are precious few “made 
in the North” civil society in-
stitutions.  There is no univer-
sity North of Prince George, 
B.C., there are no Northern 
think tanks, and few grassroots 
citizens groups.57  

57	  This phenomenon is well cov-
ered, for example, in: Abele, Frances, 
Thierry Rodon, Stephanie Irlbacher-
Fox and Stephen Mills. Policy Research 
in the North: A Discussion Paper. Wal-
ter and Duncan Gordon Foundation, 
2007.  Although grassroots groups 
may be few in number, there are some 
remarkable initiatives that manage to 
buck the trend.  Examples include the 
youth-driven Embrace Life Council in 
Nunavut, Alternatives North, 

(c) Nurturing key 
qualities for  
success and 
leadership
Just as many factors are at 
play in enabling an individual 
to succeed at learning, apply-
ing new knowledge depends 
on multiple variables. Knowl-
edge acquisition and applica-
tion does not take place in a 
vacuum. Simply teaching facts 
– a didactic approach - does 
not automatically lead to ex-
pected actions or anticipated 
attitudes.58   As noted earlier, 
our attitudes can increase our 
ability to overcome adversity 
and change how we view our 
role in our community. For ex-
ample, the negative attitudes 
that many Aboriginal families 
bear toward schools today are 
grounded in their own experi-
ences at residential schools.59 
However, by better under-
standing how attitudes are de-
veloped, we can combine ap-
propriate learning methods to 
nurture the learner’s attitudes 
toward themselves and their 
communities. In this paper, we 
focus only on literature around 
how attitudes are formed.
58	  (Brown, 1999)
59	  (Hare & Bowman, 2000)
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Research by Baron and Byrne 
(1994) describe three forms of 
social learning in the develop-
ment of attitudes:  classical con-
ditioning is learning associated 
with emotions, both positive 
and negative, and therefore at-
titudes developed in this way 
can become impervious to ra-
tional argument later;60 instru-
mental conditioning is learning 
associated with positive rein-
forcement for displaying de-
sired attitudes; and, modelling, 
which is learning from the ex-
amples set by others. 

Some psychologists61 note that 
people are better able to man-
age their knowledge, to trans-
fer ideas to new contexts, and 
to identify and solve problems 
if they learn within a group 
participating in realistic proj-
ects. Research shows that an 
individual’s direct experience 
with something is more likely 
to develop strong attitudes as 
compared to indirect experi-
ence, such as hearing or read-
ing about the subject.62  While 
applying these techniques in 
a more formal learning envi-
ronment may help to nurture 
desired attitudes towards han-
dling adversity and/or serv-
60	  (Brown, 1999)
61	  Ibid.
62	  Ibid.

ing our community, research 
shows that attitudes, knowl-
edge and skills learned in a 
specific setting do not always 
transfer beyond that context.63 
Teaching, whether in a formal 
or informal setting, requires 
additional efforts to help learn-
ers transfer the knowledge 
acquired beyond the context 
under which it was learned.  
Several of these empirically 
validated principles to enhance 
learning include:64

•	 Practice retrieval of new 
teachings. For example, 
learners can practice what 
they have learned by teach-
ing new concepts and skills 
to other students.

•	 Varying the conditions un-
der which learning initially 
occurs.

•	 Having the learner take the 
information presented in 
one format (i.e. auditory-
verbal) and present it in an 
alternative format (i.e. vi-
suospatial).

•	 Assessing the learner for 
prior knowledge or experi-
ence with concept(s) to be 
learned.

63	  (Halpern & Hakel, 2003).
64	  Ibid.
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•	 Making the learner an ac-
tive participant instead of a 
passive observer. 
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THE STATE OF EDUCATION IN 
CANADA’S NORTH

So how do the findings from 
these studies – both our 

own research results, noted 
in this report, as well as those 
gleaned from our literature 
review – translate in the real 
world of Northern learning 
systems?  Are these lessons be-
ing applied in Northern Cana-
da today?

Three of the Jane Glassco Arctic 
Fellows’ solo research projects 
focused on aspects of Northern 
education, all of which turn 
out to be important factors in 
creating the right learning en-
vironment for community-fo-
cused leadership to thrive. 

Navarana Beveridge, in look-
ing at Inuktitut-immersion 
daycare within Nunavut, made 
the case for strong and consis-
tent Indigenous language and 
cultural exposure at the pre-
school level, and more broadly 
demonstrated the connection 
and importance of early learn-
ing to the efficacy of learning at 
later stages. 

Kyla Kakfwi-Scott looked 
at the implementation of 

Northern-focused cur-
riculum at the high-school 
level within the NWT. 
  The Northern Studies high 
school-level program includes 
a very well-researched and 
highly appropriate curriculum.  
The problem, however, is that 
the program is not implement-
ed with sufficient rigour, seri-
ousness and consistency.   

Joseph Flowers evaluated the 
importance of student sup-
port in reviewing the system 
of support provided by the 
Kativik School Board to In-
uit post-secondary students 
from Nunavik living and go-
ing to school in the South. 
  Flowers found that, at an in-
strumental level, this support 
was both valued and signifi-
cant but, at the level of emo-
tional and cultural support, 
major reforms are needed.  

For this joint research proj-
ect, we examined current edu-
cational initiatives, supports 
available to learners and aca-
demic results within our re-
spective jurisdictions.  The fol-

lowing provides a contextual 
analysis of the key policies and 
programs in each region, mov-
ing from west to east.

Yukon Territory
The Yukon Department of 
Education is operated un-
der the Education Act (2002) 
 and the Umbrella Final Agree-
ment (1993) with the Govern-
ments of Canada and Yukon, 
which devolved numerous re-
sponsibilities to First Nations.  
Self-governing First Nations 
have the right to deliver educa-
tion programs themselves.  To 
date, no First Nations has taken 
on this responsibility, although 
one is currently in discussions. 
 This presents an ideal oppor-
tunity to develop culturally rel-
evant and appropriate learning 
initiatives that are responsive 
to local community conditions 
and aspirations.

K-12

Approximately 5,000 students 
are educated across the ter-
ritory through 14 schools in 
Whitehorse and 14 in the com-
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munities. K-12 programs are 
offered in larger centres but 
students living in smaller com-
munities complete grade 12 in 
Whitehorse, where they live in 

residence, away from 
their families.

Cultural  
influence on 
classroom  
learning

Through the Yukon 
Education Strategy, 
several initiatives pro-
mote First Nation’s tra-
ditions and values in 
the curriculum. First 
Nations languages are 
offered in a major-
ity of public schools, 
there are programs 
such as Elders in the 
classroom, as well as 
bi-cultural programs 
and on the land expe-
riential learning pro-
grams.  An example 
is the grade 9 and 10 
Community: Heritage: 
Adventure: Outdoor: 
Skills (CHAOS) pro-
gram which removes 
students from the 
classroom and allows 
them to earn credits 
by learning traditional 
skills, beliefs, leader-
ship and spiritual bal-

ance on the land.

Yukon schools register 
lower than average scores 

from Alberta curriculum 
and B.C. Provincial Exams 
through all grades K-12. 
 First Nations graduation and 
attendance rates are lower 
than those of non-Aboriginal 
students.  Absentee rates are 
markedly higher for First Na-
tions students in rural schools.

The 2010-2011 Education Re-
port outlined the Department’s 
Integrated Risk Management 
plan, which identified several 
health behaviour concerns:  
50% of students report bul-
lying; cannabis use is signifi-
cant in Grade 9 and 10; rural 
girls are identified as an at-risk 
population in terms of mental 
health and well-being, and; ru-
ral boys had the lowest levels of 
engagement in and apprecia-
tion for school.

Higher education

Yukon College is the only post-
secondary institution in the 
territory and the most robust 
such institution north of the 
60th parallel.  It primarily offers 
trades programs and several 
degree programs in partner-
ship with other universities 
such as the University of Al-
berta and of the Arctic.  The 
College is a full member of 
both the Alberta Council of 

HIGHER EDUCATION AT 
YUKON COLLEGE

•	 Three full degrees on campus 
through U of Alberta and U 
of Regina as well as Masters 
in Education and Public 
Administration through UNBC 
and UAlaska; 

•	 34 certificates and diplomas  
in trades, technology, health, 
social services, resource 
management;

•	 Continuing education 
courses including public 
health and safety, leadership 
and business, information 
technology, general interest;

•	 Yukon Research Centre, 
including the Cold Climate 
Innovation Centre and Climate 
Change Adaptation Program;

•	 Northern Institute of Social 
Justice;

•	 School of Visual Arts - full 
foundation year transfer 
to all four Art and Design 
Universities in Canada and  a 
two-year transfer in arts and 
northern science; and a 

•	 Centre for Northern 
Innovation in Mining (coming 
soon)

THE STATE OF EDUCATION IN CANADA’S NORTH
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Admission and Transfers and 
the B.C. Council of Admission 
and Transfers, enabling stu-
dents to transfer to universities 
and colleges in both provinces.

One program of note is the Yu-
kon Native Teacher 
Bachelor of Education 
degree.  This degree, 
offered in partner-
ship with the Univer-
sity of Regina, pro-
motes teaching from 
a Northern perspec-
tive and incorporates 
First Nations values 
and lessons into the 
curriculum. Several 
programs are also of-
fered in conjunction 
with the Umbrella 
Final Agreement to 
increase First Nation’s gover-
nance capacity.

Yukon Native Language pro-
grams, offered through the Yu-
kon Native Language Centre at 
Yukon College, are open to all 
who want to learn.

The Government of Yukon 
provides several post-second-
ary training programs such as 
the Student Training and Em-
ployment Program (STEP), 
GradCorp and First Nations 
GradCorp for students either 

working towards a post-sec-
ondary degree or who have 
already graduated. Students 
work in a position relative to 
their education to further their 
career training and longer-
term employment prospects. 

 Internships and skills training 
opportunities are also available 
as a result of partnerships be-
tween First Nations and min-
ing companies affiliated with 
the Yukon Mine Training As-
sociation.

Northwest  
Territories 
Public education in the NWT 
is the responsibility of the Gov-
ernment of the Northwest Ter-
ritories’ (GNWT) Department 

of Education, Culture, and 
Employment, and is governed 
by the Education Act. There are 
over 40 schools in the NWT, 
and eight education councils 
and school boards. 

K-12

Most K-9 curricu-
lum is developed in 
the NWT. Students 
at those grade levels 
participate in Alber-
ta-based standard-
ized assessments, the 
Alberta Achievement 
Tests, every three 
years to measure 
school and student 
success compared to 
other jurisdictions. 
High school curri-

cula are based on Alberta’s 
education program: In order 
to graduate, a student must 
complete the requisite courses 
and pass Alberta-set exams. 
In addition, students are re-
quired to complete a Northern 
Studies course, which has been 
designed in the NWT, not Al-
berta.

There are encouraging signs 
that student performance in 
the NWT is improving, but 
there is still a sizeable gap be-
tween NWT students and the 

“I ended up quitting in grade 11 
because I had different priorities 
and school just wasn’t a priority. 
And I grew up with so many people 
who had dropped out of school, 
a lot of my older brothers and 
sisters dropped out of school so 
it kinda just seemed like the thing 
you were supposed to do.  But I 
ended up going back to school 
two years after, it wasn’t that 
long, I had to go back to do up-
grading.”
		  – NWT Interviewee
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average student elsewhere in 
Canada. Like Yukon Territory, 
there are measurable differenc-
es in the performance of Ab-
original and non-Aboriginal 
students, as well as between 
small communities and larger 
regional centres (e.g. Yellow-
knife). In 2006-07, gradua-
tion rates in the NWT were 
55 percent versus the national 
graduation rate of 71 percent. 
 Although Aboriginal children 
and youth comprise almost 
two-thirds of all K-12 students 
in the NWT, in the 2008-09 
school year, only 44 percent 
of Aboriginal students in the 
NWT completed high school 
while 70 per cent of other stu-
dents graduated.

Standardized testing and func-
tional grade level analysis 
show that grades one to nine 
students in small communi-
ties generally do not perform 
at the same academic levels as 
students in larger regional cen-
tres.

The majority of students in 
smaller centres perform be-
low their grade level in English 
language arts and mathemat-
ics. For example, 43 percent of 
grade nine students in small 
communities perform at, or 
above, their grade level in 

mathematics compared to 
eighty-three percent in NWT 
regional centres.  

By 2010, graduation rates had 
increased since the 2004-05 
school year, but indicators of 
student performance in grades 
one through nine had not. 

The Education Department 
has not undertaken a formal, 
detailed analysis of the causes 
for the lack of improvement in 
performance indicators, nor 
has it developed any detailed 
action plans to improve stu-
dent performance indicators

Many complex factors result in 
lower academic performance 
for Aboriginal students, es-
pecially those in small com-
munities, such as the fact that 
they miss, on average, twice 
as much school as their non-
Aboriginal peers (totalling an 
average of two years absence 
by the end of grade nine). 
 Other factors that impact stu-
dent success include the geo-
graphic isolation of many com-
munities, low literacy rates, 
housing shortages, continued 
reliance on a traditional econ-
omy leading to more student 
absences, the effects of sub-
stance abuse and foetal alcohol 
syndrome, and the legacy of 

the residential school system.

Cultural influence 
on classroom  
learning

Policy makers in the NWT are 
sensitive to the importance of 
the inclusion of Aboriginal cul-
ture and language. The Educa-
tion Department has referred 
to culture, language, and heri-
tage as “the foundations for all 
learning,” and states that learn-
ing outcomes are the responsi-
bility of “the community as a 
whole.”

An Aboriginal Student 
Achievement Education Plan 
was drafted by the department 
and tabled in the legislature in 
Fall of 2011, which focuses on 
four priority areas: Early child-
hood and childcare, student 
and family support, Aborigi-
nal language curriculum and 
resource development, and 
literacy.  The department has 
also developed the Dene Kede 
curriculum for Kindergarten 
to Grade 9, which presents ac-
ademic subjects in a way that is 
relevant to Dene students. The 
curriculum expects students to 
work on the relationships they 
have with themselves, with 
other people, with the land and 
with the spiritual world.
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Culturally relevant program-
ming is provided, in part, to 
improve indicators of student 
performance, as well as to 
involve entire communities 
in the students’ education, 
rather than relying on teach-
ers and parents alone.  This 
goal of equipping students 
with both the academic skills 
required to “function confi-
dently” in modern society, as 
well as a sense of pride in their 
heritage, is also supported by 
Aurora College’s Teacher Edu-
cation Program. The program 
hopes to reach an enrolment 
rate of seventy percent Ab-
original students from across 
the NWT to help support the 
goal of culture-based educa-
tion.

Higher education

Aurora Collage is the only 
post-secondary institution in 
the NWT.  It reports to the 
Minister of Education, and is 
independent of the Depart-
ment of Education, Culture 
and Employment. However, 
the two bodies work together 
on educational initiatives. The 
college operates three cam-
puses - in Yellowknife, Fort 
Smith, and Inuvik - and has 
twenty-three satellite commu-
nity learning centres through-

out the Territory. The college 
offers high-school upgrading 
courses and a range of other 
programs, including trade ap-
prenticeship programs, vari-
ous vocational and business 
certifications and diplomas, 
as well as bachelor degrees in 
nursing and education. It also 
offers an Aboriginal Language 
and Cultural Instructor Pro-
gram.

Aurora College’s Teacher 
Education Program (TEP) has 
had 269 graduates since 1968, 
with twenty-eight percent of 
them Aboriginal. The percent-
age of Aboriginal teachers in 
the NWT is declining, as is 
the percentage of Aboriginal 
graduates from the program. 
In light of the imminent re-
tirement of many early TEP 
graduates, there is “an urgent 
need to increase the numbers 
of Aboriginal educators across 
the NWT.”

Inuit Nunangat
One simple statistic dominates 
the education discussion in 
Inuit Nunangat: Only 25 per-
cent of Inuit youth graduate 
from high school. 
 Many factors have been iden-
tified to explain and under-
stand this phenomenon, but 

little sincere action has been 
taken to address this dismal 
statistic.  Illiteracy, either in 
different dialects of the Inuit 
language as well as English or 
French, along with the lack 
of traditional skills have left 
many youth caught between 
two worlds and unable to pos-
itively contribute to society.

If mandates, mission state-
ments and good intentions 
translated into meaningful 
results, the statistics would 
tell a very different story. The 
belief that education is the 
key to developing contribut-
ing members of society and, 
thus, improving the quality 
of life throughout Inuit Nun-
angat, is prevalent across the 
Inuit regions. Effective educa-
tion is considered paramount, 
with primary and secondary 
schooling focused on develop-
ing the learning capacity of 
Northern youth. 
 The necessity of quality edu-
cation is also a high priority at 
the national level, highlighted 
by Inuit Tapiriit Kanatami`s 
Education Strategy, and rec-
ognized as such at the federal 
level. The Strategic Investment 
in Northern Economic De-
velopment (SINED) initiative 
has targeted 56 percent of the 
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program’s investments into 
developing knowledge-based 
resources in Nunavut.

In Nunavik, an emphasis is 
placed on ensuring youth 
“acquire the knowledge and 

develop the essential skills 
and attitudes to become self-
sufficient, valued contributing 
members of society.65” 

In Nunatsiavut, there is a 
dichotomy between the K-12 

65	   Kativik School Board. (un-
known). Mission Statement. Retrieved 
05 29, 2011, from http://www.kativik.
qc.ca/sites/kativik.qc.ca/files/docu-
ments/11/mission_statement_e.pdf

regime, which is adminis-
tered by the Labrador Dis-
trict School Board, and the 
post-secondary system, which 
is administered by the Nun-
atsiavut Government.66  The 
mission of the Labrador Dis-

trict School 
Board, which 
oversees 
K-12, is to 
“increase 
graduation 
rates…in 
underachiev-
ing areas 
in English 
Language 
Arts…while 
maintaining 
existing areas 
of accept-
able achieve-
ment.67 Steps 
are being 
taken to 
fulfill the 
Labrador 

Inuit Land Claim Agreement, 

66	 Nunatsiavut Government. 
(2009). EED Overview. Retrieved 05 
29, 2012, from http://www.nunatsia-
vut.com/index.php/en/education-and-
economic-development/department-
overview 
67	  Labrador District School 
Board. (2005, June 20). Governance 
Policy. Retrieved 05 29, 2012, from 
http://www.lsb.ca/FRAME/FPOLICES.
html

in which the Nunatsiavut 
Government will take over 
responsibility of the primary 
education system as well.68 

In Nunavut, the Government 
of Nunavut oversees the pri-
mary education system as well 
as funding for post-secondary. 
The Department of Educa-
tion’s mandate is to “build a 
seamless learning environ-
ment that is acceptable to 
learners of all ages, inspires 
excellence among learners 
and educators, and promotes 
personal and community well-
being.”69

Each of the foundational edu-
cational policy regimes of the 
government bodies overseeing 
the four regions share these 
common objectives, yet the re-
sounding implications of low 
academic achievement levels 
mean lives filled with chal-
lenges, rather than individuals’ 
potential realized, for far too 
many Inuit people. 

68	  Nunatsiavut Government. 
(2009). EED Overview. Retrieved 05 
29, 2012, from http://www.nunatsia-
vut.com/index.php/en/education-and-
economic-development/department-
overview
69	  Government of Nunavut. 
(2009). Mission Statement. Retrieved 
05 29, 2012, from Department of Edu-
cation: http://www.edu.gov.nu.ca/apps/
authoring/dspPage.aspx?page=2

“I want my kids to be the best they 
possible can be.  The best I can do 
as a parent is give them a platform 
to succeed in life. It is trying to 
find a way to teach them organi-
cally, in the way our ancestors 
did, but bring into the teaching 
new ways of learning too. So I’m 
not rejecting any of the south-
ern based learning mechanisms. 
I’m using both systems to the bet-
terment of my children, because 
I know that the world isn’t black 
and white and they are gonna 
need both of those learning sys-
tems to succeed in the North and 
in Inuit society.” 

– Nunavut Interviewee, 
originally from Nunatsiavut

THE STATE OF EDUCATION IN CANADA’S NORTH
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To appreciate why some indi-
viduals fulfill their potential 
and contribute positively to 
society, whereas others in 
similar environments do not, 
it is important to recognize 
the value placed on social 
engagement, rather than solely 
on educational attainment. 
Community, family and indi-
vidual health are key aspects 
in understanding the develop-
ment of Northern youth – or, 
in economic terms – human 
capital.70 

The cultural and linguistic 
relevancy of educational pro-
grams offered in Inuit regions 
is an equally critical factor. 
Instruction in Inuktitut is 
considered to be particularly 
crucial to students’ success. 

What follows is a brief over-
view of the educational offer-
ings in several Inuit regions.

Nunatsiavut

K-12

All communities throughout 
Nunatsiavut operate under the 
Labrador School Board.  Each 
community has one school 
that provides classes from 

70	  Saunders, R. (2006). Skills 
and Knowledge for Canada’s Future. 
Canadian Policy Research Networks.

kindergarten through to grade 
12.  The only exception is the 
largest Nunatsiavut commu-
nity of Nain, which has a K-
Grade 3 primary school (that 
offers Inuttitut71 immersion) 
and an additional school that 
provides Grades 4-12.72 

Cultural influence 
on classroom  
learning

All schools offer courses in 
English only, with the excep-
tion of Nain, which offers the 
option of Inuttitut immersion 
up to Grade 3. 

Higher education

There are no colleges or uni-
versities in Nunatsiavut so 
most students wanting to pur-
sue a post-secondary educa-
tion travel to central Labrador, 
Happy Valley-Goose Bay, or 
the island of Newfoundland, 
most to attend the College of 
the North Atlantic. It is physi-
cally the closest campus to 
Nunatsiavut and, arguably, 
the most popular first stop for 
Nunatsiavummiut continuing 
71	  There are different ways of 
spelling this word, more commonly 
known as Inuktitut, dependent on the 
local dialect; Inuttitut is the Nunatsia-
vut spelling of the word.
72	  (http://www.k12.nf.ca/jen-
shaven/jhms-loc.html).  

their education. The college 
has several locations through-
out the province.  The Goose 
Bay campus offers an array 
of courses in the trades such 
as welding, millwright, heavy 
duty equipment technician 
and so on,73 as well as office 
administration and communi-
ty studies courses.  The Goose 
Bay Campus also offers an Ab-
original Bridging Program.74 

Many Nunatsiavummiut75 also 
attend Memorial University of 
Newfoundland (MUN) whose 
main campus is located in St. 
John’s.  MUN offers many dif-
ferent degree programs such 
as Bachelor of Arts, Bachelor 
of Education, Bachelor of 
Science and the list goes on.  
MUN also offers post-gradu-
ate programs.76

Student financial support to 
attend post-secondary institu-
tions is provided by several 
groups which receive their 
funding from the Government 
of Canada’s Post-Secondary 

73	  (http://www.cna.nl.ca/cam-
pus/hvgb/)
74	  (http://www.cna.nl.ca/
programs-courses/current_programs/
CNA_Aboriginal_Bridging.pdf).
75	  The term to describe residents 
of Nunavut
76	  (http://www.mun.ca/).
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Student Support Program.77 
Some programs have condi-
tions which can limit students’ 
opportunities to study outside 
the Atlantic region. The Inuit 
Pathways program, also fund-
ed by the federal government 
under its Aboriginal Human 
Resource Development Strat-
egy, supports labour market 
training and business develop-
ment for Labrador Inuit.78 The 
initiative provides financial aid 
for many of the trades pro-
grams as well as other eco-
nomic development initiatives 

77	  Aboriginal Affairs and North-
ern Development Canada (AANDC) 
has two funding programs that could 
provide financial assistance for eli-
gible Status Indian and Inuit students 
to help offset tuition, travel or living 
expenses.( Post-Secondary Education, 
http://www.aadnc-aandc.gc.ca/eng/1
100100033679/1100100033680. The 
department’s post-secondary educa-
tion programming is primarily funded 
through two authorities: Grants to 
Indians and Inuit to support their post-
secondary educational advancement, 
and Payments to support Indians, Inuit 
and Innu for the purpose of supplying 
public services in education – Contri-
butions to support the post-secondary 
educational advancement of registered 
Indian and Inuit students.( Formative 
Evaluation of the Post-Secondary Edu-
cation Program,  http://www.aadnc-
aandc.gc.ca/aiarch/arp/aev/pubs/ev/
psep/pse-eng.asp
78	  (http://www.nunatsiavut.com/
index.php/en/education-and-econom-
ic-development/inuit-pathways).  

and training. 

Nunavut 

Unlike the two territories to its 
west, whose schools in larger 
regional centres may have 
both Aboriginal and non-
Aboriginal student bodies, 96 
percent of the 9,163 students 
in Nunavut are Inuit.79 Nuna-
vut is also the only jurisdiction 
in Canada that does not have 
school boards, with the excep-
tion of the French Divisional 
School Board in Nunavut 
(Commission scolaire franco-
phone du Nunavut). Although 
the Nunavut Land Claims 
Agreement does not contain 
education-specific articles, 
arguably a major oversight, 
the Government of Nunavut 
resources the education sys-
tem through its federal trans-
fer payments. As elsewhere in 
Inuit Nunangat regions, grad-
uation rates in Nunavut are at 
29.6 percent80, just one-third 
the completion rate (71.3 per-
cent) in the rest of Canada81.  

K-12

The education system is man-
aged through the Nunavut 
79	  Government of Nunavut, 
Department of Education, 2002 figure. 
80	  Statistics Canada 2006/2007
81	  Statistics Canada 2006/2007

Education Act, which provides 
bilingual (Inuktitut and Eng-
lish) education for all students.  
Inuit culture is considered the 
foundation for every aspect of 
the education system.  The Act 
also defines the level of local 
control with direct roles and 
responsibilities for District 
Education Authorities (DEA), 
and more support for students 
to stay engaged and succeed in 
their education. 

Despite the commitment to 
promoting Inuit culture, the 
majority (60%) of K-6 cours-
es currently taught in Nuna-
vut use the NWT curriculum 
(which, in turn, is based on the 
Alberta curriculum) and all 
math courses from K-12 use 
the Western Canadian Proto-
col, which is based on British 
Columbia’s curriculum. Eighty 
percent of the Grades 10-12 
curriculum is drawn either 
from Alberta’s or B.C.’s cur-
riculum. 

Cultural influence 
on classroom  
learning

The new Education Act com-
mits to support Inuit language 
and culture by making the 
Minister of Education, DEAs 
and school staff responsible for 
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ensuring culturally appropri-
ate school programs, curricu-
lum and resources based on 
Inuit Societal Values and Inuit 
Qaujimajatuqangit (traditional 
knowledge), with an increased 
focus on language and culture 
programs for young children. 
The Act requires at least one 
community counsellor and 
student support teacher in ev-
ery school as well as legislated 
professional development and 
orientation and mentorship 
programs for teachers.  It also 
provides policy control of local 
delivery of education for Nun-
avummiut through Inuuqatigi-
itsiarniq (safe and caring) and 
registration and attendance 
policies.

Higher education

Nunavut Arctic College pro-
vides a variety of programs at 
three campuses, including the 
capital, Iqaluit, and 24 Com-
munity Learning Centres.  It 
offers programs ranging from 
adult basic education (up-
grading) to trades appren-
ticeships.  Programs include 
mental health studies, fur de-
sign and production, hairstyl-
ing, Inuit studies, interpreting, 
management studies, jewelry 
and metal work, nursing and 
teacher education.  The college 

has partnerships with the Uni-
versity of Regina and Dalhou-
sie University, enabling it to 
deliver Bachelor and Masters 
programs, respectively, such as 
the Nunavut Teacher Educa-
tion Program and the Nunavut 
Nursing program. As with the 
other northern colleges and 
many southern universities, 
there is also a partnership with 
the University of the Arctic.82  
As well, the Government of 
Nunavut offers apprenticeship 
programs through agreements 
with the private sector which 
provide a combination of on-
the-job and technical training. 

To encourage and support 
Nunavut youth wishing to 
pursue post-secondary stud-
ies, Nunavut Sivuniksavut was 
started by Nunavut Tunngavik 
to enable Inuit beneficiaries 
from Nunavut to attend post-
secondary institutions in Ot-
tawa. In addition, the Nuna-
vut Government Department 
of Education provides student 
loans and grants to Nunavut 
residents through FANS, the 
Financial Assistance for Nuna-
vut Students program. The 
program’s intent is to ensure 
that financial need is not a bar-

82	  Accessed on www.nac.nu.ca 
June 11, 2012

rier to higher education. It cov-
ers things such as tuition costs, 
to a specified limit and airfare. 
A Supplementary Grant is pro-
vided, over and above the ba-
sic grant, which helps to pay 
for books as well as a monthly 
living allowance to help cover 
daily living costs. The grants 
are calculated based on a for-
mula which factors in whether 
the student is married, em-
ployed/unemployed and the 
number of dependants the in-
dividual may have.

Nunavut Tunngavik Incorpo-
rated has an established Jose 
Amaujaq Kusugak scholarship 
program. The Kitikmeot Inuit 
Association and the Kivalliq 
Inuit Association in Nuna-
vut provides scholarships for 
their beneficiaries established 
through Inuit Impact Benefits 
Agreements made with mining 
companies.  As well, the Kaki-
vak Association, Kivalliq Part-
ners in Development and the 
Kitikmeot Inuit Association 
administer financial aid pro-
grams for beneficiary students. 
However, students cannot ac-
cess FANS and Inuit organiza-
tions’ financial support at the 
same time. 83 

83	  Accessed on www.kakivak.ca 
on June 11, 2012
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In recognition of those who 
study online to take advantage 
of distance education offerings, 
qualified students who have 
successfully completed post-
secondary distance education 
or correspondence courses can 
be reimbursed up to $250 per 
course. For some, this is the 
only practical and affordable 
way to participate in higher 

education.

Pan-Northern 
programs
Apart from programs and 
funding sources provided by 
individual regional organiza-
tions and federal and territori-
al governments, there are sev-
eral pan-Northern initiatives.  
They are designed to expose 
Northern students to poten-
tial career options and, in turn, 
inspire them to go on to post-
secondary education to gain 
the necessary qualifications to 
pursue these professional op-
portunities.

Northern Youth 
Abroad 

The Northern Youth Abroad 
(NYA) program enables youth 
aged 15 to 22 living in Nuna-
vut and the Northwest Terri-

tories to acquire professional 
skills and training, hands on 
work experience, and high 
school credits through a cross 
cultural work and learning ex-
perience in Southern Canada 
and overseas. The program 
seeks to foster cross-cultural 
awareness, individual career 
goals and international citizen-
ship among Northern youth by 
promoting leadership develop-
ment, healthy self-confidence 
and self-esteem through life-
changing experiences. NYA is 
committed not only to the per-
sonal development of North-
ern youth, but also to the de-
velopment of strong and vital 
Northern communities.

NYA was developed to meet 
the unique needs of young 
people in the North and has 
already solidly demonstrated 
its ability to profoundly influ-
ence Nunavut youth in a posi-
tive way, most notably through 
a 93% high school graduation 
rate among its alumni. NYA is 
also unique in its commitment 
to sustained involvement in 
the lives of its participants and 
alumni

Students on Ice 

This initiative runs educational 
expeditions to the Arctic and 

Antarctic. It brings high school 
students, educators, leaders 
and scientists from around 
the globe, providing inspir-
ing learning opportunities to 
help foster understanding of 
and respect for the planet. The 
program’s Arctic expeditions 
always include a contingent of 
Northern (typically Inuit) stu-
dents.

DECHINTA

Dechinta: Bush Universi-
ty Centre for Research and 
Learning is a relatively new, 
northern-led initiative deliver-
ing land-based, University of 
Alberta-credited educational 
experiences led by northern 
leaders, experts, elders and 
professors to engage northern 
and southern youth in a trans-
formative curricula based on 
the unique needs and oppor-
tunities of Canada’s North. It 
is located off the grid in a re-
mote eco-lodge north of Great 
Slave Lake accessible only by 
bush plane, snowmobile or dog 
team.  Learning from the land 
while living in community is 
central to the Dechinta expe-
rience.  Hunting, fishing and 
wild harvesting are integrated 
into the curriculum, led by a 
diverse faculty with direct ex-
perience in research and lead-
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ership in the subject areas.

Dreamcatcher 
Mentoring
DreamCatcher Mentoring is 
an e-mentoring program de-
signed to empower students to 
realize the rewards of staying in 
school. They bridge the educa-
tion, cultural, communication, 
and geographic gaps by con-
necting Yukon and Nunavut 
high school students with Ca-
nadian mentors who work in 
their aspired “dream careers”.

All four of these programs have 
been recognized as innova-
tive and life-changing for par-
ticipants.  Dreamcatcher and 

THE STATE OF EDUCATION IN CANADA’S NORTH
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Dechinta both received awards 
through Ashoka Canada`s 
competition Inspiring Ap-
proaches to First Nations, Métis 
and Inuit Learning.  

The current dismal perfor-
mance indicators across 

all five regions underscore that 
today’s students continue to 
encounter many of the same 
roadblocks to academic, per-
sonal and professional success 
that our research subjects did 
in earlier times. 

There has been a marked im-

provement in financial support 
for students.  Also encourag-
ing, regional school authorities 
are increasingly espousing the 
right ‘language’, recognizing 
that traditional learning and 
Aboriginal culture are crucial 
to learners’ success.  

For all this progress, however, 
it appears that relatively little 
has changed in the North’s 
education systems in the years 
since our interviewees partici-
pated in them.  What is clear 
from our review is that the cur-
rent education system is not 

working for many Northern 
children and youth – particu-
larly Aboriginal students. The 
hurdles to becoming a North-
ern leader remain great.

The facts speak for themselves:

•	 Northern schools register 
lower than average grade 
scores

•	 Absenteeism rates across 
the North are markedly 
higher than elsewhere in 
the country

•	 Levels of engagement and 
appreciation for school are 
low

•	 Drop-out rates are signifi-
cantly higher than for other 
Canadian students

•	 Behavioural problems are 
more widespread than for 
other populations

•	 Health behaviour concerns 
are considerable

•	 Students in rural commu-
nities perform much more 
poorly than their urban 
peers

•	 Aboriginal students are 
more likely to experience 

WHAT OUR RESEARCH TELLS US
“I don’t think that our children are being 
given a proper education and I don’t think 
our governments are being realistic with 
our children about what they are actually 
teaching them. I would love to see standard-
ized tests that are Inuit specific that al-
low for Inuit parents to understand where 
their children stack up against other Inuit 
children and then against other Canadians. 
That’s the first step. The other challenge is 
to improve the system - to change the basic 
philosophy about why we are doing this.  We 
are not doing this because we have to, we are 
not educating our children because there is 
some national standard that we have to live 
up to. We are doing this for the betterment 
of our society.”

      – Nunavut Interviewee
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these challenges than non-
Aboriginal students, even 
within Northern schools

•	 Educational programs pro-
vided in many communi-
ties falls short academically 
of what is required to suc-
ceed when students go to 
Southern Canada to study 
at the secondary or post-
secondary levels, setting 
students up for failure

•	 Availability of university-
level post-secondary op-
portunities in the north is 
abysmal

•	 Access to funding, or lack 
thereof, is a major factor in 
students’ post-secondary 
education decisions and 
ability to pursue higher 
learning

•	 Financial stability is posi-
tively correlated to student 
success and well-being

•	 There are funding dispari-
ties between Status and 
non-Status Indians, and 
land claim beneficiaries 
versus others, which create 
inequities among Aborigi-
nal peoples

Other notable difficulties en-
countered in Northern educa-

tion systems include:

•	 Some Northerners con-
tinue to harbour ill feelings 
toward formal education 
based on their own, or their 
families’, negative experi-
ences as a result of the resi-
dential school system 

•	 Family circumstances 
weigh heavily on the learn-
ing environment for the 
student. Parental guidance 
is integral to youth suc-
ceeding at learning; if par-
ents do not strongly en-
courage their children to 
attend school, whether it be 
in English or an Aboriginal 
language, many youth will 
not complete any schooling

•	 Many students do not re-
ceive the nurturing and at-
tention they need in their 
home environment, some-
times due to substance 
abuse and family violence 

•	 Curriculum taught in the 
North is almost exclusively 
based on curriculum devel-
oped in the South

•	 Current educational mod-
els, in the North and else-
where, do not adopt best 
teaching practices for learn-
ing transfer and retention

•	 Aboriginal students tend 
to be streamed into non-
professional streams, such 
as the trades, and are often 
not encouraged to consider 
or supported in pursuing 
advanced studies

•	 While financial support 
is available, information 
about it is not widely known 
by students who might po-
tentially benefit from it

•	 Students leaving the North 
to attend school in the 
South are ill-prepared for 
the culture shock, language 
barriers and racism they 
often encounter and lack 
sufficient personal support 
networks

In spite of these shortcomings, 
there is reason for optimism. 
Some of our findings point to 
potential solutions to the chal-
lenges that continue to plague 
Northern communities.

These include:

•	 Knowledge of one’s native 
language and culture plays 
a profound role in instilling 
pride, and a sense of self-
worth and self-respect, giv-
ing people the strength to 
cope with adversity

WHAT OUR RESEARCH TELLS US
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•	 Efforts to revitalize lan-
guage, culture and spiritu-
ality, especially in Aborigi-
nal communities, help to 
develop both individual 
and collective resilience

•	 Learning in non-traditional 
ways, such as on the land 
and by quiet observation, 
empowers learners in a way 
that traditional academic 
learning does not

•	 Changing the overall edu-
cational philosophy from 
institutions of learning to 
learning institutions, where 
youth learn how to learn, 
instils confidence 

•	 Individuals who have a de-
veloped repertoire of dif-
ferent responses to prob-
lems rather than relying on 
only one response are more 
likely to overcome adversity 
encountered 

•	 Developing resilience is 
not an individual activ-
ity but requires support 
from others, including the 
nuclear and extended fam-
ily, friends, community 
members and teachers – 
inherent strengths in most 
Northern, particularly Ab-
original, communities

•	 “Servant-leadership” offers 
a promising, effective edu-
cational leadership model 
which is consistent with 
Aboriginal culture and 
teachings

WHAT OUR RESEARCH TELLS US
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The following recommenda-
tions represent our collec-

tive assessment of what must 
happen if the next generation 
of Northern leaders are to take 
their rightful place within our 
communities and Canadian 
society. In accordance with the 
key themes espoused by our 
research participants, we pro-
pose the following:

Living in two 
worlds
Living in two worlds symbol-
izes the reality many Aborigi-
nal peoples face of both living 
and practicing their culture 
and traditions, while also par-
ticipating in mainstream Ca-
nadian society. 

Instruction in the local lan-
guage is considered essential, 
most notably in Inuit speaking 
regions, and learning based 
on traditional teachings and 
‘hands-on’ pedagogy were 
viewed as vital to improving 
Northern students’ school out-
comes by interviewees. While 
culture and traditional teach-
ings are of utmost importance 
to the participants, research 
participants also expressed the 

value of having a Western edu-
cation and having a balance 
between the two.

Recommendations:

•	 Collaborative strategic 
plans among federal, terri-
torial and Aboriginal gov-
ernments should be devel-
oped to increase support 
and training for parents, 
school councillors/mentors 
and community funding 
agencies

•	 Territorial and 
Aboriginal gov-
ernments should 
conduct regional 
research into exist-
ing Northern tradi-
tional/experiential 
learning programs 
to determine what is 
(or is not) working 
and to identify the 
best ways to foster 
effective programs, 
to be presented to 
all stakeholders in 
a Northern educa-
tion forum 

•	 Promote excellence 
in both traditional 
and academic pur-

suits, recognizing that they 
are not contradictory and 
can be mutually reinforcing

•	 Remove the stigma around 
definitions of cultural iden-
tity (e.g. someone is ei-
ther “traditional”, having 
learned on the land, or “ac-
ademic”, perceived as part 
of the white world) so that 
individuals do not have to 
be either/or but can be both

WHAT NEEDS TO CHANGE

“STRONG LIKE TWO 
PEOPLE” – CHIEF JIMMY 
BRUNEAU REGIONAL 
HIGH SCHOOL

Considered a model of bicultural 
and bilingual education, the 
school places equal emphasis 
on educating children in two 
cultures.  Schools in Tlicho 
communities operated by the 
Dogrib Divisional Board of 
Education in the NWT provide 
this balanced approach to 
teaching and learning, which is 
founded on Tlicho values and 
which integrates the knowledge 
and skills of two worlds.
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•	 Capitalize on the strong 
links between sports prow-
ess and post-secondary op-
portunities

•	 Apply lessons learned from 
successful initiatives such 
as the Chief Jimmy Bruneau 
Regional High School84 in 
other Northern communi-
ties

Positive  
Upbringing 

Positive upbringing during the 
formative years of the majority 
of participants played a crucial 
role in their development and 
achievements in life. 

Recommendations:

•	 Northern governments 
and communities must en-
sure support systems are in 
place for family and com-
munity development and 
well-being, recognizing that 
parents, caregivers, family 
members and communities 
play a crucial role in child 
development. These sup-
port systems should be cul-
turally appropriate.

•	 Where appropriate, efforts 
84	  Chief Jimmy Bruneau School 
http://www.tlicho.ca/tlichocommunity-
services/aboutus

should be made to support 
programs that address the 
holistic wellness of the child 
within the school system. 
Examples such as school 
breakfast and snack pro-
grams have been proven to 
improve student attendance 
and achievement levels. 
These should be expanded 
across the North and sus-
tainably funded.

•	 Programs that promote life 
and parenting skills should 
be developed and delivered 
locally, bringing together 
parents, extended fam-
ily members, communities 
and schools

•	 Emphasize Early Child-
hood Learning to prepare 
children to learn and to 
promote language and cul-
ture

•	 Engage parents in Early 
Childhood Learning pro-
grams to supplement at 
home what is being taught 
to their children at school

Attendance 
at Residential 
School
Many research participants 
identified having to attend 

residential school for some of 
their elementary or secondary 
education as a major challenge. 
This was generally a difficult 
time in their lives as they were 
separated from their families, 
their culture, and all they knew 
to a foreign environment. The 
negative effects of these experi-
ences spill over into successive 
generations, often with adverse 
impacts on learners. 

It is also worth noting that 
some of these issues persist 
for contemporary learners, as 
some Northern children and 
youth still must leave their 
communities to attend school 
in larger regional centres.

Recommendations:

•	 Northern governments 
should work with the Truth 
and Reconciliation Com-
mission to help ascertain 
what builds resilience. This 
initiative would lead to a 
strategic plan, developed 
with all stakeholders, iden-
tifying how best to work 
with communities and fam-
ilies to increase resilience in 
Northern students.

•	 Northern governments 
should increase their efforts 
to resolve lingering residen-

WHAT NEEDS TO CHANGE
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tial school issues and work 
with communities to in-
corporate viable solutions 
within schools to address 
intergenerational impacts. 
A change in attitude among 
affected families would 
help to bring more value 
to education, which would 
strengthen the support pro-
vided to current and future 
students.

•	 Curriculum should be de-
veloped and implemented 
at all grade levels to teach 
the history of residential 
schools and their impacts 
in all schools throughout 
Canada

Other recent recommenda-
tions of the TRC (listed in their 
interim report) should be sup-
ported by this paper:

•	 Extend this same approach 
to educating Canadians 
about other Aboriginal 
atrocities, such as the dog 
slaughter in Nunavik and 
Nunavut, and ensure the 
historical context for these 
actions is explained (e.g. Ca-
nadian sovereignty claims, 
impacts of resource extrac-
tion in the North, etc.).  The 
opportunity to transform 
the rich testimony from the 
recent TRC processes led by 
Qikiqtani Inuit Association 
and Makivik Corporation 
into curriculum should not 
be missed. 

•	 Recognize that reconcili-
ation cannot be achieved 
by one party alone; healing 
and renewal requires non-
Aboriginal engagement as 

it is a Canadian issue, not 
just an Aboriginal issue, 
which means that all Cana-
dians have a role to play in 
making amends for the past

Relocating to  
Attend  
Post-Secondary 
School
Research participants who at-
tended post-secondary insti-
tutions outside their regions 
spoke of the many difficulties 
they encountered in adapting 
to the Southern environment 
and the tremendous financial 
challenges they faced, issues 
which continue to confront 
contemporary Northern stu-
dents due to the lack of North-
ern learning alternatives.

4)  T he Commission recommends that each provincial and territorial govern-
ment undertake a review of the curriculum materials currently in use in public 
schools to assess what, if anything, they teach about residential schools 

5)  The Commission recommends that provincial and territorial departments of 
education work in concert with the Commission to develop age-appropriate edu-
cational materials about residential schools for use in public schools and en-
sure the historic context for these events is examined (e.g. Colonialism, assimi-
lation policies, etc.) 

8) The Commission recommends that all levels of government develop cultur-
ally appropriate early childhood and parenting programs to assist young par-
ents and families affected by the impact of residential schools and historic poli-
cies of cultural oppression in the development of parental understanding and 
skills

WHAT NEEDS TO CHANGE
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Recommendations:

•	 Students from the North 
need the option of studying 
in the North to prevent the 
disconnection from their 
culture and communities 
and the associated discom-
forts.  Federal and North-
ern governments need to 
move quickly on establish-
ing a Northern university 
to serve the Arctic region.

•	 Bridging programs can 
help support students who 
choose to relocate or must 
relocate for specialized pro-
grams only available at se-
lect schools (i.e.. Dentistry, 
Medicine, Law, etc.)

•	 Learn from and adapt les-
sons learned from other 
jurisdictions that provide 
strong support systems to 
students such as Nunavut 
Sivuniksavut and Nunavik’s 
student assistance pro-
grams offered by the Kativik 
Regional School Board

Support
All participants identified hav-
ing support during their schol-
arship which they identified as 
contributing to their success. 
Support included financial aid, 

family support, peer support, 
Aboriginal faculty support and 
Aboriginal student lounges. 
Several interviewees remarked 
that caring individuals, such 
as teachers, made all the dif-
ference in empowering par-
ticipants to become contribut-
ing adults. Others stressed the 
importance of high expecta-
tions of educators, parents or 
extended family members who 
demanded a certain standard 
of academic performance.  

Parental support is essential, 
both financially and through 
encouragement.

Recommendations:

•	 Federal and Northern gov-
ernments need to continue 
to provide necessary finan-
cial aid

•	 Support for students should 
be greater than in just the 
financial sense: a public sec-
retariat dedicated to provid-
ing mentoring, counselling, 
and coaching should be 
established to ensure sup-
port-starved students have 
a resource for assistance. 
Such a secretariat could 
address the loneliness and 
isolation many students ex-
perience by creating a “long 

distance” community.

•	 Capitalize on technology to 
increase connectivity, such 
as establishing blogs and 
chat rooms where North-
ern students can meet and 
interact with each, extend-
ing emotional support to 
one another

•	 Individual communities 
and/or regions should es-
tablish peer support net-
works to help students while 
away from home, who often 
attend the same institutions 
in the South

•	 Teach Northern children to 
support each other through 
fellowship, establishing net-
works that can carry them 
throughout their lives

•	 Provide summer programs 
like those offered by Tlicho 
communities, which pay 
students to do community 
service work while learn-
ing about their self-gov-
ernment agreement, along 
with traditional, safety and 
financial skills85; the experi-
ence gives students a solid 
grounding in their identity 
before they leave the com-

85	   Tlicho Government http://
www.tlicho.ca/tlichogovernment

WHAT NEEDS TO CHANGE
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munity to go South to at-
tend school

Funding
Although funding is relatively 
accessible now, the high cost 
of post-secondary education 
outside the North continues 
to put it beyond the reach of 
some Northern students aspir-
ing to study. Part of the chal-
lenge is making students aware 
of potential sources of finan-
cial support so they can avail 
themselves of the financial as-
sistance available. A further 
challenge is the inconsistency 
in funding, with the amount of 
money varying from one year 
to another.

Recommendations:

•	 Undertake research into fi-
nancial disparities and their 
impacts on student enrol-
ment/success in higher ed-
ucation and identify reme-
dies to challenges identified

•	 The federal government 
needs to accept that Ab-
original Peoples’ definition 
of citizenship is not simply 
the official designation ac-
cording to the Indian Act 
(ie. Status and non-Status) 
and should adjust financial 

transfer agreements ac-
cordingly

•	 Federal and Northern gov-
ernments need to work to-
gether ensure sustainable 
post-secondary funding for 
all students

•	 There should be better, and 
consistent, communica-
tions to students regard-
ing any changes to funding 
sources, eligibility, etc.

•	 A list of all funding sources 
available to students should 
be created and widely dis-
seminated (i.e. on a cen-
tral website along the lines 
of the federal YouthLink86 
website that provides in-
formation about a range of 
programs and supports for 
youth, but tailored specifi-
cally to information about 
financial assistance avail-
able to Northern students); 
this would include funding 
at the federal and territorial 
level, as well as from pri-
vate organizations and the 
local community/regional 
groups 

•	 Federal and Northern gov-
ernments need to re-eval-

86	  YouthLink http://www.youth-
link.ca/

uate current funding avail-
able to students to reflect 
inflation and present day 
living costs, especially in 
Southern cities

•	 Students should have ac-
cess to “back-up” funding.  
When this is not available 
from parents, there should 
be a fund to bridge students 
between payment cycles to 
cover shortfalls for food, 
rent, etc.

Families and  
parents need to 
be part of  the 
education  
system
The education system needs 
to be culturally relevant in the 
north to avoid stereotypes and 
racism. It is also crucial that 
families and parents play a part 
in their children’s awareness 
and understanding of options 
for the future and preparing 
them for the world in terms 
of finances and setting goals. 
Parents must be included in 
the learning environment. The 
“culture of learning” ethos has 
to change and reflect more of 
a “hands on” learning environ-
ment.

WHAT NEEDS TO CHANGE
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Recommendations:

•	 Northern governments 
need to foster support for 
parents and other caregiv-
ers to help them under-
stand their role and the piv-
otal part they play in their 
children’s learning

•	 Federal and Northern 
governments need to ad-
dress the broader issues of 
food security and housing 
crowding to create positive 
learning environments

•	 Parents and communities 
need to assume responsibil-
ity for providing nurturing, 
supportive environments 
that enable students to suc-
ceed

•	 The school environment, 
physically and socially, 
needs to reflect local culture 
and customs (e.g. archi-
tectural design, classroom 
decorations, etc.)

•	 Use schools as community 
centres to break down bar-
riers for parents/families 
uncomfortable with or op-
posed to formal education 
by making them feel wel-
comed; remove red tape 
regarding liability concerns 
that preclude such activity

•	 Emphasize pride in lan-
guage, culture and tradi-
tional teachings to value 
and validate parents’ con-
tributions to their children’s 
education

Role of  
community in 
passing on  
traditional 
teachings and 
skills 
Traditional land skills and 
knowledge of culture and lan-
guage are central to Aboriginal 
students’ identity and sense 
of self-worth, and make edu-
cation more relevant in the 
Northern context.  The oppor-
tunity to learn traditional skill 
is typically through the com-
munity. No one person is re-
sponsible for teaching lessons; 
instead, parents, extended 
family and community mem-
bers all participate in instruct-
ing youth and others who wish 
to learn.

Recommendations:

•	 Consult the communi-
ty about what skills and 
knowledge they want their 
children to know

•	 Recognize and promote the 
intergenerational transfer 
of culture and the responsi-
bility of all Aboriginal peo-
ple of all ages to be strong 
in the skills they want the 
next generation to know

•	 Education systems need to 
expand to include support 
or educational classes for 
parents and caregivers to 
understand their responsi-
bility to provide their chil-
dren with important life 
skills like budgeting for 
finances, family planning 
and goal setting to prepare 
them for the future. 

•	 Northern agencies (schools, 
Aboriginal governments 
and organizations, health 
care facilities) should coop-
erate in identifying youth at 
risk and providing appro-
priate supports

•	 Identify gaps in services for 
youth at risk

•	 Northern governments and 
communities should create 
youth councils that pro-
vide	  training to de-
velop the leadership skills 
of local young people; or 
should otherwise continue 
and enhance funding for 

WHAT NEEDS TO CHANGE
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youth leadership and men-
torship programs

Most  
important skills 
to be  
transferred  
relate to  
culture 
Culture, traditional knowl-
edge, land skills and language 
were identified as being the 
most important skills to be 
passed on to current and fu-
ture generations.  

Recommendations:

•	 School curriculum should 
promote experience-based 
learning opportunities for 
students such as teach-
ings from Elders and other 
Knowledge Holders, tan-
ning hides, setting and 
checking trap-lines, sewing 
skills, etc. 

•	 Traditional language pro-
grams should be available 
both inside and outside the 
school system for people of 
all ages

•	 Integrate on the land learn-
ing with language immer-
sion programs that give 

parents and community 
members the opportunity 
to share their knowledge 

•	 Ensure design of a northern 
university includes culture 
at the core87

The education 
system needs to 
change
The single most frequently cit-
ed observation by interviewees 
is that the North’s educational 
system must be strengthened, 
as it currently falls far short of 
Northerners’ needs.

Recommendations:

•	 Develop regionally and 
culturally appropriate key 
performance indicators of 
program success and de-
sign and implement best 
practices 

•	 Discard inappropriate el-
ements of the Southern-
based curriculum and 

87	  See summary of a vision-
ing workshop hosted by the Walter & 
Duncan Gordon Foundation, includ-
ing a conceptual model for a northern 
university with Elders, learners and 
the land at the centre of the concept: 
http://gordonfoundation.ca/sites/
default/files/images/Dialogue%20
toward%20a%20university%20in%20
Northern%20Canada.pdf 

replace them with academi-
cally equivalent but more 
relevant and culturally ac-
cessible Northern curricu-
lum – that better reflects 
and responds to Northern 
learners’ needs and interests 
– within the mainstream 
elementary and secondary 
school system

•	 Education systems in the 
North need to place value 
on culture based learning 
and be inclusive of oth-
er forms of teaching and 
learning. This can include 
giving students credit for 
experiential learning on the 
land in their first moose or 
caribou hunt or going on 
annual hunting trips.

•	 Involve Aboriginal scholars 
and traditional storytellers 
in the development of cul-
turally relevant curriculum 
(as well as research priori-
ties at the post-secondary 
level), clarifying that tradi-
tional does not mean “con-
fined to the past” but re-
mains relevant today

•	 Liberate and repackage 
existing archival materi-
als (e.g. historical records, 
tapes and transcripts) that 
can be used in the develop-

WHAT NEEDS TO CHANGE
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ment of new curriculum

•	 Utilize new technologies 
to reach children, such as 
graphic novels, multime-
dia, videos, film, theatre 
arts, etc. to teach traditional 
knowledge

•	 Before teaching in the 
North, educators should 
learn about the community 
they will be in – the culture, 
the worldview, the values, 
the foods – and make an ef-
fort to expand their social 
interactions with local peo-
ple in the community and 
learn the local language. In 
addition to increasing un-
derstanding and tolerance, 
this may improve teaching 
methods which will result 
in improved student perfor-
mance.  Absent a broader 
program, individual com-
munities could take this re-
sponsibility on (as has been 
done in the past and still in 
some places), with commu-
nities conducting orienta-
tions at the beginning of the 
school year for new teach-
ers.

•	 Services for Northern stu-
dents studying in the South 
need to be improved to help 
them adjust to city life, nav-

igate the post-secondary in-
stitution and the southern 
city, and be better prepared 
for both academic and per-
sonal challenges.  Counsel-
ling should be more readily 
available

•	 Learn from other juris-
dictions that have imple-
mented effective language/
culture initiatives for their 
Indigenous populations, 
especially Greenland, New 
Zealand and Hawaii

•	 Uphold existing laws that 
protect language and cul-
ture (e.g. the NWT has 
11 official languages, en-
shrined in law)

•	 Uphold existing require-
ments for school admin-
istrators to maintain rela-
tionships with parents

•	 Provide upgrading oppor-
tunities for Inuit students 
whose first language is nei-
ther English nor French 
prior to the start of their 
post-secondary education 
in Southern Canada 

•	 Inuktitut in the Eastern 
Arctic needs to be at least 
on equal footing with Eng-
lish and French, irrespec-
tive of constitutional rami-

fications 

•	 Identify and address sys-
temic issues impacting 
northern students (racism, 
bullying, streaming, etc.)

•	 Conduct research into is-
sues requiring further in-
vestigation (e.g. why, even 
among ‘successful’ students 
who graduate, extensive 
up-grading is required be-
fore entering mainstream 
post-secondary academic 
and trades/technical pro-
grams)

WHAT NEEDS TO CHANGE
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As a group of young North-
erners with varied back-

grounds and diverse research 
interests, we shared one com-
mon experience: A significant 
amount of our own education 
came not from the time spent 
in classrooms, but within our 
communities and from learn-
ing on the land. Tied to these 
invaluable experiences, for 
some of us, is the ability to 
speak our parents’ Mother 
tongues.  Being able to speak 
our traditional languages has 
helped us to talk to, learn from 
and share experiences with 
our parents, grandparents and 
their/our ancestors.

This shared experience has had 
a profound impact on each 
of our lives and continues to 
guide our studies, work and re-
search interests. Yet, even as we 
appreciate our good fortune in 
having had these experiences, 
we continue to see and, some-
times, experience ourselves the 
struggles that many Northern-
ers face both in attaining and 
applying their education. Nor 
have we been able to block the 
intergenerational echoes of the 
residential school experience 
that still resonates deep within 

the walls of our current insti-
tutions and, often, our own 
families and communities. We 
want to change this. As a re-
sult of our research, we have 
concluded that the barriers to 
education and, ultimately, to 
achieving strong and resilient 
communities in the North per-
sist. These barriers need to be 
actively addressed if we are to 
ever achieve an equitable North 
that embraces the strength and 
diversity of all the peoples who 
call the North home.

Despite the litany of grievanc-
es we heard about childhood 
hardship and 
the tragic 
experiences 
of many in 
re s i d e nt i a l 
schools, and 
the long list 
of ongoing 
c h a l l e n g e s 
within the 
current edu-
cation sys-
tem, we have 
at least twen-
ty reasons to be optimistic. Our 
twenty research participants 
have shown us that it is possi-

ble to break away from outdat-
ed, and sometimes oppressive, 
educational models to achieve 
our individual potential and to 
better our communities. 

We have learned there is some-
thing special about these in-
dividuals. Our research par-
ticipants have some internal 
quality that we can’t quite de-
fine, and may never fully un-
derstand, yet it is clear that 
these qualities have helped our 
interviewees to overcome a 
lifetime of challenges. 

Their experiences and the 

wisdom they shared with us 
showed us the limitations of 
academic research methods 

THE LESSONS WE LEARNED

“We have our own professors—
our Elders—ho have much to 
teach us about true leader-
ship, the human experience and 
strength of character. They hold 
the legacy of knowledge, skills 
and wisdom that is inseparable 
from the land, water and wildlife 
that have sustained our way of 
life.”
		  – Nunavut Premier
		  Eva Aariak
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which often do not adequately 
consider the richness and di-
versity of information acquired 
through oral histories and tra-
ditions. 

They have demon-
strated through their 
leadership that one 
of the greatest things 
a leader can provide 
to a people is hope – 
hope for a better life, 
hope for happiness, 
and hope for change 
to improve their com-
munity. 

We have also come to 
appreciate the ben-
efits of borrowing 
best practices, from 
each other and from 
other jurisdictions 
both within Canada 
and around the globe.  
Adopting and adapt-
ing approaches that have al-
ready been proven elsewhere 
can help to solve some of the 
challenges confronting our 
communities. This has under-
scored the value – and neces-
sity – of continually learning 
and being open to new ideas, 
no matter what the source.

The Northern leaders we in-
terviewed also taught us that, 

while it is critical that we work 
to reduce the challenges that 
future generations of North-
erners will face, we cannot 
eliminate them completely. 

The next generation of leaders 
must be prepared both for the 
issues identified in this report, 
as well as the unforeseen but 
inevitable difficulties associat-
ed with a fast-changing world 
which will invariably arise. 

Both the individuals we in-
terviewed, and the leaders 
and mentors we invited to the 

Nunavut Policy Forum, chal-
lenged us to ensure that the 
teachings of the Elders carry 
on with, and within, each of us 
and those with whom we come 

into contact during 
our own journeys.  
Nunavut Premier Eva 
Aariak reminded us 
that, “As we lose our 
irreplaceable Elders 
it is up to you, a new 
generation, to keep 
this knowledge alive 
and relevant.” Okalik 
Egeesiak, President 
of the Qikiqtani Inuit 
Association, reas-
sured us that “If you 
continue to utilize 
what you have learned 
and committed to do-
ing, you will enable 
northern Aboriginal 
people to work to-
gether in unity.”

Perhaps among the most valu-
able lessons we have learned 
is the power of partnerships 
and the strength that comes 
through fellowship. We have 
come to understand in a way 
that we maybe did not appreci-
ate before that, together, we are 
strong – strong in two worlds 
– and the solutions we seek rest 
with us.  As our Nunavut gath-

“I know what it is like to experi-
ence physical and sexual abuse.  I 
know what it is like to lose a lan-
guage.  I know what it is like to 
feel like a second-class citizen—
a square peg in a round hole.  I 
know what it is to be so angry 
that you want to hit someone 
over the head with a hockey stick. 
The people who helped me were 
the Elders.  They told me, ‘You are 
better than that.  I knew your par-
ents and grandparents.  You were 
taught better than that and you 
know better.’  They took my hand, 
like a scared little child, and led 
the way.”
	 – NWT Elder and 
	 Residential school survivor

THE LESSONS WE LEARNED
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ering underlined, “Knowledge 
is Within Us.”

Thanks to this research proj-
ect, and our own shared expe-
riences, we can not only begin 
to identify common factors in 
nurturing caring and resilient 
individuals.  We can also up-
date our current learning envi-
ronments to ensure our future 
Northern leaders develop the 
attitudes, knowledge and skills 
necessary to persist in the face 
of adversity.  

As the inspirational leaders we 
encountered through this proj-
ect have confirmed, it can be 
done.

THE LESSONS WE LEARNED
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RESIDENCE
Nain Labrador

Lower Post BC

Whitehorse YK

Yellowknife NT

Vancouver BC

Kugluktuk NU

Yellowknife NT

Old Crow YK

Yellowknife NT

Whitehorse YT

Baker Lake/Iqaluit NU

Whitehorse/ 
Haines Junction, YT

Rankin Inlet NU	      

Inuvik NT		       

Old Crow YK

Igloolik/Iqaluit NU	      

Makkovik Labrador	      

Nain, Nunatsiavut               

Edzo NT		       

Fort McPherson NT

NAME    	

Andrew Andersen	

Anonymous interviewee

Brandi Bailey	      	

Paul Birckel	     	     

B’esha Blondin	      	

Glen Coulthard		       

Amanda Dumont		       

Lila Erasmus		       

Stephen Frost		       

Stephanie Irlbacher-Fox     

Lawrence Joe	      

Yvonne Joe	      	

Karen Kabloona 

Pujjuut Kusugak

Bridget Larocque

Joe Linklater

Virginia Lloyd

Christine Nochasak

Natan Obed	

Mary Siemens

Charlie Snowshoe

APPENDIX A 
INTERVIEWEES



5959

Purpose Statement 

The purpose of this paper is to understand the learning environments 
that foster an individual’s positive contribution to their community, 
amongst Northerners across Canada.

Interviewer:	 ----------------------------------- 

Interviewee:    -----------------------------------

Date:	 	 -----------------------------------

Objective: Establish significant factors in early learning 
environment

1.	 What was the first language of your caregivers? 

2.	 Can you list your primary caregivers?  (i.e.: parents, grandparents, sister/brother, Aunt/Uncle)

3.	 Can you describe the conditions you grew up in at home? (Prompts: How many people did 
you live with, did you move around a lot, what did you eat, where did you get it from, etc.)?

4.	 How would you characterize how you felt at home? (Prompts: happy, lonely, scared, etc)?

5.	 How many children (or grandchildren) do you have?  What are their ages? And how many 
are living with you?

Objective: Identify significant factors in the formal learning 
environments experienced by individual

6.	 What were the biggest challenges that you faced to attend school? (Prompts: had to leave 
home, cost of attending, didn’t speak the language, etc)

7.	 Can you describe your experience at school? (Prompts: was it enjoyable, did you understand 
the teachers, the subjects taught, etc)

8.	 Can you tell me what you feel helped you to learn the most? (Prompts: encouragement from 
caregivers, caring teachers, others around you -friends, classmates, relatives)

APPENDIX B 
INTERVIEW QUESTIONNAIRE
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9.	 Did you graduate high school with your classmates?

Objective: Identify factors in quality of formal learning 
environments

10.	Can you describe your relationship with your school teachers? (Prompts: consistent 
communication, authoritative ) 

11.	  Can you describe the conditions of the school/classrooms? (Prompts: clean/dirty, organized, 
orderly, run down, lots of learning aides – books, maps, photos, etc)

Objective: Post-secondary 

12.	  What was your reason for attending University/ College?

13.	Where did you attend postsecondary?

14.	  Does this institution offer support for Aboriginal students such as a common room, mentors, 
scholarships, etc?

15.	What support system(s) did you have to help you in your studies? (family/community 
supports, postsecondary funding, tutoring, literacy programs, guidance counselors, 
mentorship, etc.)

16.	What strategies did/do you use to help you cope with your family responsibilities (if 
applicable) while in school?

17.	Do you have consistent communication with your professors at University/College? 

18.	Were you able to complete a program within the timeframe allotted on your first attempt? 
(i.e.: 1 year program within 1 year/ 2 year program within 2 years/ 4 year program within 4 
years.)

19.	What were your average grades in your secondary/postsecondary education?

20.	Do you come from a family that is educated at a post-secondary level?

21.	How supportive were your parents in your studies? Did/do they support your educational 
goals?
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22.	Were your parents/caregivers able to set aside funds or financial support for your higher 
education?

23.	Were you able to access educational funding from your Aboriginal group? Was it easy to 
access? What were the barriers/limitations, if any?

24.	Was the amount of funding reasonable to sustain your educational pursuits? 

25.	Overall, what challenges do you think affect our educational system in the North and what 
changes can be made to improve the system?

Objective: Traditional Skills and Community Engagement

26.	 Is there someone in your life that has passed on important traditional and cultural skills 	
to you?  Who is that person?

27.	What are the most important skills they taught you? And how do you use them today? 

28.	What are the important ones you want to pass on? 

29.	How or what is the best way, in your opinion, to teach these skills?

30.	How about new things? What is the best way for you to learn new things today?

31.	What do you think is the best learning environments for someone to learn new skills, given 
that today is different than when you were being taught as a child?

32.	Why should you pass on your knowledge and traditional and cultural skills?

33.	At what age do you think early learners should be taught these skills and how much should 
be taught?

34.	What are some personal activities or hobbies that you are involved in? 

35.	Has aboriginal traditional knowledge and skills affected your life? If so, how? 

36.	Are you involved in any volunteer organizations currently, or have you been in the past? If 
yes, please list:
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Objective:  Collect demographic information which may help to 
identify and characterize trends

37.	Name, where raised

38.	Gender

39.	Age group

40.	Marital status

41.	Do you identify with an Aboriginal group? If yes, please specify

42.	Which community do you identify with

43.	What is your occupation

44.	Highest level of education achieved

45.	Where attended secondary school

46.	Where attended post-secondary school
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•	 Eva Aariak, Nunavut, Premier, Government of Nunavut (speaker)

•	 Okalik Eegeesiak, Nunavut, President, Qikiqtani Inuit Association (speaker)

•	 Madeleine Redfern, Nunavut, Mayor of Iqaluit (speaker)

•	 Jackie Price, Nunavut, PhD candidate, Scott Polar Institute, Cambridge (facilitator)

•	 Nancy Karetek-Lindell, Nunavut, Director, Jane Glassco Arctic Fellowship Program, Walter 
and Duncan Gordon Foundation 

•	 Frank Anderson, Labrador,  Nunatsiavut Government 

•	 Paul Andrew, NWT, retired CBC broadcaster

•	 Tina Jules, Yukon, cultural education consultant

•	 Denise Kurszewski, NWT, Assistant Superintendent of Education, Government of the 
Northwest Territories

•	 Puujjuut Kusugak, Nunavut, teacher, Director of Social Development for the Kivalliq Inuit 
Assocation,  Mayor of Rankin Inlet 

•	 Joe Linklater, Yukon, Chief Vuntut Gwitchin First Nation

•	 Virginia Lloyd, Nunavut, Chief Operating Officer, Nunavut Tunngavik Inc.

•	 Natan Obed, Nunavut/Nunatsiavut, Director, Social & Cultural Development, Nunavut 
Tunngavik Inc.

•	 Briony Glassco, Board Member, Walter and Duncan Gordon Foundation and daughter of 
Jane Glassco, namesake of the Jane Glassco Arctic Fellowships

•	 Tom Axworthy, President and CEO, Walter and Duncan Gordon Foundation

•	  Naullaq Arnaquq, Assistant Deputy Minister, Culture, Language, Elders and 
YouthGovernment of Nunavut

•	 Mary-Ellen Thomas, Nunavut Research Institute

•	 James Stauch, Vice-President, Walter and Duncan Gordon Foundation

•	 Sara French, Program Director, Walter and Duncan Gordon Foundation

Other members of the general public were welcome to attend this event.  The names of those who 
attended were not recorded.
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Navarana Beveridge
Navarana Beveridge is currently the Director of Social Policy at the Qikiqtani Inuit Association. 
Prior to that, Navarana was the Education and Language Policy Analyst with Nunavut Tunngavik 
Inc, where she played a key role in the development of the Inuit Language Protection Act, the Official 
Languages Act, and the Nunavut Education Act. Navarana is an Inuit language advocate and is one 
of the founders of the first Inuktitut daycare in Iqaluit. Her Fellowship paper focuses on the Inuit 
language in early childhood education in light of the recent passing of the Inuit Language Protection 
Act and the Nunavut Official Languages Act.

Christine Creyke
Christine Creyke works in her home community of Dease Lake, B.C. as the land stewardship co-
ordinator. Through this job she has learned about her Tahltan people and their struggle with resource 
extraction, which is what lead her to pursue a master’s in Natural Resource and Environmental 
Studies. She successfully defended her thesis in 2011. Christine’s Fellowship paper is a comparative 
analysis of natural resource management decision-making by governments in the traditional 
territories of a First Nation with final land claim and self-government agreements and that of a First 
Nation without. 

Joseph Flowers
Joseph Flowers is an Inuk-Anglo Canadian who calls three places home: Labrador, Nunavik, and 
Montreal. Joseph moved to Montreal to study at John Abbott College, and he has lived in the South 
ever since. Following a six-year career as a professional cook in some of the city’s top restaurants, he 
decided to continue higher education and earned a degree in linguistics and philosophy from McGill 
University. Given his experience in post-secondary education “down south”, Joseph examined post-
secondary sponsorship and support policies for Nunavimmiut for his Fellowship paper. 

Dustin Fredlund
The significance that economic development and the environment play in the future for the North 
has been the catalyst that has seen Dustin Fredlund employed as a conservation officer, wildlife 
manager and currently as a director of economic development for the Nunavut Government. 
Through his Fellowship paper, Dustin examines the complexity surrounding the balancing of 
progress and preservation in regards to the environment and economic development. 
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KAREN HALL
Karen Hall is a second year master’s student at the University of Victoria in the studies in policy and 
practice in health and social services program. She completed her undergraduate studies at Dalhousie 
University in Halifax, N.S., with a B.Sc. in health promotion. Karen’s passion and the subject of her 
Fellowship paper is the search for ways to improve Aboriginal health, particularly through making 
health care services more culturally appropriate for Aboriginal peoples in the Northwest Territories. 

CYNTHIA JAMES
Cynthia James works as the Education Support Worker for the Ta’an Kwach’an Council in Whitehorse, 
Yukon. Ta’an Kwach’an is one of the two First Nation governments located in the Whitehorse area. 
Cynthia’s role is to provide Ta’an Kwach’an citizens and kindergarten to grade 12 students with 
educational tools and resources for a successful journey through their elementary and high school 
careers. Cythia’s Fellowship paper focuses on developing increased youth engagement in the Carcross 
Tagish First Nation.

NADIA JOE
Nadia Joe’s story is only one strand woven into the tapestry of her family’s story. She recently returned 
home to the Champagne & Aishihik First Nation in Haines Junction, Yukon to spend more time 
with her Elders on the land: listening, watching, learning. Nadia’s Fellowship paper discusses 
sustainable management of water resources. It combines scientific and traditional knowledge and 
approaches to develop policy measures for water management that provide for water’s sustainable 
use while maintaining its natural condition – a provision of the Champagne & Aishihik First Nations 
final agreement.

jOCELYN JOE-STRACK
Jocelyn Joe-Strack is currently working on her M.Sc. with the University of Northern British 
Columbia (UNBC). Her thesis project is investigating the methylation of mercury by bacteria in 
southern Yukon lake sediments. To utilize her education and experience with water, Jocelyn’s project 
involves recommendations for the Yukon’s Water Strategy. Her paper provides an in-depth look at 
how the Yukon’s water is currently managed and gives insight to challenges and opportunities for the 
development of a Yukon Water Strategy.
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KYLA KAKFWI SCOTT
Kyla Kakfwi Scott believes in the importance of culture and the value of all forms of knowledge. The 
child of an aboriginal and non-aboriginal parent, it has been her constant goal to achieve balance 
between her two cultures, to learn as much as possible, and to carry that knowledge proudly. Kyla’s 
Fellowship paper looks at the Northern Studies 15 curriculum, the only mandatory high school 
course developed in the NWT. She seeks to find ways the course can be improved to serve the needs 
of students, and meet the overarching goal of preparing northern youth for life beyond the school 
system.

JANINE LIGHTFOOT
Janine Lightfoot was raised in Makkovik, Nunatsiavut, a small community in Northern Labrador, 
primarily by her grandparents who taught her to appreciate the land and how to use it. Janine credits 
her grandmother, Clara, for instilling knowledge in her to help with the struggles of Inuit in her 
region. Given this background, Janine’s Fellowship paper focuses on resource development in 
Labrador and the adverse effect it has on the Inuit and Innu populations. She examines the 
consultation processes that uranium companies adhere to and outlines issues from a historical 
materialist understanding.

HOLLY MACKENZIE-STRINGER
Holly Mackenzie-Stringer is a Dene from the Tlîchô Nation of the North Slave region of the 
Northwest Territories. Holly is an Intergovernmental Relations Analyst with the Department of 
Aboriginal Affairs and Intergovernmental Relations, Government of the Northwest Territories. 
Holly’s Fellowship paper examines the ways to develop and nurture Aboriginal women in leadership 
roles, and how to increase participation of women in all levels of decision making within Aboriginal 
governance. She also examines the barriers that exist for young women in taking on leadership roles 
as chiefs and in elected positions of governance. 

DANIEL T’SELEIE
Daniel T’seleie lives in Yellowknife and works as Director of Lands and Environment with the Dene 
Nation. His previous experience has included work on climate change mitigation and adaptation 
with territorial and national NGOs. Daniel’s Fellowship focus includes how climate change is 
affecting the North, and how the territorial government can affect meaningful progress on this issue.
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