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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 address 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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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 recently joined BHP Billiton 
EKATI Diamond Mine as Team Leader - Community Development. She is responsible 
for the implementation of sustainable community development projects, and acts as 
liaison between BHP Billiton and Aboriginal stakeholders. Kyla sees a need to 
increase opportunities for dialogue and cultural understanding in order to live 
respectfully amongst each other. To that end, she served for the last two years as the 

Program Manager for Dechinta: Bush University & Centre for Research and Learning. 
This land-based, university accredited program covers critical Northern issues, from a 

Northern perspective, taught by elders and academic experts. Kyla is an Advisor to the Small 
Change Fund and serves on the Board of United Way NWT. She currently resides in Yellowknife with her husband and 
their two daughters. 
 
Community 

Kyla has lived most of her life in Yellowknife. Her father’s family is from Fort Good Hope, and Kyla lived there as an infant 
and returned often as a child. Her mother was born and raised in southwestern Ontario. Kyla chose to attend The 
University of Western Ontario to be closer to that side of her family. She credits this time spent living away from the 
North for her appreciation of the importance of being surrounded by family, Dene culture, and the beautiful land she calls 
home. 
 
Fellowship Focus 

In the NWT there lacks a standardized system to evaluate program and student success in instances where cultural 
practices or local history are integrated into the education system. Kyla has consulted with elders, community leaders and 
educators throughout the NWT, to determine the traditional knowledge, values and skills that are considered essential 
for inclusion in the educational system. Evaluation protocols must be developed, including practical, written, and oral 
examination, to ensure that traditional and cultural knowledge is evaluated in a manner keeping with its practical 
applications. Kyla has learned about the programs already in place, and has developed several recommendations to help 
streamline delivery so that students throughout the North are able to make seamless transitions, from home to school to 
postsecondary and eventual employment, without having to sacrifice their culture or academic standing. 

  



Page | 2  
 

Table of Contents 
 
 

Introduction 3 

Historical Overview 6 

Approach 7 

Transferability 8 

Recommendation 1 8 

Recommendation 2 8 

Assessment 11 

Recommendation 3 11 

Teacher Training Recommendations 14 

Recommendation 4 14 

Recommendation 5 14 

Recommendation 6 14 

Conclusion 18 

Recommendation Summary 19 

Recommendation 1 19 

Recommendation 2 19 

Recommendation 3 19 

Recommendation 4 19 

Recommendation 5 19 

Recommendation 6 19 

Bibliography 20 

Online Resources 21 

  



Page | 3  
 

“We were finding ourselves to have less say in the administration and laws of our land. 
Every year more mines were discovered and opened, roads were built, parks proposed, 
oil and gas wells drilled, without our consent or often our knowledge.”  
 

–Dene Nation, 1984 

Introduction 
 
 
The Northwest Territories (NWT) is a unique region in Canada, with a vast landmass covering 1,183,085 
square kilometres and a population of 41,462.1 Its southern border stretches from British Columbia, across 
Alberta, to Saskatchewan. It borders the Yukon Territory in the west and Nunavut in the east. More than 50 
per cent of NWT residents are of Aboriginal descent – the majority of whom self-identify as Dene, with 
significant Metis and Inuvialuit populations comprising the remainder. This cultural diversity is unique within 
Canada’s North and has contributed to shaping modern political, social, and economic development in the 
NWT. The territory has a long and proud history of respect, co-operation, and consensus governance amongst 
its peoples. This is repeatedly demonstrated through key historical events, such as the Mackenzie Valley 
Pipeline Inquiry in the mid-1970s, but is perhaps best exemplified by the negotiation and creation of Nunavut 
in 1999. 
 
The NWT has been fundamentally impacted, and in many ways defined, over the last century by non-
renewable resource development and corresponding shifts in population, economy, and governance.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Increasing urbanization and exposure to dominant Western culture has further exacerbated the decline of 
traditional lifestyles and cultural practices. 
 
It is evident that the education system in the NWT serves a broad and diverse population. It must 
simultaneously serve the needs of students, meet the aspirations of their parents, bridge the philosophical 
divides that exist between generations and racial groups, and meet the overarching goal of preparing 
northern youth for life beyond the school system. Aboriginal students in particular are called upon to bridge 
the expectations of two cultures, remaining strong in their traditional skills and lifestyles while achieving 
success in the western educational model. This bridging is commonly expressed as “being strong like two 
people,” a phrase attributed to the late Tlicho elder and educator Elizabeth Mackenzie. This approach has 
strongly influenced modern NWT educational policy and curriculum development and illustrates a substantial 
shift from the historical approach to education in the NWT. The Territory has a long history of residential 
schooling: 
 
 

                                                      
1 Population by selected ethnic origins, by province and territory (2006 Census) Northwest Territories 
http://www.statcan.gc.ca/tables-tableaux/sum-som/l01/cst01/demo26m-eng.htm 
 

http://www.statcan.gc.ca/tables-tableaux/sum-som/l01/cst01/demo26m-eng.htm
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“These government-funded, usually church-run schools and residences were set up to 
assimilate Aboriginal people forcibly into the Canadian mainstream by eliminating 
parental and community involvement in the intellectual, cultural, and spiritual 
development of Aboriginal children... A far higher percentage of the Aboriginal 
population in Northern Canada attended residential schools than was the case in the 
rest of Canada.”  
 

Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2012 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The first residential school in the NWT opened in 1867, and the last closed in 1994 – the last residential school 
in Canada to close its doors. The legacy of residential schools has had significant impacts on attitudes towards 
education on either side of this divide in educational philosophies. Residential school survivors commonly 
express regret that they believed what they were taught: that their culture and traditions held no value. It has 
been my personal experience, and the experience of too many of my peers, that this belief – that learning 
traditional ways will hinder success in modern society – continues to have a strong presence in Aboriginal 
families. This is paralleled by a distrust of the imposed model of Western academia resulting from the 
residential school experience.2 These legacies, further compounded by socioeconomic factors in many 
instances, contribute to aboriginal youth not achieving academic success at the same rate as their non-
aboriginal peers. In the NWT, the overall high school graduation rate in 2009 was 53.2 per cent, with an 
Aboriginal graduation rate of just 43.8 per cent3. At the same time, there is a measurable decline in traditional 
lifestyle and cultural practices. A new generation of students – survivors of survivors, or intergenerational 
survivors – have not been removed from their homes, but have been removed nonetheless from learning 
cultural practices, languages, and skills. In 2009, only 38 per cent of the Aboriginal population spoke an 
Aboriginal language. Hunting and fishing is practiced by less than 40 per cent of the population, and a mere 
8.7 per cent continue to produce arts and crafts.4 This indicates that while aboriginal youth are not achieving 
academic success, neither are they well-versed in their own culture and traditions in many cases. 
 
Several well-documented initiatives have supported the development of curriculum for the NWT school 
system that recognizes and celebrates the culture and history of Aboriginal Peoples in the region. At the 
senior secondary level this is demonstrated through the Northern Studies 15 course. The benefits to student 
engagement and success when course content is relevant and reflective of students’ daily lives has been well 
documented. As articulated in the Department of Education, Culture and Employment’s Aboriginal Language 
and Culture-based Directive (2004): 
 
 
  
                                                      
2 Fulford, George, Sharing our Success: More Case Studies in Aboriginal Schooling. Kelowna, BC: Society for the Advancement of 
Excellence in Education (2007) 
3 NWT Bureau of Statistics, Northwest Territory – School Enrollment and Graduates http://www.stats.gov.nt.ca/education/school-
enrollment-graduates/ 
4 NWT Bureau of Statistics, Northwest Territory – Statistical Profile: Traditional Activities (2008) 
http://www.stats.gov.nt.ca/community-data/Profile%20PDF/NWT.pdf 
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“Research shows that culture-based education – education that reflects and respects 
students’ heritage, language and life experience – enhances individual self-esteem 
leading to improved educational outcomes.  (Corson, 1998; Cummins, 1996; Ward, 
2001). The result is students who have pride in their history as well as the knowledge, 
skills and attitudes they require to function confidently and responsibly in today’s 
society and the society of the future. This is a goal of education in the NWT.” 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
It is essential that the education provided to northern students properly prepares them for both life at home 
and higher education should they choose to pursue it. I strongly believe that Northern Studies curriculum at 
the high school level in the NWT has a critical role to play in preparing students for life and success in the 
North and beyond. This was the intent behind the creation of the course, which has been taught in NWT 
schools for more than 20 years. Northern Studies was created under the direction of then-Minister of 
Education for the Government of the Northwest Territories, Stephen Kakfwi, who is my father, and who 
served as my mentor during my term as a Jane Glassco Arctic Fellow. I was 10 years old when the course was 
first developed. I remember clearly the excitement I felt about it at the time, and how eagerly I anticipated 
taking the course when I got to high school. 
 
My student experience of Northern Studies was mixed, and overall less than I had hoped for. The highlight 
was an assignment to interview an elder. I chose my great-aunt, Mary Wilson, who was a well-known 
language expert and translator. The importance of that conversation has become increasingly clear to me over 
the years – the purposeful connection with another generation, the stories of how things used to be, the 
insight into how things are or should be; that assignment was a gift, but one that was lost on a classroom full 
of 15-year-olds without an understanding of the purpose of the interview. Some students, living in Yellowknife 
without the benefit of extended family, struggled to find an elder to interview at all. There was no explanation 
of the role of oral histories in Aboriginal cultures, or the role of elders in our society. A non-aboriginal teacher 
who was not originally from the North gave us the assignment, and perhaps did not know the context for the 
assignment or its value. 
 
This lack of understanding, or lack of expertise in framing what we were learning and why, was more 
problematically demonstrated in my most negative Northern Studies experience. A class discussion about the 
history of the NWT – centered around explorers and the fur trade – became a conversation about treaties. 
The questions and comments from students became increasingly indignant, some bordering on racist, as they 
expressed their frustration with the special treatment being given to Aboriginal people through these 
agreements. The teacher, seemingly unable to answer any more questions, eventually turned to the only 
Aboriginal student in the room, which happened to be me, and asked if I would like to respond to my 
classmates who wanted to know why I should get tax exemptions, a free education, and handouts from the 
government because I was Dene. This was the moment that I began to wonder – how was it that the course 
my father had been so proud to create, the course that was to be a reflection of me and my people, was not a 
course where I was learning but instead asked to teach? 
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“The 2002 Northern Studies revised curriculum resource is the only high school course 
written in the North, with northern educators and Aboriginal curriculum developers 
involved in writing for northern teachers and students. The development, publication 
and implementation of this curriculum occurred in the North.” 
 

John Stewart, 2004 

Historical Overview 
 
 
The Northern Studies 15 curriculum is the only mandatory high school course developed in the NWT.5 It is 
valued at three credits and delivered over 75 instructional hours. The course is a graduation requirement in 
the NWT but is not recognized by southern educational institutions.6 Northern Studies was created in 1990 
with the intent to ensure that no student would graduate in the NWT without an understanding of this unique 
place and its diverse peoples7. 
 
The four instructional goals of the course, as outlined in the curricular framework established in 1990, are to 
develop: 

• Pride in, appreciation of, and respect for the lifestyles, languages and aspirations of the NWT’s major 
ethnic groups; 

• Attitudes of tolerance, understanding and a sense of unity of purpose among the many social and 
ethnic groups making up the NWT and Canada; 

• Understanding and appreciation of the part played by native peoples as founding nations in the NWT 
and in Canada and of the contributions that native individuals and groups have made to Canada; 

• Knowledge, attitudes and skills leading to informed decision and choice making about social issues and 
to effective participation in our rapidly changing society.8 

 
The curricular framework was developed centrally by the Department of Education, Culture and Employment. 
The further development of regionally-appropriate curriculum and lesson plans, and supporting resources, 
was left to the Education Authorities in each region of the NWT. The Department centrally developed an 
online Northern Studies course to be offered in communities that lacked the teaching resources to deliver 
Northern Studies in a classroom setting. Responding to the expressed needs of Northern Studies teachers, in 
2002 the Department of Education, Culture and Employment developed a CD-ROM curriculum resource 
modeled after the online Northern Studies course.9  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                      
5 Stewart, John, A River Runs Through It: Teaching and Learning in the Northwest Territories. Yellowknife, NT: University of Victoria, 
Department of Curriculum and Instruction (2004) 
6 Ibid 
 
7 Stephen Kakfwi, in discussion with the author (2011) 
8 Education, Culture and Employment, Northern Studies 15 Interim Curriculum. Yellowknife, NT: Government of the Northwest 
Territories (1991) 
9 Stewart, John, A River Runs Through It: Teaching and Learning in the Northwest Territories. Yellowknife, NT: University of Victoria, 
Department of Curriculum and Instruction (2004) 
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Approach 
 
 
My motivation in undertaking this project is my own desire for Northern Studies to be a valued course that 
serves as an asset to graduating students. I would like for students to want to take the course and to feel that 
it provides them with relevant grounding in their communities, and for parents and other community 
members, in turn, to understand the course and support both student and educator success. I see a need for 
teachers and other educators to feel adequately prepared to lead the course and be professionally motivated 
to do so. Perhaps most importantly, there is a need for the value of this course to be recognized by 
jurisdictions beyond the NWT through transfer and articulation of the Northern Studies credit. 
 
I began by speaking to the Department of Education, Culture and Employment to inform them of my intended 
research focus and to learn about internal initiatives underway in the hope that I might avoid duplication 
while supporting existing efforts. In 2009 the Northern Studies School Survey was conducted. The resulting 
recommendations lead in part to a review of the Northern Studies curriculum, currently underway, with the 
participation of a guiding committee and teacher advisory committee. I was invited to participate and observe 
in meetings of both committees for the Northern Studies Curriculum Review, and the insights and experiences 
gained from those sessions have contributed greatly to the writing of this paper. In addition to participation in 
these meetings, my recommendations have been informed by literature review, practical experiences gained 
through my work as Program Manager with Dechinta Initiatives (a land-based university-level program in the 
NWT), discussions with other jurisdictions and organizations, and conversations with parents, students, 
educators, administrators and elected leadership. They have been further shaped by thorough personal 
reflection on both the positive and negative elements of my own Northern Studies experience. In light of the 
curriculum review already in progress, I have chosen to limit my policy recommendations to successful 
implementation of the Northern Studies Curriculum rather than to the curriculum itself. Through my research 
I have identified three key issues that must be addressed: transferability, assessment, and teacher training. 
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Transferability 
 
 
Recommendation 1  
 
That Northern Studies be expanded for delivery at the grade 10, 11 and 12 levels, and developed to adhere to 
parameters for recognition outlined by the Western and Northern Canadian Protocol at the high school level, 
the Western Dean’s Agreement at the postsecondary level, and the Association of Canadian Universities for 
Northern Studies.   
 

Recommendation 2  
 
Northern Studies should be a mandatory five-credit course at all senior secondary grade levels with academic 
and non-academic streams. The course should be available in addition to, or in place of, social studies 
curriculum at the same grade level. 30-level Academic should provide additional asset to postsecondary 
applications, including the possibility of accreditation as an advanced placement course. 
 
Northern Studies 15 was established as a mandatory course in response to attitudes towards it at the time of 
implementation; the value of curriculum at the high school level with such an explicitly regional focus was 
questioned, and it was feared that without mandatory enrolment the course would be unsuccessful.10 This 
fundamental question of value is one that has yet to be resolved. For many aboriginal people living in the 
smaller communities, the need for curriculum that reflects their realities is undeniable. The communities are 
isolated and far removed from the larger centres. Yellowknife, the capital of the NWT, has the highest 
percentage of non-aboriginal residents.11 As the centre of government and business, Yellowknife benefits 
from greater employment opportunities, numerous schools, and the best facilities. While residents of the 
smaller communities are keenly aware of the disparity in opportunity and living conditions between the 
largest and smallest communities, it is entirely possibly and not uncommon for Yellowknife residents to spend 
years in the North without ever setting foot in any of the outlying communities.  
 
For residents newer to the North, or for any student intending to pursue postsecondary education, the 
prioritization of northern curriculum in the timetable does not hold obvious value and is often believed to 
remove focus and resources from more academic courses such as math, English, and sciences. While Northern 
Studies is required for high school graduation in the NWT, the credits are not transferrable to other 
jurisdictions, nor are they recognized by postsecondary institutions beyond the NWT’s own Aurora College.12 
As Northern Studies is expanded to include curriculum at the grade 11 and 12 levels, the recognition of those 
courses by colleges and universities across the country will be essential. 
 
                                                      
10 Stephen Kakfwi, in discussion with the author, 2011 
11 NWT Bureau of Statistics, Community Population Estimates by Ethnicity – Northwest Territories (2011) 
http://www.stats.gov.nt.ca/population/population-estimates/ 
12 Teacher Advisory Committee for Northern Studies Curriculum Review, with participation of the author (2011) 
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“Canadians and Canadian educators must develop an overall understanding of 
Aboriginal value systems and how integral this understanding is to all aspects of our 
traditions, cultures, and worldviews. In Aboriginal communities, schools are striving 
to create Aboriginal-perspective curriculum, developed by Aboriginal educators. 
Aboriginal Peoples’ insistence that this new, accurate, valid curriculum be offered to 
all students in Canada is not a question or right or wrong. It is simply a call to have 
Aboriginal voices and perspectives presented as part of the total education program 
in this country.”  
 

Coalition for the Advancement of Aboriginal Studies, 2002 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The reality of the North is very different from the rest of Canada. The political systems, geographical and 
environmental contexts, social and demographic realities, all differ greatly from those in Southern Canada. 
Students must be exposed to this in the school system in order to understand the communities in which they 
live, the communities surrounding them, and the environment in which they will likely work upon graduation. 
For students who do not intend to remain in the North, there is value in a deepened understanding of the 
northern context, particularly given the current national focus on Canada’s Arctic. The challenge must 
therefore be to demonstrate explicit value for all students, both immediate and long term, through the 
implementation of an expanded Northern Studies curriculum. The value of these courses may well be viewed 
as inherent, but it cannot be communicated as such. Clear academic imperative and incentive must be 
incorporated and clearly demonstrated. 
 
The four objectives of the Northern Studies curricular framework as outlined in 1990 cannot be achieved in 75 
instruction hours. This places the course in parallel with optional, non-academic courses. While there is value 
in providing northern-developed curriculum for the benefit of Indigenous students, it is critical that the value 
– both perceived and inherent – of these courses is also extended to every student being educated in the 
North. The completion of Northern Studies in grade 10, and eventually grades 11 and 12, must therefore be 
not only a requirement but also an academic asset for graduating students. Transferability is key to 
articulating why the course is important, and how students will benefit from it. Northern Studies courses must 
be recognized beyond the NWT by secondary schools in other jurisdictions and by postsecondary institutions. 
 
In British Columbia, the First Nations Education Steering Committee (FNESC) has lead the development of 
curriculum explicitly designed for Aboriginal students in support of increased student achievement and school 
completion. BC First Nations Studies is offered at the grade 11 and 12 levels and may be recognized as a 
substitute for social studies credit. First Nations English 12 is an accepted stream, with its own provincial 
examination equivalent to standard grade 12 academic English. These courses are endorsed by BC’s 
Department of Education and are recognized at postsecondary institutions under a memorandum of 
understanding signed by the deans of education at each college and university. The courses were developed 
by FNESC with the involvement of the province. Integral to the success of the course development process, 
FNESC seconded one of their employees to the department. This allowed an increased awareness of the 
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department’s processes and requirements, and facilitated the development of courses to recognized 
standards. FNESC now has ministry staff appointed to their course development committee.13 
 
The Government of the Northwest Territories follows the Alberta Education system – with the exception of 
Northern Studies – for all course accreditation at the high school level.14 The recognition of Northern Studies 
by Alberta Education is therefore essential and Northern Studies should be accepted as a substitute or in 
addition to the Alberta-developed social studies curriculum. Recognition of the course by The University of 
Alberta as a key postsecondary partner is equally essential. Accreditation of Northern Studies with these 
institutions will secure broad transferability under the Western and Northern Canadian Protocol curricular 
framework for social studies at the secondary level and the Western Deans Agreement at the postsecondary 
level. Work with the Association of Canadian Universities for Northern Studies might also be undertaken to 
ensure that, at minimum, university Northern Studies programs across the country recognize the GNWT 
Northern Studies course. 
 
Conditional upon the successful accreditation of Northern Studies curriculum with Alberta Education and key 
postsecondary partners as a demonstration of academic value, the importance of Northern Studies course 
content should be emphasized through mandatory enrollment. Further supporting academic excellence, and 
aligned with the existing offering of select Advanced Placement courses at some NWT high schools, Northern 
Studies should also offer additional value to grade 12 students completing the academic stream. 
 
  

                                                      
13 Deborah Jeffrey, Executive Director – First Nations Education Steering Committee, in conversation with the author (2011) 
14 Teacher Advisory Committee for Northern Studies Curriculum Review, with participation of the author (2011) 
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Assessment 
 
 

Recommendation 3  
 
That standardized models of evaluation be implemented for Northern Studies to allow effective measurement 
of both student and program success. The evaluation methods should be aligned with the experiential and 
skills-based nature of the curriculum, including relational evaluation methods and authentic assessors. 
 
An essential component of accreditation, and to demonstrating the value of Northern Studies within the NWT 
and beyond, will be the development of relevant assessment models. All academic courses at the grade 12 
level culminate in a Departmental Examination established by Alberta Education. This is a standardized test 
written by all students in Alberta and the NWT, incorporating multiple choice and essay components for each 
subject.15 For Northern Studies to achieve recognition under Alberta Education it will need to incorporate 
some form of standardized assessment as well. 
 
The Department of Education, Culture and Employment has an equal need for standardization in assessment 
of Northern Studies. Currently, all grading and examination is at the discretion of the instructor.16 The 
instructional goals of the course are clearly outlined, but the extent to which they are achieved is not 
measured uniformly across the Territory. There is no central data collection for student success rates in 
Northern Studies. Student assessment is the best measurement of the value standard established for this 
course and should reflect what is being taught, while demonstrating whether it is being taught successfully. 
This will allowTerritory-wide evaluation of program success, not only student success. 
 
The nature of the course content requires that any standardization of assessment methods allow for 
alternative approaches. Northern Studies is intended to be highly experiential and skills based. Assessment 
methods must remain true to these course objectives – therefore evaluation protocols must be developed to 
include practical written and oral examination to ensure that traditional and cultural knowledge is evaluated 
in a manner keeping with both its practical and theoretical applications. Evaluating success through a multiple 
choice exam alone is unlikely to measure student learning effectively, and would not be in keeping with the 
intent of the course, as conventional assessment approaches do not effectively measure experiential learning 
outcomes. Current western educational policy is beginning to move away from the standardized exam as the 
gold standard of evaluation, however, and is demonstrating a new focus on authentic assessment methods: 
 
 
 
 
 
  
                                                      
15 Ministry of Education, Diploma Examination General Information Bulletin: Introduction to the Diploma Examinations Program. 
Edmonton, AB: Government of Alberta (2012) 
16 John Stewart, in conversation with the author (2011) 
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“It is important...to establish a variety of indicators of success and tools of 
measurement, beyond performance on standardized tests. One size does not fit all; 
there are many kinds of learners, many kinds of learning, and many ways of 
demonstrating our accomplishments. Without better research and data, we don’t 
know where we are going, where we want to go, and if we are getting there.” 
 

Society for the Advancement of Excellence in Education, 2005 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The purpose of assessment must be to establish the standards of value for Northern Studies, and measure the 
standards of achievement for each student against them. The standardization in this case should therefore be 
applied to the evaluator or the measurement framework, rather than to student outputs. This will allow for 
students to demonstrate learning in a variety of formats, including oral, written, or physical expression. A 
specific recommendation has been made by the Teacher Advisory Committee to allow for portfolio-based 
evaluation, allowing students to present the best demonstrations of their learning to their instructor for 
review.17 This is an effective assessment framework, however, lack of standardization across the NWT will 
remain an issue unless it is addressed through additional measures. 
 
Standardization of the evaluator would effectively address this need. In the case of the NWT, the relatively 
small student numbers are an asset to this approach. On average, there are no more than 700 students at the 
grade 12 level each year.18 A central evaluator, either an individual or committee, could be reasonably 
expected to review portfolios or equivalent submissions from all grade 12 Northern Studies students. 
Alternatively, to allow for a more regional approach, evaluators might be required to complete special 
certification as a measure of their own expertise in evaluating student outcomes. The existing Elder 
Certification program, provided by the Government of the Northwest Territory’s Department of Education, 
Culture and Employment (ECE), might be an ideal approach to certifying Northern Studies evaluators. An 
evaluation committee genuinely reflective of Northern Studies’ objectives, and ECE’s identified priorities for 
student achievement, would include the instructor, a community Elder or mentor, and a central ECE 
representative (either regional or Territorial) for additional accountability and oversight. 
 
An alternative approach is the standardization of the measurement framework and delivery of the evaluation. 
Unlike a typical standardized test in which all students are given the same questions, and each question has 
one correct answer, this would give each student the same material to respond to and provide a framework to 
evaluate those responses. The University of Queensland, Australia, for its course on Indigenous Knowledge in 
Education, evaluates students in part based on “Triad Assessment”.19 Under this method, students view either 
a short dialogue or lecture on an aspect of course material (in this case specifically related to Indigenous 
Knowledge) that has previously been taught. Students then engage in group dialogue related to the 
                                                      
17 Teacher Advisory Committee for Northern Studies Curriculum Review, with participation of the author (2011) 
18 Education, Culture and Employment, Towards Excellence: A Report on Education in the NWT. Yellowknife, NT: Government of the 
Northwest Territories (2007) 
19 Luig, Thea, Land-based Pedagogy and Well-being. An Evaluation of the Pilot Semester of Dechinta - Centre for Research and 
Learning. Yellowknife, NT: Dechinta - Centre for Research and Learning and the Department of Anthropology, University of Alberta 
(2010) 
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presentation. Following the discussion, the evaluators present a broad question for students to address in 30 
minutes of individual writing on the themes they have engaged with through the first two elements. Individual 
writing is presented in small groups and key themes, or learnings are identified and negotiated.20 This process 
grants a certain amount of standardization – all students are exposed to the same opening lecture and 
participate in the same group dialogue – but allows for both individual and group/community response and 
evaluation. 
 
As a result of mandatory enrolment in Northern Studies, the course provides a unique opportunity to measure 
success across a population demographic with uncommon inclusiveness and accuracy. The development of 
evaluation protocols for Northern Studies therefore has the potential for impact well beyond the school 
system, as the resulting framework might be used in other applications such as postsecondary programs and 
within the workforce.  
 
 
  

                                                      
20 Ibid 
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Teacher Training Recommendations 
 
 
Recommendation 4  
 
Every teacher leading Northern Studies courses should be required to complete professional development 
and/or certification prior to course assignment. 
 

Recommendation 5 
 
Qualified Northern Studies teachers should be recognized through academic or professional incentive, such as 
academic credit towards graduate study programs or financial incentive through advanced professional 
standing or bonus structure. 
 

Recommendation 6 
 
A centrally-located Superintendent should be established to oversee the Northern Studies curriculum and the 
successful implementation of these recommendations. 
 
Success at school starts at home with engaged, healthy families and communities. I am not making specific 
recommendations for policy changes to engage families, however I have considered the role of the family 
throughout my research.  
 
The following principles are identified in the ECE Aboriginal Language & Culture Based Education Directive 
(2004): 

• Parents, grandparents, family and community members are children's first    teachers; 
• Aboriginal children are more successful when the school affirms their culture; 
• The land is a place of learning and is an important part of the successful learning of Aboriginal 

languages and cultures; and 
• Communities have much to offer the education system.21 

 
Parents and caregivers want success and fulfillment for their children. Within the aboriginal population of the 
NWT there is a need to overcome barriers in historical attitudes towards education resulting from residential 
schools. All students, regardless of ethnicity or community, and their families, need to feel respected by the 
system and engaged in the education process. 
 
 

                                                      
21 Education, Culture and Employment, Aboriginal Language and Culture-Based Education: Departmental Directive. Yellowknife, NT: 
Government of the Northwest Territories (2005) 



Page | 15  
 

“Education that reflects, validates and promotes the cultures and languages of the 
First Peoples of the NWT. It is education that honours all forms of traditional 
knowledge, ways of knowing and world views. In this light, we define culture as 
people's customs, traditions, history, stories, spirituality, values, beliefs and language 
that contribute to people's personal and collective identity. Cultures have their roots 
in ancient perspectives, world views, knowledge and skills.” 

 
Aboriginal Language & Culture Based Education Directive, 2004 

The Department of Education, Culture and Employment defines Aboriginal language and culture-based 
education as:  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fundamental to the successful delivery of Northern Studies is the expertise of the instructor leading it. For the 
course to appropriately engage and respect students from all backgrounds, the teacher must be able to 
successfully navigate multiple perspectives and worldviews. There is no specific teacher training required prior 
to assignment of the Northern Studies course, and there has historically been great variety in the experience 
levels of teachers by whom the course is lead.22 Due in part to the lack of recognition for Northern Studies in 
other jurisdictions, teachers new to the NWT have sometimes been reluctant to lead it, preferring to gain 
teaching experience in more widely recognized subjects. Understandably, for teachers who have only recently 
come to the North, there is also hesitation to teach a course with northern content to northern students. In 
the smaller communities of the NWT, 44 per cent of teachers have less than five years of experience, and 
territory-wide only 15 per cent of teachers from 2006 to 2007 were Aboriginal.23 Given the high percentage of 
teachers in the NWT who are new to the North, it is unreasonable to expect successful delivery of Northern 
Studies without first educating the teachers leading the course. Even in schools with more experienced 
teaching staff, it cannot be assumed that teachers are well-versed in historical and contemporary northern 
issues. This is particularly true given the high concentration of long-service teaching staff in Yellowknife and 
other regional centres, where teachers may not have had the opportunity to experience smaller community 
environments and realities.24 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                      
22 Teacher Advisory Committee for Northern Studies Curriculum Review, with participation of the author (2011) 
23 Education, Culture and Employment, Towards Excellence: A Report on Education in the NWT. Yellowknife, NT: Government of the 
Northwest Territories (2007) 
24 Teacher Advisory Committee for Northern Studies Curriculum Review, with participation of the author (2011) 
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“It is possible, when we are confronted by another way of knowing, and another way 
of learning, to begin to recognize that the culture that we come from may not contain 
all there is to know, and is perhaps not wise in all the things there are to be wise 
about. This connection to the local culture and the skills that help one to live well in 
this place have profound implications for the teacher who has begun to explore them. 
Because of the makeup and characteristics of our teaching force, the mediators of this 
kind of learning will likely often be educators who are not from northern or 
Aboriginal backgrounds... . This is not inherently problematic. What does seem 
important is an openness about how learning should happen, what schools need to 
value as learning, and who might be best equipped to do some of the teaching.”  
 

John Stewart, 2004 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Under the NWT Education Act, all teachers are issued teaching certificates valid for five years, with a 
requirement that a minimum of 120 hours of professional development be completed in that term. These 
professional development opportunities are selected at the discretion of the individual teacher and are 
supported with financial assistance from the NWT Teachers Association. This is in addition to the Teacher In-
Servicing that is provided by the regional District Education Authorities and Divisional Education Councils to 
meet regionally identified needs. In 2011, the Department of Education, Culture and Employment also 
implemented mandatory cultural orientation for all new teachers. 
 
Building upon these initiatives, a specific professional development and certification program should be 
developed for all teachers leading the Northern Studies curriculum, to be completed prior to course 
assignment. All Northern Studies teachers should have equal opportunity to deepen their own understanding 
of the course content. Further, all teachers should benefit from exploration of alternative teaching methods 
to facilitate delivery of experiential education. Successful delivery of Northern Studies should involve 
community experts, experiences outside the classroom, and incorporate multiple worldviews. Teachers must 
be provided with opportunities to develop the necessary connections within their community, and increase 
their own comfort levels with atypical learning environments and student-centred learning. No teacher would 
ever be allowed to teach any other subject for which they were inadequately prepared, and the same 
consideration must be extended to Northern Studies.  
 
To further reinforce the importance of Northern Studies, and to demonstrate its value to the teachers leading 
it, the completion of the professional development and certification program should hold explicit benefit for 
the teacher. The accreditation of the training program should allow for Master’s degree credit for those 
teachers pursuing further education, or the establishment of financial incentives in the form of a bonus 
structure or advancement in pay scale. 
 
The NWT school system is separated into regional District Education Authorities and Divisional Education 
Councils, each lead by a superintendent. This allows for the development of regional approaches and locally 
developed courses with specific language and cultural content. Different curriculum is used in each region and 
there is minimal opportunity for exchange. This has the potential to create regional isolation as there is no 
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formal process for sharing locally developed courses or best practices across the Territory. ECE has a central 
staff person, the Social Studies & Northern Studies Co-ordinator to oversee those courses, and a newly 
created position for an Aboriginal Student Achievement Coordinator to oversee implementation of the 
department’s Aboriginal Student Achievement Plan, released in 2011.25 As an extension of – or in addition to 
– these roles, Northern Studies would benefit from the creation of a superintendent of Northern Studies or 
Aboriginal Achievement, based centrally at ECE, to oversee implementation of the forthcoming revised 
Northern Studies curriculum across the regions and the development of transferability, assessment and 
teacher training initiatives as recommended above. 
 
  

                                                      
25 Education, Culture and Employment, Aboriginal Student Achievement Education Plan. Yellowknife, NT: Government of the 
Northwest Territories (2011) 
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Conclusion 
 
 
Northern Studies has undergone a natural evolution in the 20 years since its creation. It has demonstrated 
great successes and challenges in that time, and has demonstrably suffered from a lack of policy support to 
streamline delivery and establish standards for teachers, students, and the course itself. The ongoing 
curriculum review marks a new beginning for Northern Studies, and a renewed opportunity to achieve its 
intended purpose. 
 
The education system in the NWT is well positioned to achieve great progress and success; graduation 
numbers are increasing steadily, postsecondary enrollment continues to grow, and The Aboriginal Student 
Achievement Plan lays out a framework for future success. Northern Studies has a clear and essential role to 
play in that success. As the development of northern and culturally-based programs in schools and 
communities continues, effective delivery of this course will contribute to allowing all students throughout the 
North to make seamless transitions, from home to school to postsecondary and eventual employment, 
without having to sacrifice their culture or academic standing. 
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Recommendation Summary 
 
 
Recommendation 1  
 
That Northern Studies be expanded for delivery at the Grade 10, 11 and 12 levels, and developed to adhere to 
parameters for recognition outlined by the Western and Northern Canadian Protocol at the high school level, 
the Western Dean’s Agreement at the postsecondary level, and the Association of Canadian Universities for 
Northern Studies.  
 

Recommendation 2 
 
Northern Studies should be a mandatory five-credit course at all senior secondary grade levels with academic 
and non-academic streams. The course should be available in addition to, or in place of, social studies 
curriculum at the same grade level. 30-level Academic should provide additional asset to postsecondary 
applications, including the possibility of accreditation as an advanced placement course. 
 

Recommendation 3 
 
That standardized models of evaluation be implemented for Northern Studies to allow effective measurement 
of both student and program success. The evaluation methods should be aligned with the experiential and 
skills-based nature of the curriculum, including relational evaluation methods and authentic assessors. 
 

Recommendation 4 
 
Every teacher leading Northern Studies courses should be required to complete professional development 
and/or certification prior to course assignment. 
 

Recommendation 5 
 
Qualified Northern Studies teachers should be recognized through academic or professional incentive, such as 
academic credit towards graduate study programs or financial incentive through advanced professional 
standing or bonus structure. 

 
Recommendation 6  
 
A centrally-located superintendent should be established to oversee Northern Studies curriculum and the 
successful implementation of these recommendations. 
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