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Abstract 

This study utilizes a narrative inquiry to examine the factors that enable 

Abonguial students from the Northwest Temtones to succeed academically in 

higher education. Through individual i n t e ~ e w s  and discussions, this thesis investigates, 

documents, and analyses the expenences of four academically successful students from 

the North to gain an understanding of how some Aboriginal students have succeeded in 

higher education in spite of the barriers. 

The fïndings of the study demonstrate that a solid family foundatioo and pride in 

heritage and culture instilled in the students a strong spirit of positiveness and resilience, 

as well as a sense of efficacy. Recommendations based on the students' perceptions and 

on current social science research are also presented. 
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Origins of the Study 

The research joumey on which I am about to ernbark is not beginning here. 

Throughout the process of establishing a final research topic, I was confionted with the 

redization that my own formal educational joumey and my teaching expenence were 

integral aspects of the evolution of the Enal product. Understanding and believing in the 

concept that I am the sum product of ail of my experiences, 1 am aware that family, birth 

place, community, class, race, and gender are al1 significant factors in helping to shape 

rny perspectives. 1 do not undermine or disqualie any of these factors which bring me to 

who I am at this moment in time. I struggled with the constant river of emotion as scenes 

and images of my own educational joumey surfaced and resurfaced. This project strongly 

prescribed that 1 intemalize, define, and articulate my comprehension of education as it 

related to rny experiences. Though 1 may not have been conscious of it at the time, this 

process began almost 40 years ago in the mal1 MacKenzie Delta community of Akiavik, 

Northwest Temtories (NWT). 

My earliest mernories included a very strong desire to attend school before I had 

reached school age. These desires compelled me to follow my older sister one spring 

rnoming. My rubber boots became glued in the swamp of mud outside the building after 

everyone else had gone inside. 1 stood fiozen beneath a window, fiom where 1 was able 

to hear recitals, songs, and instructions that aroused my curiosity, anticipation, and 

eagemess to attend school. My educational jomey involved a cycle of expenences: I 

was a student, university graduate, teacher, and -dent once again. 1 attended northern 

eIementary and high schooIs, a northem teacher education program. and a university in 

Saskatoon. For 12 years I worked in an elementary school in Fort Smith as a teacher and 

adminiestrator, and 1 am &aUy pursuing a graduate degree at the University of Alberta. 





causes of failure. 1, too, was caught in the continuhg cycle of painting a negative 

portrayal of the Abonginal educational experience. The classrooms in which 1 taught 

were no different Eorn most classrooms in the NWT. There were difficulties, CIassrooms 

were crowded, and addressing the variety of needs was sornetimes exhausting. Yet many 

reminiscences are of the students' exceptional qualities. Some were artists, scholars, 

musicians, trappen, story tellers. They were al1 students with potential. My shoes were 

once again stuck in the mud; 1 did not want to contribute to the negative portrayal. 

Therefore, 1 focused on the University of Alberta, where keen, bright students nom 

across the NWT were pursuing their dreams of becoming teachers, lawyen, scientists, 

and docton. The very program in which 1 was enrolled consisted of Aboriginal students 

in master's and doctoral programs. The a m e r s  were al1 around me! These were success 

stories, and my research topic began to evolve. 1 needed to explore academic successes 

rather than fidures in order to understand the factors that promote success. Meyer (1998) 

discussed Native Hawaiian education: 

Contrary to a deficiency model is the 'proficient' philosophy that looks at the 
needs of the students aiong with theu assets, interests and potential. Proficient- 
based models do not turn a blind eye to the potential academic and social needs of 
the student: they simply don 't stop there. Cunent research on gified and talented 
education, and native Hawaiian education, shows that progmns nationally and 
statewide are finding more success in programs that build upon students' talents 
and gilts as opposed to their so called deficiencies. (p. 4) 

Pollard (1989) also suggested that investigating the successful educational experiences of 

minority children is vital: 

While many researchers have focused on describing and expIaining the low 
academic performance of poor minority children, an alternative direction is more 
productive. The direction involves identiwg minority students who are 
academically successfbl in schod and determining what factors are associated 
with their success. In particdar, there is a need to identify what Bloom calls 
'alterable variables' which are associated with those students' academic success. 
@. 298) 



1 agree with both of these views. Reiyhg on the negative experience of low academic 

performance ody advances the overall negative portraya1 of Aboriginal people. Betieving 

in the concept that everything is connecte& 1 am also aware that education is a powerful 

implement which can serve to enhance or repress individuais or societies. 

Researching Metis Students 

Historv of the People 

indigenous people of the NWT, of the Athapaskan linguistic family, refer to 

themselves as Dene. Translated, it simply means the people. There are £ive main groups, 

which are divided by geographical regions. The most northerly group, whose traditional 

temtory is between the Richardson Mountains and the Beaufort Sea, are the Gwich'in. 

Living within the Great Bear Lake region and dong the MacKenzie and Liard Riven are 

the Slavey. Between Great Bear and Great Slave Lakes live the Dogrib. Residing south of 

Great Slave Lake are the Chipewyan. Also in the South Slave region of the NWT are 

Cree, who are descendents of people who moved northward into the Boreal forests of 

northern Alberta in the late 1780s (Furnoleau, 1984). 

Many Métis families in the North are descendents of the Dene and French-Métis 

traders who traveled north in the 17' and 18' centuries (Abel, 1993). There are also 

descendents of the Hudson's Bay Company personnel. Although, geographically, the 

NWT is vast, the population is relatively small, and many Aboriginal families are related. 

Overvold-Burger (1 976) described the connec tion: 

For most Métis f d e s  in the present Northwest Temtones, it would appear that 
the woman passed on to her children al1 that she laiew of her own culture, and the 
man's infiuence though signîficant, played a secondary roIe Ui the emergent Métis 
way of He. This may account in part for the fact that the Métis lifestyle was very 
closely patterned after the Indian. (p. 95) 

George Blondin (1997), Dene elder, acknowledged the history of the Métis in the NWT: 

'The Métis are a very important part of Denendeh history and dozens of family names 



iike Beaulieu, Mandeville, LafFerty and Mercredi Iive on" (p. 32). The earty NWT Métis 

were skilIful in many aspects of the commercial enterprise: trad'mg, trapping, rnanaging 

the post, working on boat brigades, and laboring. m e r  Métis families were established 

when individuais moved north seeking employment, married Aborigïnals, and settled 

there. The largest concentration of Métis are in Fort Smith, Hay River, Yellowknife, and 

huvik. 

Métis and Dene share a cornmon connection to traditions and the land. This 

connection distinguishes most northern Métis fiom prairie Métis, who trace their roots to 

the Red River area and relate to specific events such as the North-West resistances of 

1869, 1870, and 1885. These specific events supported their political development and 

identity formation (Devine, 1998). Northern ethnic identity is a complex situation in 

which diverse cultures are connected. Social and economic roles, Ianguage, spirituality, 

and people are finely interwoven, fostered by isolation and interdependence. 

It was not until 1899 that definite ethnic classifications were imposed upon the 

people. Treaty 8 was negotiated, and "Half-breeds" scrip was issued. In 1931 Treaty I I 

was introduced, as were cash payments to the "Half-breeds." These federal policies did 

not take into consideration the special circumstances or close relationships of the 

Norihem people. Treaty Indians were now entitied to speciai ~ghts  that the Métis were 

not. Despite this, their ties have remained strong within most of the communities and 

regions. 

For several yean 1 worked in a northem Métis community, in which the school 

population refiected the community population. Aboriginal children were classified as 

being Treaty, Métis, or huit. In 1985 the Indian act was arnended, and Bill C-3 1 allowed 

for the reinstatement of many Treaty status. People who were onginally classified as 

Métis accepted Treaty status. Cunently, there are ongoing debates in the NWT about who 

is Métis and who is not Facilitahg the land-clairns process in one region involved the 

classification of Indigenous Métis and non-Indigenous Métis. 1 becarne very interested in 



the issue of identity and how it influenced education among Métis students. To M e r  

warrant this research, 1 realized that most research in Abonginal commuities was being 

done on First Nations or band schools, and very little or none on northem Métis. The 

Métis Nation of the NWT has made education a priority. A report prepared for the Métis 

Nation in 1998 listed postsecondary education as the pnonty issue; specifically, the low 

number of students completing postsecondary education. 

Personal Connection 

One thing 1 want to say about research is that there is a motive. I believe the 
reason is emotional because we feel. We feel because we are hungry, cold, afraid, 
brave, loving or hateful. We do what we do for reasons. That is the engine that 
dnves us . That is the gift of the Creator of iife. Life feels. We do our research as 
abstract and intellectual as it may be, whether it is a computer simulation of the 
random reinforcement effect on two category concept identification or not, we do 
what we do for emotional nasons. Feeling is comected to our intellect and we 
ignore, hide fiom, disguise and suppress that feeling at our peril and at the penl of 
those around us. (Hampton, 1995, p. 52) 

1 am an Aboriginal woman from the M. My mother was Gwich'in, my father 

Métis-Cree. My grounding is in the Mackenzie Delta, where 1 was bom and raised. My 

extended family in the North is Gwich'in, a people resourceful and innovative who have 

thrived in an environment many consider to be hanh and desolate. I consider my 

homeland to be magnificent, consisting of thousmds of square kilometen abundant with 

caribou, moose, mal1 game birds, and fish. Within the tundra are mountains, rivers, 

lakes, and streams. Most of my years growing up were spent in Inuvik, a community 

established by the governrnent in the 1950s as an administrative center in the western 

Arctic. The people with whom 1 associated were ail native to the area Differences were 

never noted or considered; everyone Lived in the same type of housing, ate the same 

traditional foods, and took part in the same activities. My mother had a dennite culture 

and language, with which 1 was f d a r .  I knew my extended famil-dparents, 

aunts, uncles, and CO- well as other community rnembers who were not directly 



related. 1 had always felt a strong sense of belonging, of place, of acceptance. Although 1 

have not lived there for many years, I still refer to it as home. 

At the age of six 1 entered k t  grade. At that tirne, students were classified by 

ethnicity. If you did not fit into the category of Eskirno or Indian. you were classified as 

Other. That Iliformation was memorized. When questioned about my background in 

school, 1 would respond that 1 was an Other. Had 1 not been in my home, my place, this 

classification, which in Webster S Dictionary is defined as "being the one (as of two or 

more) remaining or not included, would certainiy have had a detrimental impact. 

Occasiondly, 1 would hear the tenn HaFbreed, which did not have a lot of meaning for 

me. During the 1970s I k t  heard the term Métis. It was then that 1 became classified as 

Métis; the identity which was imposed on me was based on the fact that my mother, who 

was Treaty, had married someone who did not have Treaty rights. Later in iife, Bill C-3 1 

enabled me to reclaim the Treaty status that was taken fiom my mother. My ethnicity 

classification at the University of Alberta lists me as Bill C-31. 

Purpose and Objectives 

The fundamental purpose of this thesis is to examine the narratives and 

expenences of successful northem Métis students in order to identiQ and document some 

of the key factors and infiuences that contribute to their educational achievement. The 

primary issue undetlying this study is the academic and personal success of northern 

Métis students in postsecondary institutions. This thesis will focus upon the following 

objectives: 

+ to identify instances of Aboriginal educationd bbsuccess" and factors that 

innuence achievement; 

+ to develop a process for the sharing of a unique body of information about the 

educationd experiences of selected Métis students h m  the NWT, moving to 

southern Canada; and 



+ to draw some implications for school policies and practice and for Aboriginal 

organizations and communities seeking control of education in theu 

cornmiinities 

History of Formal Education in the Northwest Territories 

Aithough this thesis is focused on positives and successes, it is not possible to 

provide a summary without discussing the initial purposes of early educators or 

attempting to understand the experiences of Aboriginal people of past generations. 

Kawagley (1995) pointed out that education (rnodemity) has brought not only negative 

consequences for Indigenous peoples, but also benefits: The infmt mortality rate is dom, 

as are childhood diseases; fluctuations in food supplies have been reduced. However, the 

benefits to traditionai societies are often offset by the many new psychosocial and 

physicd health aihents, problems of costly and inefficient housing, dismptions in 

parent-child relationships, domestic violence. suicides, alcohol and dnig abuse, and other 

forms of dyshctional behavior. With the vast changes has corne a general sense of 

powerlessness and loss of control over individual lives. 

Hookimaw-Witt (1998) drew our attention to the fact that education itself has not 

helped the existing social problems, but has actually created them. She explained that 

besides the physical and emotional abuse in residential schools, there was also an 

"ooslaught on our culture and identity through the content taught in schools and the way 

it was taught" (p. 166). Education or rnodemity may have benefited Indigenous people, 

but the negative ramifications are still evident in today's society. Thousands of 

Abonginai adults today are forever marked by the traumatic experiences Forced upon 

them by the residential school system. 

The experiences of Northem Aboriginal people with formal educational 

institutions are similar to those of Indigenous peoples throughout Canada. Assimilation 

became official policy during Sir John A. MacDonald's first tem. He informed 



Parliament that a national goal was to "do away with the tribal system and assimilate the 

Indian people in al1 respects with the inhabitants of the dominion, as speedily as they are 

fit to change7' (Milloy, 1999, p. 7). Indians were to adopt a settied life and become 

involved in agriculture, trades, manuf'achuing, and the Christian religion. Duncan 

Campbell Scott, the Deputy Superintendent of Indian A f f '  Eom 19 13 to 1932, viewed 

education as the most critical element of the assimilathe strategy. With the assistance of 

the churches, the State set out to eradicate the nativeness, spirituality, traditions, culture, 

and language and to "make [the Abonginal] a self-supporting member of the state and 

eventually a citizen in good standing" (Milloy, 1999, p. 1). 

A log school at Fort Simpson, built in 1860-6 1 by the Reverend William Kirby of 

the Anglican Church, is the tirst record of a school built in the MIPf. On October 7, 

1867, the Grey Nuns of Montreal opened the fint residential school (Macpherson, 1991). 

As one sister ethnocentrically explained, the children received instruction in Christian 

beliefs and morality: 

Our little mission on the MacKenzie has worked since the beginning of its 
foundation to mise people in al1 innocence and to lead them. . . ultimately to fonn 
dl-Christian families who wiIl maintain civilization and above all, the faith. . . 
Future generations might produce vocations for the priesthood or religious life; 
what is important at the moment is to develop good mothers who understand the 
obligations of their position. Al1 our care and ail our efforts are directed at this 
vitally important goal. (Macpherson, 199 1, p. 1 18) 

Moving into the NWT, the Roman Catholic and Anglican missionaries and priests 

competed with each other for the souls of the people along the MacKenzie River. In 1894 

two schools were opened by the representatives o f  the Anglican church in Hay River and 

on Bafnn Island. Father Turquetil established a Roman Catholic Mission in Chesterfield 

Idet, and the Grey Nuns fiom Montreal established St. Joseph's Residential School at 

Fort Remlution in 1902. The Roman Catholic Church opened the Mary Imrnaculate 

School in Aklavik in 1926 (Macpherson, 199 1). The churches built schools and took in 

students. Oficials then claimed that "'such schools defied logïc because no thought was 



being given to what sort of education [was] to be imparted and how this education 

[could] be useful to people in the &ter life" (Milloy, 1999, p. 40). 

Throughout the years of educational development, there was very Little balance 

between cultural preservation and "modemization." The curriculum became a direct form 

of assimilation. The residential school, where many were educated, was also a place that 

ianicted great cultural, personal, and comrnunity pain by removing children fIom their 

homes for great lengths of time. As late as 1997, a shocking testimony fkom an individual 

reveaied that several young men had been sexually assaulted in the Grollier Hall 

Residence in inuvik fkom 1967 to 1979 by a former supervisor (Pushkarenko, 1998). The 

acts of this one s u p e ~ s o r  have tragically affected many individuals, families, and 

cornmunities throughout the North. 

In 1970 the schools came under the jurisdiction of the Territorial Department of 

Education. Currently, the Department of Education, Culture, and Employment of the 

Goverment of the NWT is responsible for administering educationai programs and 

funding for kindergarten through postsecondary. The regions have in place a district 

education authority, headed by a superintendent, then a supervisor of schools, and, 

hally, principals and vice-principals in most communities. Each community has its own 

elected board. 

The Department of Education in the NWT has historically hired non-Aboriginal 

teachen fiom southern Canada to teach in the North. Although a few communities have 

required that teachers be familiar with the culture of the people in the North, most non- 

Abonpinai teachers have had no experience in Aboriginal commrmities, resulting in 

problems: Teachers were not Fiuniliar with the Aboriginal languages or the nuances of the 

various cultures; many received their training to teach in the sout.; they were not aware 

of distinctive Leaming styles and did not recognize cultural knowledge. Jîm Martin 

(1990), Director of the Dogni Divisional Board oCEducation, Ui a teacher-education 

document descn'bed the situation: 



Northern communities have to rely on largely transient teachers to educate their 
children. The cultural clifference between the largely White, urban teachers and 
the nual, native teachers has been immense, and ULlfortunately has remained 
largely unabrïdged. Few things have been more alien in the iives of northem 
children than schooling as it has of€en been delivered. Southern trained teachen 
have fkequently had a southem urban focus that has been inelevant to the Lives of 
northern students. Unaware of the intricate and often &agile elements that sustain 
native communities, their prominent positions within the schools has ensured that 
th& beliefs and methods prevailed. However the children (and fiequently the 
parents through the children) resisted the system through lateness, inattention, 
poor attendance, and the innumerable "inexplicable" bamers to leamhg (White 
ways) which paradoxically have been small, negative successes for their ways. 
@* 7) 

1 f o n d  it difficult to understand why many teachers would consider movuig to 

the North without attempting to learn about the Aboriginal people, their history, or their 

culture. 1 once heard a non-Aboriginal teacher Say something to the effect of "1 love 

children. 1 just teach; . . . 1 don? see color or race. . . - 1  just teach; that's what 1 do." What 

a sad statement. In my opinion, this teacher had failed to recognize the nchness of the 

various cultures of the North and the knowledge that the children may have brought with 

them. Fuaher, I doubted that this individual had ever considered learning about the 

history of the region and teaching the Aboriginal children that they did, indeed, have 

much of which to be proud in their land, their grandparents, and their great-grandparents 

Contenta (1993), in discussing Black segregated bussing in Nova Scotia stated: 

The attitude they get from most teachen is, "1 don't see Black, 1 don't see White, 
1 ody see students," Blindness to Nova Scotia's racial differences is not, for most 
teachen an exercise in egalitarianism . . . To admit the existence of cultural 
clifferences would be a threat to their curriculum and teaching methods. (p. 85) 

Codjoe (1997), also cautioned concern with this attitude, explainhg that teachen who 

have the "colour blind" approach oRen hold biased views and stereotypical expectations 

of dif5erent groups. He cited Banks and Banks who pointed out, "Many teachers are 

unaware of the extent to which they ernbrace racist and sexist attitudes and behaviours 

that are institutionalized wiihin society" (p. 188). 



1 have never forgotten a statement made by another non-Aboriginal teacher: '4 

think I'm more traditional than most Aboriginal people now. 1 spend more tirne on the 

land camping and hunting." In my opinion, this individual could not possibly understand 

the quiet nuances of the cultures, the beauty of Abonginal languages, or the teachings of 

traditional grandparentS. This individual could not possibly undentand what it felt like to 

be taken from home at an early age and have lived in a residential school, nor what it felt 

like to be told not to speak his language or to practice any part of his culture. Incidents 

such as these are not rare occurrences. They venfy to me that there are still ignorance, 

misunderstandings, and a lack of insight into Aboriginal societies and their worth. 

In 1991 the Minister of Education of the NWT, Stephen Kakfwi, set a goal of 

50% Aboriginal teachers by the year 2000. Aithough this goal has not been met, the 

number of Aboriginal teachers in the North has increased. Also increased is the seventy 

of issues facing the t e x  hen. 

1 have chosen to use the term Aboriginal to refer to the Dene and Métis of the 

NWT purely for persona1 reasons. The unique relationship between these two nations 

must be acknowledged. References to Aboriginal people are specific to people of Dene 

descent and Métis -Cree in the Canadian Northwest Tenitories and do not apply 

categorically to d l  Aboriginal people. 

Limitations of the Study 

The scope of this study is limited by the vast distances between communities in 

the NWT and the various locations across Canada and the United States in which the 

students are studying. It is limited aIso by the fact that I selected only four participants 

and did not include the perspectives of their parents, sibüngs, teachen, or community 

memben. The data gathered were extensive, and I was unable to use ail of the 

information 1 gathered h m  my research. 



Another limitation is the Literatum which was available. Much of  it was Amencan 

and pertained to Black people. The literature on successes of Abonginal students in 

Canada was very iimited. Most iiterature focused on the underachievement of minority 

students. Literahue that was available focused on First Nations students, and there was 

very little on Métis sstudents, specifically. Futher to this, most literature conceming 

education in the Northwest Territories has not been written by Aboriginal people. 



CHAPTERII 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Academic Achievement 

Persors of Aboriginal ancestry have significantly lower overall rates of 
educational attainment and are much less likely to attend and complete post- 
secondary studies than other Canadians. (Wotherspoon. 1998, p. 169) 

In today's society there is a tendency to equate achievement with human worth. In 

effect, people are held to be ody as  good as their achievernents. To achieve, according to 

the Oxford Modern Engïtkh Dictionary (1992). is to reach or gain by effort (achieved 

victory) or to acquire, gain, or eam (achieved notonety). Achievement in education 

becomes academic achievernent. Academic achievement is usually measured through the 

utiiization of standardized tests and student evaiuations. These evaluations are often 

summarized in a report card or, in postsecondary education, in an academic transcnpt. 

Academic achievement is often linked to ability, comprehension, knowledge, or 

intelligence. 

Cornmon and Frost (1988) discussed Samuel Morton who, in the mid 1800s 

attempted to assess Native intelligence by measuring the volume in cubic inches of the 

skulls of 144 Amencan Indians. He applied this technique to collections of skulls of 

people fiom different cultural groups, the assumption being that the volume of a skull 

was a direct rneasure of the intellectual capacity of the brain which it held. By Morton's 

account, Natives rated second kom last. 

Further studies revealed the same simplistic line of thinking. Common and Frost 

(1988) aiso examined another study by Mcshane, Risse and Ruben which suggested that 

the shape of the head related to the complex fimctiom of the brain. Not ody  did studies 

such as this display an ethnocentric. biased attitude, but the assumption also discounted 

over a himdred years of cognitive science and neuropsychology studies to the 



understanding on brain fimction. Philosophers and scholars have long debated scientifc 

evidence demomtrating the existence of ciifFerences in intelligence among social claçses 

and races (Hernstein & Murray, 1994). Geaetics, socioeconomic status, and IQ are ofien 

cited to extenuate the issue of difference in academic success among cultures. This type 

of research denigrates minority populations. The socioeconomic status of one's parents 

cannot cause one's IQ to be high or low. Furthemore, these types of assertions fail to 

recognize the causes of underachievement. 

ui searching the iiterature on academic achievement at the University of Alberta's 

education library, 1 found a listing of479 titles. The issues within this collection ranged 

from strategies for motivation (Bernard, 1977) and effects of various factors on school 

achievernent (Chatterjee, l983), to birth order, parental interests, and teacher 

characteristics (Green. 1978). The literature at this Library dso included studies on 

various cultures and countries: Britain, Indonesia, Japan, Italy, and the Caribbean. The 

majority of listings were Amencan. Canadian rninority studies werc not identi fred as 

Indian, Aboriginal, or Native in title. I was dimiayed to find that in this year (2000) 

certain biased attitudes still existed; for example, The Association of Incorne and 

Educational Achievement (Lassiter, 1966) and School Per$onnance ofchildren in 

Furnilies Receiving Public Assistance in Canada (Malik, 1966). These publications are 

outdated and rely on low socioeconomic stanis as a cause of failure. 

Overail, the majority of the iiterahire referred to BIacks and other ethnic 

minorities in the United States. There is literature on Indian people and education, 

however, but Little on Métis people specincally. An emphasis on underachievement or 

academic failwe and Abonginal people is exemplified m the fiterature and general media. 

This emphasis is reinforced in the min& of educaton and potential educaton, both 

Aboriginal and non-Abonginal. Delpit (1995) discussed "how, because of this subIiminai 

image, the power and imbdance and cultural conflicts occur within a larger society that 

nurtures and maintains stereotypes" @. mi?. 



The generd media portray Aboriginal people in a very negative i ighkfor 

example, protests or roadblocks as in Oka in 1993 and Nova Scotia in 199-d hast 

daily the news media across Canada announce details regarding Aboriginai people and 

crime, shootuigs, suicides, and incarcerations. The negative image is powerful. HOW 

often are Aboriginal authors, scholars, or researchers seen on television? (Delpit, 1995). 

Standardized Testing 

The underachievement patterns of American Indian children is an issue that 
deserves much research attention. Educational failures within this group is 
alarmingly hi& and at present largely unexplained. The overall average scores of 
Indian children on tests of intelligence and psycholinguistic skills mask the 
unique patterns of abilities that are characteristic of Indian children. Further 
attempts to relate these abilities to educational achievement is timely and 
necessary. (McShane & Plas, 1988, p. 78) 

IQ measures such as the WISC-R assess the knowledge and intelligence of al1 

children. These tests assess knowledge which is generalIy acquired in the average 

experience of the non-Aboriginal child, but they cannot possibly meanue the knowledge 

acquired by the rnajority of Aboriginal children. Emerson (1987) suggested that 

the general low academic performance scores and ac hievernent level characterizes 
the educational problems of the Native American student despite the fact that such 
performance scores are for the most part discriminatory to the culturally different 
native student when issues of cultural and language biases are considered. (p. 243) 

The consistent pattern of findings shown by such test results indicates that Aboriginal 

students do not perform as well as non-Abonginal students. Emerson also cites Wilgosh, 

Mulcahy, and Walters (1986), who reported the assesment, using the WSC-R, of 366 

Inuit children randomly selected fiom two districts in the NWT. A Verbal Scale score of 

Iess than 70 was obtained for 77.4% of the children in the study. The percentage of 

children scoring below 70 on the Performance Scale was 5.74%. The resulting Full Scale 

IQ scores indicated that 32.24% of the children in the sample scored below 70 and, 



accordkg to the test noms, would be classified as mentally retarded. The report 

concluded that the WISC-R is not appropriate for the assessrnent of Inuit children. 

Regardless of the difficulties and differences, Aboriginal people must be able to 

hc t ion  successfully within the dominant White culture. This should not reduce the 

significance of cultural knowledge, skills, values, history, or world view; yet it does. 

Dene ancestors and Elders have gained knowledge, insight into, and perceptions of life in 

the NWT land as they knew it. Although much of the knowledge may not be used in 

practice, there are still many Aboriginal people closely connected to the land where much 

of this knowledge is gained. The very fact that we are Aboriginal means that we have 

inherent knowledge. Wilson (1995)' who spoke at the Fiat Biannual Indigenous 

Scholar's Conference, supported Elder Lionel Kinewa, who spoke of this knowledge: 

We have memories. Our ancestral memories are in your blood, they're in your 
muscles, they're in your bones, they're in your hair, and those memones are there. 
He said that too many of us do not pay attention to these memones because we 
are too busy paying attention to what's going on in the modem world. We don't 
pay attention to our historic memory. That is why when we hear the drum, our 
spirit is moved. This is because the vibrations of the drum stir old memories-our 
ancestral memories. These mernories corne out of the molecular structure of our 
being. (p. 65) 

There is little written Somation on the traditional acquisition of knowledge. 

Each culture had its own ways of teaching and leaming. From my experience, 

traditionally verbal skills were not as highly valued, except possibly arnong story tellers. 

Children developed certain "intellectual" styles through observation and imitation. There 

was a great deal of nonverbal communication. Today, standardized tests and intelligence 

measures rely heavily on our laquage proficiency. Sternberg (1988) addressed cultural 

views on intelligence: 



Not ail cultures view inteliigence in the same way or consider the sarne behavioa 
to be intelligent. Intelligence is essentially a cultural intention to account for the 
fact that some people are able to succeed in thev environment better than others 
on the tasks that culture happens to value. (pp. 46-48) 

The purpose here is not to argue that we need to go back to traditional education; 

however, there is a definite lack of Aboriginal knowledge in Our schools. I do not think 

that this is an ovenight. What is considered to be "legitimate knowledge" does not 

include Abonginal knowledge. 1 believe its absence makes a statement of its own. In the 

Northwest Temtories, Dene Kede, a curriculum with a Dene perspective, has been 

developed by Aboriginal educatoa and elders. The format is pleasing, and the content 

includes the perspectives of al1 Dene groups across the North. However, this document is 

not viewed as "required" cu~culurn by the Department of Education; rather, it is meant 

to be interpreted by the teacher and cornrnunity to meet their needs. 

There is recent evidence of more Aboriginal people enrolled in postsecondary 

institutions than ever before, indicating that, in spite of the obstacles and barriers, many 

resilient, high-achieving students are of Aboriginal ongin. My personal description of 

success became "one who is academically successful and maintains cultural and 

historical perspective." 

Minority Education 

The White middle-class population is generaliy considered to be the dominant 

culture, connected histoncally and culturdly to Europe. This population is not 

homogenous but may include "autonomous minorities" (Ogbu, 1 993, p. 92), groups 

which are similar in appearance (e.g., Jews, Mormons), but are culturally different. 

Ogbu (1978) classified three minority t y p ~ u t o n o m o u s  minorities, voluntary 

or immigrant minorities, and castelike or involuntary minoriti-who do not necessarily 

experience the same IeanÜng difficttities that other minotities do; however, they still rnay 



face the same discrimination and prejudice. Ogbu (1993) claimed that their 6'culhiral 

fime of reference demonstrates and encourages academic success" (p. 92). 

Asian people in the United States are exarnples of voluntary mhorities (Ogbu, 

1993). These groups have voluntarily moved to the United States with the belief that 

there wodd be greater economic o p p o d t i e s  for them there. He stated that although 

they may experience "difficulties due to language and cultural differences, they do not 

experience lingering disproportionate school failure" (p. 62). Chan and Hune (1995; as 

cited in Codjoe, 1997) stated that: 

The overemphasis on Asian success is a way for the dominant society to divest 
itself of responsibility for addressing the barriers that maintain racial and social 
inequality and, as a consequence, discussions of economic and educational 
achievernent continue to be racialized rather than focusing on the institutional 
barriers that inhibit the advancement of rninonties. (p. 6) 

Lee (1996) stated: 

In al1 of its permutations, the model minority of stereotype has been used to 
support the statu quo and the ideologies of meritocracy and individualism. 
Supporters of the model minonty stereotype use Asian American success to 
delegitimize claims of inequality made by other racial minorities. According to 
the rnodel minority discourse, Asian Americans prove that social mobility is 
possible for al1 those who are willing to work. Asian Americans are represented as 
examples of upward mobility through individual effort. (p. 8) 

Lee finthet stated that the "model minonty" type is dangerous because it tells Asian 

Amencans and other mhonties how to behave. This stereotype, she Felt, is dangerous 

because it is used agaïnst other minority groups to silence their claims of inequality, and 

it silences the experiences of Asian Arnericans who do not achieve model minonty 

success. And fïnaiiy, she claimed that the stereotype is dangerous because some Asian 

Americans may use it to judge their self-worth; and when this happens "wdthey rnay just 

lose your identity . . . lose being yourselT (p. 125). 

Native Hawaiians, Amencan Indians, and Black Americans are examples of what 

Ogbu (1993) referred to as castetike or involtmtary minorities. These groups have 



become minorities because they were brought to the United States as slaves, were 

conquered in war, or were colonized. As a result, they were "relegated to menid 

positions and denied true assimilation into rnainstrearn society" (p. 92). These 

involuntary minority groups, Ogbu felt, have the most problems with social adjutment 

and achievement. He explained that involuntary minonties tend to be less prepared by 

their families to compete for desirable positions and jobs in society and feared that social 

barriers have confined hem to the lowest jobs. involuntary minorities also leam to 

become cynical and, because they beiieve they will be confined to lower jobs, they see no 

need to foilow practices that are conducive to academic achievement. 

Aithough 1 am cornpelled to agree with segments of Ogbu's (1993) theory, I 

c m o t  totally accept it. There are facton which affect and Uifluence the education of 

minorities; teachers' cultural ignorance, teachea' expectations of minonties, history of 

colonization, views of "success" and means of evaluating academic success, curriculum 

relevance, tracking (the practice of dividing students into separate classes for high, 

average, and low achievers) al1 are significant facton in students' achievhg academic 

success. 

Systematic anthropological study of minority education began mainly in the mid 

1960s. Cultural deprivation was thought to be the reason that minority students were 

failing in school (Ogbu, 1993), and anthmpologists attempted to refûte this notion. Jacob 

and Jordan (1 993) cited Deutch and Reissman , who discussed the ndtzwal defcit theory 

which rationalizes student failure as resulting from the home environment of the child. It 

assumes that the child who does not bbbenefit" nom the matenal goods supply and 

lifestyle of the dominant society is underpnvileged. This position has been rejected, as 

Jacob and Jordan pointed out, because it tends to reffect on ethnocentnc positions that 

nonstandard speech patterns and work habits are somehow inferior to those cithe 

rnajority culture @p. 4-5). 



The cultural ciifference theory developed by Erickson (1993) considers different 

patterns of language, behavior, and so forth as being simply dinerent; not better, not 

wone. He argued that 'cdifferences between majority and minority cultures in interaction, 

linguistic and cognitive styles lead to conflicts between school and child that interfere 

with effective education" (p. 8). The cultural difference theory assumes that each culture 

is equd, although dif5erent fiom other cultures. 

The various theories and ideologies regarding minonties and academic 

achievement or intelligence have shifted over the years. In many respects, theories are 

still being dehed  by the dominant society in regard to education. The majority 

population in the NWT in the past has been Aboriginal; however, our education system, 

until recently, has not re flected this. Although we are in our own land and make up the 

majority of the permanent population, it appears that we are still the minority. My 

purpose is not to lay blame, but to seek positive solutions. The Northwest Temtories has 

recently divided into two temtories. The population is fairly even between the Aboriginal 

and the non-Aboriginal. It is still our homeland. We still have the right to teach our 

children about their culture, traditions, and traditional knowledge w i t h  the field of 

education. From my expenence, most Abonginal parents want their children to achieve 

academically. Teaching children about themselves, their anceston, and their history 

would instill a stronger sense of character, identity, and belonging. Intelligence does not 

have to be redefhed, but the dennition can be enhanced as we recopîze what our owvn 

people deemed intelligence to be in the past. 

It is dso imperative that we Aboriginal educatoa and Ieaden look within for the 

answers. The funding that is going into the system is phenomenal. nie schools continue 

to absorb the dysfunctions that are manifested in our society. Continuhg to pour more 

and more dollars into the systern to relieve tension is a temporary solution, because in a 

few yean the need wilI be there again. There is no long-term Wion or plan in place for 

Aboriginal students. Yes, we aiI want them to succeed. If the current system is not 



working for the rnajonty of the students, we need to look at what is working for the 

students who are breaking down the barriers and learn nom them, as well as to trust ou. 

own knowledge. 



METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

For this study, 1 have Iistened to the stories of selected Métis students fiom across 

the NWT who have experienced academic success in the northern educational system as 

weU as in postsecondary institutions in southern Canada and the United States. Through 

ethnographie interviews, the participants have shared their perspectives of their persona1 

educational joumeys fiom their elementary school years to their years in higher 

education. My persona1 knowledge of research among Aboriginal cultures in the p s t  as 

well as my experience in an Indigenotu Research Methodologies coune in graduate 

studies have fostered my use of a natural method of research, ethnography. Seeking 

knowledge in my own community, process-that is, methodology and methocLwas 

highly important. The process needed to be respectful, enabling, and credible. 

Qualitative Research 

[Qualitative research] is an interdisciplinary, transdisciplinary, and sometimes 
counter-disciplinary field. It crosscuts the humanities and social and physical 
sciences. Qualitative research is many thuigs at the same tirne. It is multi- 
pragmatic in focus. Its practitioners are sensitive to the value of the multi- method 
approach. They are committed to the naturalist perspective, and to the interpretive 
understanding of the human experience. At the same time, the field is Uiherently 
political and shaped by multiple ethical and political positions. Qualitative 
research embraces two tensions at the sarne time. On the one hand, it is dratvn to a 
broad, interpretive, postmodem, ferninia and critical sensibility. On the other 
hanci, it is dram to more narrowly d e h e  positivist, post-positivist, humanistic, 
and natudistic conceptions of human expenence and analysis. (Denzin & 
Lincoln, 1994, pp. 3-4) 

Qualitamte rerearch is an umbrella term which embraces a number of distinctive 

research methodologies, one of which is ethnography. Qualitative methodology is briefiy 



examined here to clarify where ethnography and etbnographic research methods fit into 

the o v e d l  fiamework. 

In men t  years the use of qualitative methodology as a research tool in the social 

sciences has grown. A qualitative research method refen to those research strategies that 

ailow the researcher to acquire finthand knowledge of a social situation. In-depth 

intenriewing, participant observation, and oral history are strategies of this method. 

Maxwell (1996) stated, '"The strengths of qualitative research derive primady f?om its 

inductive approach, its focus on specific situations or people, and its emphasis on words 

rather than numbers" @p. 17-20) The purposes of utilizing qualitative studies in research 

1. to understand the meaning, the participants perspectives of the events, 
situations, and actions they are involved with and of the accounts they give of 
 the^ lives and experiences. 

2. to undentand the particular context within which the participants act, and the 
infIuence this context has on their actions. 

3. to identify vnanticipated phenornena and influences-exploratory qualitative 
studies. 

4. to understand process by which events and actions take place. 
5. to develop causai explanations. @p. 17-20) 

Denzin and Lincoln (1994) added to the description of qualitative research by stating that 

crosscuts disciplines, fields and subject matter, it is used in education, social 
work, communications, psychology, history, organizational studies, medical 
sciences, anthropology and sociology and there are patterns which have emerged 
in the development of qualitative research during the twentieth century. (p. 2) 

Ethnography as a Qualitative Method 

Ethnography is commonly referred to as nuh(rakstic research. natzmaIistic 

inpiry, orfield research because of the naturalistic settings of the studies. The t e m  

natwaIistic settingrefers to the fact that the variables being investigated are studied as 

they naturalIy occur, where they naturai1y occur, and not in a controlled environment 



under controlled conditions. There tends to be varying descriptions. as Hammersly (1 990) 

noted: 

The term "ethnography" is not clearly defhed in common usage, and there is 
some disagreement about what count and do not count as examples of it. 
Furthemore, the meaning of the terni overlaps with that of several others, such as 
'qualitative rnethod.' 'interpretive research,' 'case study.' 'participant 
observation,' 'iife history method,' 'ethnogenics,' etc. and these two ternis are not 
used in very precisely defined ways either. (p. 1) 

Anthropologists have varying descriptions of ethnography, ranging Eorn Spradley's 

(1979) description, "Ethnography is the work of descnbing a culture" (p. 3), to Fraenkel 

and Wallen's description, which states that ethnographic study Uivolves "documenting or 

portraying the everyday experiences of individuals by o b s e ~ n g  and interviewing them 

and relevant others" (p. 12). Wolcott (1994) referred to ethnography as both a process 

and a product, the actual ethnographic account. Enckson (1977) described what he 

believed it is not, which is a reporting process guided by a specific set of techniques. He 

went on to descriie it as an inquiry process, guided by a point of view that derives from 

expenence in the research setting and from the knowledge of pnor anthropological 

Anthropologists fust applied ethnographic methods to investigate educational 

problems. Persons with more traditional, hypothesis-testing onented backgrounds 

gradually used this method more. Rist (as cited in Gay, 1987) described this shift: 

Finally. there is the matter of how to employ this method. The traditional 
assurnption was that the single individuai (sometimes a couple) would go to the 
field site, became enmeshed in the life of that site, and only d e r  a long and 
involveci period of the ,  begh to forrn a h e w o r k  for the analysis. Theory was 
6bgrounded" in expenence. Recently there are several examples in which the 
number of ethnographers has been one or two, but upwards of 60 working on a 
single study. The conventional single site case study has been contemplated by a 
multisite approach nequently used in policy andysis. Furthemore, the idea of 
going into the field and allowing the issues and problems to emerge fiom 
extensîve time on site has also given way to the perfomulation of research 
problems, to the specifying of precise actinties that are to be observed, and to the 
analytical fkamework within whkh the shidy is to be conducted And dl of this is 



prior to thefirst site vis&. The end remit is a stnictured and predetermined 
approach to data collection and andysis. (p. 21 1) 

I believe that this research method is most naturally applicable to Aboriginal 

researchers working within their own communities. Much of the groundwork, worldview, 

language, and cultural nuances are understood and established. I believe the essence of 

ethnography is pqaration, leaming, understanding, analysis, and accounting as the 

process develops. The variation of individual researchers' cultures, charactenstics, 

personalities, visions, and desired outcornes will influence both the process and the 

product. The same study codd have been done by severai researchers and the results 

couid have been different each time. As an insider, 1 was farniliar with the North, the 

people, and the educational systern from an Aboriginal perspective. There was a 

connection between the participants and myself. 

Narrative Inqoiry 

Guided by the ethnographie tool of interviews. I attempted to seek out narratives 

nom the participants in this study. Coming from an Abonginal society and working 

within my own community, 1 deemed narrative inquiry to be the most natural and 

appropnate method of research. It was also a way to weave my own story in throughout 

the discussions. Traditionally, Aboriginal societies have been oral societies. Through the 

telling of stories, knowledge was communicated. Stones could be told in ways that were 

complex and filled with layen of meaning. Gatherings were O ften centered around 

storytellers who passed on stories of history, of wars, of hunts, of tragedies, and of 

courage. Tuhiwai-Smith (1999) emphasized: "The story and the story teller both serve to 

comect the past with the fitture, one generation with the other, the land with the people 

an the people with the stocy" (p. 145). 

ComeUy and Clandidin (1990) deked narrative as 



a temporal pas& present and fiiture, and, as in al1 storytehg, . . . a reconstruction 
of experience. It is putting of 'the mUid in the body' and the body in the mind.' 
The whole, for us, is the narrative that each person tells of herselfhimself; or that 
is told through process of inquiry. . . . In narrative inquiry, there are multiple 
possible narratives andor narrative threads and the judgement of whether or not 
one is ' t e h g  the tnith' has to do with criteria such as adequacy, possibility, 
depth, and sense of integrity. (p. 245) 

Codjoe (1997) referred to Ayers' suggestion that there are thne ways in which 

narrative inquiry cm contribute to a greater understanding of the ‘out-o f-school 

First, "it may challenge educators to know more about the perspectives being 
fashioned in [students'] lives and in theu own worlds. It may cause policy makers 
to reflect seriously on the social changes that have affected children." Second, 
"the process of life-history, of creating an autobiography, can be a powerful, 
transformative experience because it is in a maIl way an act of self- discovery 
and self creation. In this self-creation, this act of meaning-making, people are 
often surprised by their own memories, actions, and goals, and fmd that surprise 
becomes the occasion to change directions, to redouble efforts, to surpass 
themselves." And third, "[it would] allow educaton to uncover and examine their 
own assumptions about school, about teaching, as they view things through the 
tens of these particular students." (p. 127) 

Traditional Native storytellers were held in high esteem. Eldea, often the teachers 

in a commuaity, were ofien regarded as 'carriers of the history.' They were greatly 

respected, not only for their experience and wisdom, but also for their ability to 

remember and recite stones of the pst. Profeit-Leblanc (1 993) described Aboriginal 

She could rernember, the young girl had been filled with many stones from her 
grandmother. Stories fiom the aucient past. Stones fiom another time, another 
world of existence. Stories of great courage, of transformation and trickery. 
Stones of great tragedies and smiggles. Stories of grief and loss and resilience of 
a people who s k v e d  one of the most difficult environments for existence. Taies 
of wit and humour. . . . Her classroorn was the smokehouse and the c ~ c u l u m  
bemg taught was life. She was being prepared for the future. Her mhd was being 
taught to think on aii levels and trained to understand thhgs mentally but also 
emotionally and spintually. Each concept of the story was being heard by her 
h e m  She remembered sharing this phenornenon with her fiiends and they always 
tried to go to her Grandmats place to hear the stories. They also liked the fact that 
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each of them undmtood the story how they were Meant to understand it. No one 
was rnarked wrong in this classroom! @p. xciii-laor) 

Within the Aboriginal communities of the North, the tradition of storytelling has 

c d  on. Elders are often invited into classrooms and to cultural camps and field trips 

to share stories and legends which are being used to teach the Dene curriculum. Political 

aad social gatherings often include many hours of sharing of expenences, visions, and 

dreams. Story telling or sharing difficult experiences is used as a method of healing in 

many Aboriginal comrnunities across Canada. Stories of tragedy and triumph are related 

as individuals stniggle to overcome a variety of issues. Close families, extended families, 

and acquaintances often corne together for a t h e  of 'catching up' on each other's lives 

through the sharing of stories. From experience, 1 have been aware that most people 

would be more cornfortable relating various life stories than focusing on specific 

questions which intend to suggest perimeten or Iimitations. 

Ethical Considerations 

Al1 participants were given precise and thorough information on the nature of the 

research project. Participation was strictly vo luntary, and individuals were given the nght 

to withdraw at any time. This idormation was explained in discussion as well as on a 

written consent forrn. The participants were aware that the data collected would be used 

for this research project only and were given the opportunity to ask questions at any tirne. 

To provide anonymity, pseudonyms were used. What we (participants and 

researcher) understood was that the northem 'community' was a very mal1 cornmunity 

and that their accomplishments were well known. 

The University required completion of an ethics review application form, which 

was approved. Interviews were audiotaped. Prior to each discussion or new tape, verbal 

permission was granted. The tapes will be destroyed once the data are analyzed. 



Data Coliection 

1 made three trips to comrnunities in the NWT to conduct inte~ews.  With thrre 

of the participants 1 conducted in-depth interviews. It was not possible to meet the fouah 

participant personally, so 1 conducted two telephone interviews. I have also had 

follow-up discussions to clarify specific information. 

To assist my process, 1 prepared a shidy guide. My questions were arranged in 

themes in which 1 would ask the participants, 'Tell me about your comrnunity" or "Tell 

me about your elementary school years." As much as possible, the themes followed 

chronological order. I have used subheadings to ensure that certain topics have been 

covered. Each participant had ample oppomuiity to introduce new themes that were 

related to the research question. 

I hdicated involvement in the question by sharing information along the way so 

that the discussions did not seem distant and one-sided. b e d i a t e l y  into the first 

intewiew it seemed ~iatural to add to the discussion, and i felt that this eased the process, 

both for the participant and for me. The interviews were held in Métis Nation local 

offices during the evenings or on weekends, when there were no interruptions. This 

seemed to be a convenient and comfortabIe setting for al1 OPUS. 

Blethod and Criteria for Seleetion of Participants 

As 1 have explained, geographically, the NWT is a vast region; in a 'community' 

sense, it is not. To describe it in a physical sense would be to acknowledge the actuai 

iocality and area I personally know many people h m  the Mackenzie Delta to the South 

Slave region. For many Aboriginal people, it would be a rare occurrence to w a k  down 

any streetlroad in any community and not meet someone they know. I feel comected to a 

number of Aborighai comrnunities both in the North and the South, just as Tuhiwai- 

Smith (1999) took the description of commtm.ïty M e r :  T h e  idea of commun@ is 



defined or imagined in multiple ways, as physical, poiitical, social, psychological, 

historical, linguistic, economic and cultural spaces" (125). 

HaWig an interest and being involved in the education field for many y e m  has 

kept me abreast of those who were focusing on higher education in the south. I was aware 

of the many older students who had retwned to postsecondary institutions to fùlfiii their 

educational goals. My interest was the factors that enable younger students to succeed. 

This interest was a result olwitnessing many students who were not completing hi& 

school, some of whom had dropped out in elementary school. 

I contacted Métis offices in al1 the cornrnunities that had organizations, described 

the nature of my study, and requested the narnes of possible participants. From the 

potentid participants who 1 knew penonally and the lists presented to me, 1 selected four 

participants. 1 believe that they represented various dimensions of the diversity within the 

Aboriginal community in the NWT. A geographic range was covered as much as 

possible. Al1 were bom and raised there and represent various regions and Dene 

backgrounds. Some of the students had lived in mialler communities, others in larger 

centers. One-parent and two-parent families were represented. The major criteria for 

choosing these students were their AborÏginaIity and acadernic success. Although there 

may be disagreements about what it means to be successfbl, the participants appeared to 

have positive self-images, and most had completed more than one university degree. 

During initial telephone contacts they appeared enthusiastic and proud of their 

accornplishments and very wilhg to share their stories. 

One participant has a degree in both wildiife science and business management 

and marketing and is currently worbg  on a doctoral degree in resource economics. 

Another has a Bachelor of Native Studies degree and is cunentiy working on a second 

degree in environrnmtal science. A third participant has completed a Bachelor of Arts 

degree and a Bachelor of Law degree* and the fourth participant is currently working on a 



medical degree. Al1 are under the age of 30 years and have attended postsecmdary 

institutions across Canada and the United States. 



CHAPTER IV 

DATA PRESENTATION AND ANGLYSIS 

Introduction 

This chapter will focus on the presentation of the data; stories serve as the primary 

source. The individuais related theV stories in a variety of ways; most openly shared with 

littie hesitation. Although there were variations in penonalities, history of families, 

communities, and expeneoces, responses and concerns comprised common themes. 1 

have drawn my conclusions fiom the thernes that have emerged fiom analyzing the 

stories. An intereshg note is that three of the four participants expressed concem about 

the possibility of "hurting the feelings of educatoa in the North." It became obvious that 

they had witnessed or were involved in acts of Utlfaimess or racism which were attributed 

to the views and perceptions of non-Abonginal teachen. Sharuig these experiences was 

irnperative; equally important was the continued respect of the participants for all 

individuais invo lved. 

Participant Profiles 

The participants selected for this study identified themselves as Métis. They are 

al1 £iom the Northwest Territones and are at varying stages in their postsecondary 

education. Two of the four individuals graduated fiom high school in the North, another 

attended two years of hi$ school in Alberta, where he purnied a hockey career. The 

fouah participant graduated in a southem city, where his mother was attending 

university. An interesthg fact is that three of the four participants are the youngest in 

families that consisted of four to six children. 

Throughout the study the importance of f d y  emerged The participants stressed 

highly the influence of supportive parents and siblings in setting educationd goah and in 

learning to be respecthl of themselves and others. The majority of parents had not 



received a high level of formal education; however. the participants recogoized and 

highly regarded their parents' intelligence in many areas. With family support and the 

high expectations that the participants set for themselves, they were able to constnict a 

strong sense of identity, competency, self-assuredness, and self-disciphe. They also 

maintained humility, respect, and pride in their cultural background and their homeland, 

the Northwest Temtories. 

Amber was born and raised in a small community in the Northwest Temtories. 

She is quiet and soft spoken with alrnost a hint of shyness. Her father and extended 

family were Aboriginal nom the North, and her mother was non-Aboriginal. Her love for 

the North, the people, and the lifestyle is strong. Spending time 'on the land' camping, 

hunting, and f i shg  were favorite pastimes while growing up. Although currently 

pressed for t h e  with studies and work, a fiiture goal for this young lady is to vend more 

time on the land and to leam to hunt. 

Currently, she was attending the University of Waterloo concentrating on a degree 

in environmental studies. She is 21 years old and holds a Native studies degree From the 

University of Saskatchewan. Her fitture goals are to work in the North, possibly working 

with the mining industry, to ensure that the exploration is done properly and responsibly 

and that the North is protected environmentdly. 

Dean 

Dean was born and raised in a larger community. He was confident and proud of 

his Métis heritage. He spent his nimmers working in a smailer community in the North. 

He was raised by his mother, a single parent who went on to study psychology at 

university in the south. Dean was currently studying medicine at the University of 

Saskatchewan- 



Brad 

Brad was bom and taised in the Northwest Territones untiI Grade 1 1. His mother 

and extended family in the North were Abonginal; his father and extended f'amily (aIso in 

the Noah) were non-Aboriginal. Bo th parents proudly displayed a traditional knowledge 

of hunting, fishing, and trapping and a love for the land and animais were passed on to 

Brad. Rehiming to the North to spend time on the land was a passion fulfilled whenever 

possible. Brad was energetic and outgoing. Pride and love for the North have always gave 

him a feeling of being speciai. 

Brad moved to Alberta when he was in Grade 11 to play junior hockey. He 

exceiled in this sport and eventually moved on to the United States, where he played two 

yean of semiprofessional hockey with the Pittsburgh Penguins. After playing hockey for 

two years and not becoming a professional player, he decided to continue his education at 

Comell University, Eom which he held a degree in science, with a duel major in natural 

resources and business management and marketing. He was currently working on a PhD 

degree in resource economics frorn the University of Alberta. Brad would like to 

contribute to the growth and development of the North someday with a doctoral degree in 

hand. 

Janelle was soR spoken and passionate about her family, heritage, education, 

work, and life in general. Her mother and extended family in the North are Abonginal; 

her father is non-Aboriginal. She had lived in several communities in both the Northwest 

Temtories and the Yukon Temtory and considers her home to be a mal1 comunity in 

the NWT where her extended famiry resided. 

Durhg her years growing up, she learned traditions and heard stones fiom her 

mother and spent t h e  berry picking, hunting, fishing, and camping wherever they were. 



This tie to the people and land remained strong, and firme plans included learning to 

hunt as her mother did. 

Janelle held a Bachelor of Arts, majorkg in women's studies and a Bachelor of 

Law. She is currently working with a law £km in the Northwest Temtories. 

Themes 

Familv Sumort and Influence 

We believe that the Creator has entmsted us with the sacred responsibility to raise 
our families . . . for we reaiize healthy farnilies are the foundation of strong and 
healthy commUIUlties. The hiture of the communities lies with our children, who 
need to be nurtured within their farnilies and communities. (Morris, 1996) 

A strong family network and support system were identined as the most 

significant factors in achieving academic success, which is not meant to portray an image 

of a perfect family. Some participants recognized that parents, aunts, uncles, and, in some 

cases, grandparents expenenced dificulties with addictions, residential schools, and other 

foms of family dysfunction. For some, family membea who overcame these bamiers in 

life modeled strength, resilience, and pride to the younger generation. 

When 1 had my bar call, 1 acknowledged the reason 1 was there and who 1 am 
today is because of my family. They have always supported and encouraged me. 
They see things in me that 1 don't even see myselt (Janelle) 

During the years that the participants spent growing up, the majority of their 

parents worked at jobs that took them away fiom the household; however the participants 

felt that when it mattered most (evenings and weekends), there was always someone at 

home. Amber recalied: "My parents never played bingo, dad hunted, mom sewed and 

they did things around the house. They did a lot of family stuff. My parents were dways 

there." 



Brad also remembered f d y  activities when they went out on the land: 

In the summertime we aiways went to our cabin. That was one really nice thing 1 
would like to pass on to my family. We'd take off as a whole group, to different 
nvers. We'd be together for at least ten days, and then there were different times 
we would do spring htmting or fa11 hunting. I thought that set a really good 
foundation for us being a close family. . . . just being alone. 

JanelIe recalled similar experiences: 

1 loved the surnmers. My dad built this big boat; he called it a scow. My mom 
would take us out, we would pack a lunch and go out and play in the mud. We 
had a cabin across the river. I remember speading surnmers there, picking berries. 
We had a tipi, mostly we just played. My parents hunted and fished We had a 
fish net. When my parents lived in Fort Macpherson my dad had a dog team. 

The families' fiances were not such that the participants felt privileged. They did 

not have large homes or material wealth as they were growing up. One mother stayed at 

home and sewed to earn extra income for her large family. The needs of the children 

always came k t .  As they grew older, the participants worked at odd jobs afker school 

and during the m e r s .  The attitude toward finances varied; in the two-parent families 

in which the mothen are Aboriginal, the fathers seemed to plan and Save. This was not a 

priority of the mothen, who shared al1 they had. Janelle commented on her mother's 

values: 

She will never be a rich wornan because as soon as she gets anything she gives it 
to her kids, her grandchildren, her sisters and her brothers. I probably learned 
budgeting skills fiom my dad; he was always like that. My mom w s  more likely 
to give her money away to people who needed i t  At that point it's a bit of a thing 
between my rnom and my dad, because my dad wasn't raised that way. For my 
rnom, she doesn't care if she has anything in her house or anything like that. 

Brad reported rnuch the same: 

I'm thiay y e m  old now, and Mom is &II tcying to slip me money. You know, I 
think that happened fiom when she was a kid with her aimts and uncles. It's 
always a sense of trying to take care of your children. 

Although there were contlicting views regarding the management of finances, the 

participants seemed to fkd a balance. Sharhg was important, and when funds were 



limited during postsecondary education years, participants used their budgeting skills. 

The students did well regardless of their socioeconornic backgrounds. This counters the 

outdated, biased opinions of Lassiter (1966) and Malik (1966). It also rejects the dz i ru l  

deficit theory (Deutch 1967, Reissman, 1962), which rationahes that the child who does 

uot '"benefit" fiom the material goods supply and Mestyle of the dominant culture is 

The participants were given the fieedom to make decisions early in life, and these 

decisions were supported. Sports and extracurricular activities were chosen fieely and 

decisions supported by the parents. Expectations, rules, and consequences were not 

strongly stressed. It seemed that the participants acknowledged the Love and support 

s h o w  by parents, and they did not want to disappoint them in any way. As they grew 

older, they al1 made their own decisions as to what they would study and where they 

would go. Pepper and Henry (1986) stressed that culture and child-rearing affect 

The activity patterns to which many lndian children are exposed to are rooted in 
number of important values. These include such things as generosity and sharing, 
cooperation and group harmony, placidity and patience, behavioral expression, 
different concepts of time, different values of ownership and property. These 
values are generaily learned in an informal manner and unconsciously applied. 
Traditional Indian child-rearing practices have been labeled by some as 
"permissive" in comparison to European-American society standards. This 
misunderstanding usually occun because Indian child-rearing is self-exploratory 
rathet than restrictive. In this way, self discipline is leamed by an Lndian child as a 
nahiral result of child-rearing practices whereas the European-Arnerican child has 
to be taught self-discipline later in He. Many [ndian children are trained to be 
~ e ~ d i r e c t e d  and self-reliant, by having the fieedom to make many of their own 
choices and decisions. (p. 55) 

From my experience of working within the northem school systern, the lack of a 

soiid foundation (fiunily) €or many children proved to be a signincant barrier to achieving 

success. Many Aboriginal families in the NWT need assistance to become stronger. 

Parenhg skills were not leamed during the residential school days when students 



remained away fiom their homes and parents for extended penods of time. Other 

significant reasons may include a rapid change in culture and loss of language and 

culture. 1 beiieve that the main focus of educators and leaders in the NWT needs to be on 

r e s t o ~ g  heaithy families. 1 agree with the Royal Commission on Aboriginal peoples 

healing the wounds of Aboriginal families is absolutely essential to achieving the 
rest of the Abonginal agenda of self-reliance and self-detemination. The family 
is the mediating structure, the bridge between the private world of the vulnerable 
child and the UILfamiliar, too often hostile world of non-Aboriginal society (p. 22) 

The Govemment of the NWT continues to support the education system in 

alleviating the stresses by adding additional Cunding to the existing tremendous budget. 

Sometimes this is necessary; however, the issues are not being addressed by increasing 

teacher wages or adding more computers to the schools. We are expecting the schools 

(educatoa and administrators) to continue to absorb the prob lems, and they do increase. 

The Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples (1996a) recornmended that more funding 

be made available to assist families: 

It is our conviction that much of the failure of responsibility that conhibutes to the 
cunent imbalance and stress in Aboriginal life centres around the family. Let us 
cl&@ at the outset that the failure of responsibility that we seek to understand 
and correct is not a failure of Abonginal families. Rather, it is a failure of public 
policy to recognize and respect Aboriginal culture and family systems and to 
ensure a just distribution of the weaith and power OF this land so that Aboriginal 
nations, communities and families can provide for themselves and determine how 
best to pursue a good life. (p. 9) 

Connection to the Land 

The land was so beautiful and we were so lucky to have it. Whenever we were 
hunting with Mom and Dad, we were always reminded ofhow lucky we were. 
We used everything, used the land for boating, it was just a nice expenence. You 
don't reaIize it as a kid; later on in Me you recognized i t  (Janelle) 

These students h m  the North are m a unique situation compared to thek 

couriterparts in the rest of Canada The wîIderness is almost out their back doors. Many 



Abonginal people continue to rely on hunting and fishing as theu main source of food. 

Spending time on the land, and the teachings of Aboriginal traditions were both valued 

by the students. Janelle related her experiences on the land: 

Hunting was aiways a big part of our lives. We grew up like that. Growing up, 1 
ate fish and wild meat most of the time. People were always surprised at the 
things we ate, we ate bear, beaver, ducks, muskrat, rabbits. We always liked to eat 
beaver tail. We'd cook it on the fire until it blew up. I wouldn't Say my mom was 
totally Catholic, because she had a close connection to the land. That's how her 
dad raised her; she was always big on hunting. Even though she went to church, 
she followed rules that were spiritual. 1 think she told us that the first animal you 
see, you don? shoot it. You give thanks to the Creator for letting you see that 
animal. I've never done it. 

Brad shared his thoughts on being nom the North and learning about culture: 

1 tell people I'm fiom the North. I'm constantly talking about the North, whether 
it be hunting or fishing; there is nothing that compares to it. 1 don? hunt in the 
States. For me, the oniy hunting I do is coming back here in the fall; that's the 
ody time 1 hunt and fish and stufE Culturally, my rnom had stories when we'd be 
hunting, 'Wow the Raven Got Its Feathers," how, when she was growing up, 
when Yiey would clean anirnals and stuff, what they would do and why they 
would do it. Her parents, how they used to hunt. Culturally, through Mom a lot of 
that wa; instilled. It wasn't just brought up through religion, but more culturally. 
Not that we'd ask questions; it would just work its way into whatever we were 
doing, through leaming fkom my parents and stuff It's always, "You take what 
you need," and that's what you go out and hunt for. . . and really a sense of 
knowing what the animals are providing for you and not a real disregard. We 
never threw garbage around. 

Traditional Aboriginal food was the staple food of most of the participants. They 

spoke very positively about eating buffalo, caribou, moose, fish, bear, beaver, ducks, 

geese, muskrat, grouse, and rabbits. Two of the participants went into great detail 

describing 'goodies' such as eating moose stomachs and tongues; cooking beaver taiis in 

the spring; a grandmother eating porcupine, trout heads, and "'dl kinds of other neat 

stuff." The wide variety of northem food was aiways available as the students moved 

south to attend postsecondary educatioa Families continuously sent "care" packages with 

these precious contents. Amber recalIed living in university residence: 



My parents sent me a bag of drymeat, . . .bIack goId. 1 would wolfdown the meat 
with my fiend [dso h m  the North]. 1 missed eating the k s h  meat because it 
was harder to get when 1 was in Saskatoon. 

Janelle also recalled receiving care packages and being supplied with traditional foods: 

"My mom always sent stuff up, especially when 1 was in residence, she would send me 

drymeat and al1 sorts ofother stuE When 1 lived on my own 1 always had caribou or 

moose meat, fkesh bread, bemes." 

An interesting point here is that three of the participants chose studies that were 

closely comected to the land and people. Native studies, environmental studies, n a d  

resources, resource economics and law were areas of interest. Shidies that were relevant 

and significant to their daily lives were important. The participants also indicated that it 

was important that they return and contribute to growth and development in the North. 

An important part of the participants identities was the comection to the land 

which was their culture: they leamed lessons of respect and care. The foods that they 

loved came nom the land. Many Aboriginal students do not have the privilege of hawig 

these experiences and some do, but to a lesser degree. Educatoa of Aboriginal students 

need to recognize and achowiedge the traditional expenences as part of their 

knowledge. They mut  also identify the educational strategies that most effectively buiId 

on their cultural identity. McCaIeb (1994) states that when a teacher is wiiling to do this, 

then growth and learning can take place: 

To help build the kind of self-esteem that is necessary not only for classroom 
Iearning but also for al1 m e r  leaming, teachen must accept the cultural, 
hguistic, and historical experiences that students bring to the classroom, there by 
ailowing students to feel that their identities are vdidated. AU knowledge that 
students bring to school and ail knowledge shared by students, including the 
family and culnual histories, is to be vaIued. The teacher's role is to communicate 
an intexest and wilhgness to incorporate the student's reality into the classroom 
medium for leaming. (p. 41) 

Maina (1 997) cited Hamme, whose words aiso reff ect this view: 



It is clear nom this point of view that educatoa of F h t  Nations children need to 
develop educational strategies that effectively build on the cultural strmgths of 
First Nations children and which include: the use of teaching methods and 
curricula that are congruent with individual and cultural Ieaming and 
communication styles, (2) the direct integration of First Nations cultural concepts 
with curricular areas designed for competence in the larger society, (3) teaching 
about First Nations achievements and their historical contritbutions to the overall 
culture of this country, and (4) inclusion of materials relating to the participation 
and contributions of F b t  Nations both to their cornmunities and to the larger 
Canadian society in the contemporary world. (p. 302) 

I believe that given the respect for their histories and cultwe, Abonginai students 

will develop a strong sense of identity. This is particularly important for academic 

success when, if they choose to m e r  their shidies in the south, they may be the only 

Aboriginal student in a classroom. From personal experience, there is a big difference 

between the northem school experience where you may be one of the majority 

(Abonginal) and the southem expenence. 

RoIe Models 

Throughout discussions, parents stood out as the most influentid factors in the 

lives of the participants. This degree of parental influence suggests that they were 

completely involved in al1 aspects of their children's lives, yet they were able to stand 

back and give their children decision making powers at an early age. 

Al1 participants valued their parent's experiences and knowledge and described 

their parents as being "srnart." There was a common pride in what their parents had 

accomplished The participants acknowledged that they were aware of their parents' 

experiences with residentid schools, iack of education, addictions in some famiiies, 

poverty; they remembered these stories clearly. Parents taught values such as treating 

others as they would want to be treated, which was as important as not judging people. In 

reference to inebriated individuals in the community Brad explained: 'Tou don? know 

what any individual has experienced ia their We that brought them to that point. We were 



always around people that others might thuik of as dninks; well, they weren't always 

Aithough equal respect was given to aU family members, some, iike Janelle, had 

someone who stood out, as this narrative indicates: 

It's always hard to talk about my rnom without gettuig emotional. I'm equally 
proud of both of my parents; they are both role models to me. My mom, being a 
woman . . . coming h m  such a large, poor family. In the winter, a snack for her 
was mustard and crackm. There was dysfùnctioa in her own famiiy, to know that 
she has gone through all of that, and she is very much a strong member in her own 
family. So just watching her, Leaming things Eom her; she is dennitely one of the 
big mle models in m y  life. 

My morn is an avid hunter. Most women would probably teach their 
daughters how to bead or sew; my rnom is into hunting. This fall we will be going 
hunting for two weeks. 1 will be learning. My morn is going to be caliing my 
sisters, my aunts, my uncles. My rnom is a very strong woman. I don't mean to 
disrespect my dad [but] she made a lot of decisions. Sometimes that caused 
tension in the family, both wanting to be decision makers. I had strong support 
fiom both sides. 

Amber viewed her parents as heroes or menton and people she aspired to be Iike: 

My parents, I see how happy they are. That's the way I want to be when 1 am 
more settled d o m  . . . . take the responsibility of a job, and do the job well . . . 
raise a family and be happy about it. 

Brad credited both of his parents as having a swng influence on him throughout 

li fe: 

In the house with dad, he was always trapping in the winter and rnom was sewing, 
so you saw a lot of traditionai activity. Watching dad go through and taking care 
of the animal. It was always neat to see how rnuch appreciation he had of animals. 
He would take so much time stretching a lynx or beaver very detailed about 
making it nice. I thuik that transferred to what and who I am, even things like how 
he takes care of his yard, how he wants everything to be. The same with m y  rnom 
with her sewing, and being so open with people. My dad isdt a very open penon. 
He is, when you get to know him, but until you get to know h h  and who he is, 
Mom, she can have people over al1 the the .  She is just very easy going, could 
talk with anyone. That's one of the great things 1 got nom her, the ability to 
communkate with lots of people. She taks to anyone. If it's an oId mbby walking 
d o m  the road, rnom wodd pick him up and @ve him a ride. To me, 1 would 
think, Wow, what the heck are you doing? She would just Say, T o u  never h o w  
whea someone might need a IiR in life on that day, and maybe that was his Lift 



Brad spoke of his older sister who inspired hïm in friture decisions: 

My oldest sister and I were eight years a p a t  She was my role model. She always 
did weU in sports, seeing her Ieave the community and go off to college down 
south, then off to the University of Alberta and playing basketball had a big affect 
on me as fw as what 1 wanted to do. 1 used to aIways tag dong behind her. A big 
part of who 1 am was h m  rny oldest aster. 1 told her once at a banquet that she 
was my hero. More than anything, because of what she was doing, it was what 1 
wanted to do. 1 think that a lot of time students don't know what is achievable; 
they don't know it's out there. School afforded me so much that I'm always trying 
to advocate it. 

Identitv and Character 

To Native people, identity, pride and a positive self-image are one and the same 
thing. They are crucial to achievement in school and in al1 aspects of life. 
(Janice Dawson, 1998) 

Culture strengthens identity and character. Cornmon values of respect, 

acceptance, and pnde in the participants' Métis heritage were hstilled fiom an early age. 

The ties to the Aboriginal culture were very strong, with the participants having been 

exposed to life on the land, eating traditionai foods, and interacting with local people and 

activities. The participants believed that they had the best of both worlds. Throughout the 

discussions, ail of the participants exhibited a very strong sense of personal identity. An 

issue with two of them was that their physical appearance did not show that they were 

Aboriginal. This sometimes caused tension, as Amber related: 

1 always make sure to tell people. 1 know that a lot of peopls just From my 
coloring assume that 1 am non-Native. . . . 1 always make m e  I'm right there 
telling them, No, I'm Métis and this is how it is. I w s  always very proud of being 
Métis, and that is what my parents instilled in me. 1 didn't realize any difference 
in my early years. There were Native kids and there were White kids. We just 
played happily togethet. Growing up, it didn't seem like there was much of a 
di fferenc e. 

When asked what it meant to be Métis, the same participant repiied: 

It means a lot to me, it's redy sornething special. We're the product of the 
mixing of these two diffkrent types of people, India. and White people. Out of 
this came the Métis. 1 know I've always thought of it as having the best of both 
worlds. . . . It was sornething redy specid. Learning the history of Louis Riel, 



how they fought for what they believed in, that makes me redly proud to Say that 
1 am Métis. Identity is there, withui your consciousness. 

JanelIe gained Indian status through Bill C-3 1, yet identified with being Métis. For a 

number of years it was accepted in the NWT that people who had regained Indian status 

through Bill C-3 1 were allowed to remain rnembea of the Métis Nation: 

1 can't Say point blank, 'This is who 1 am or what 1 think." and it will probably 
change as 1 go on, so that's always been kind of hard growing up; maybe Iater, in 
my teen yean and especially going to mivenity. Everyone wants to label you, so 
you have to be able to Say who you are, where you corne from. 1 always 
considered myself an Aboriginal person; I consider myself Métis; I have status. 
So especially going to Alberta, there's even controversy there, especially since 
my rnom is a Bill C-3 1.1 get people saying T o u  can't be status and you can't be 
Métis." My sister is involved in a lot of Aboriginal sports organizations, and she 
faces that too. We t a k  about how weird it is, because we never consider that. it's 
not an issue [that we have to be one way or the other]. My rnom considen henelf 
both. Going to law school, taking political science in my undergrad. 1 had a 
problem with that. Government, their policy, their everything, they do so much 
division within Aboriginal peoples, it is really fiustrating to me. Going to 
conferences, meetings or Native organizations, you have to state who you are. It 
seems no matter what, people ûy to attack you on all sides. My family is very 
proud of theû Métis hentage, my brother, my aunties. The whole Bill C-3 1 is a 
very big issue with them; they totally consider themselves Métis. The fact that 
someone says you can't be both. The government policy that has divided people, 
that's wrong. 

Janelle's strong Métis identity compelled her to research the issue m e r  in her studies: 

When 1 was going to law school she Nom] asked me to look into it. I don't know 
if they ever thought of the idea of legally challenging it. 1 did research into it, and 
of course, this thing with the govemment. Their ansver to it was that it was the 
social mords of the time. Yeah, we know it was a racist policy, but it was the 
poiicy of the t h e  so we can't do anything to change that, so they did their Bill 
C-3 1, but 1 think they made a bigger mess of it. 1 did my research into that, and 
it's not going to be rectified. the whole fact of a Native woman rnarrying a non- 
Native man and losing their status and eveything. 

Supporteci by the students' narratives above, the evidence is clear that 

encouragement, support, and interest in what the chifdreu are doing affect attitudes and 

aspirations. Given responsiiîhty and decision-making powers at an early age, the 

participants appeared to equate this with respect, a value which they all carried with 



t h m .  Being C Q M ~ C ~ ~  to the land, observing traditional activities, and maintainhg a 

traditionai diet while away fkom home contriiuted to building and maintaining a strong 

sense of identity among these Métis students. Pride in their homeland and heritage was 

evident throughout ail the discussions. 

A strong sentiment voiced throughout was that the participants identified with and 

honored both their mother's and their father's heritage. in doing so, it appears that they 

felt that they had the best of both worlds. 1 agree with the points made by the Royal 

Commission on Aboriginal Peoples (1996b) regardhg the hentage of Métis: 

Despite regional differences, the aspect of culture is shared by ail Métis people is 
that they embrace both sides of their heritage. They reject the notion that they 
should choose an Aboriginal or non-Aboriginal identity, and they resist measuring 
degrees of affiliation with either side, a strategy others rnight wish to use to 
categorize them as something other than Métis. (p. 637) 

An interesthg fact is that the participants noted that they were never pushed or 

forced into anything. They knew that as long as they were doing their best, that is what 

their parents expected of them. Whether it was cornpetitive sports, playing, or academics, 

the emphasis was always on their personal best. A participant working on a doctoral 

degree spoke about how his mother always encouraged him to do his best, and he 

maintained a high average throughout his postsecondary yean. He felt that the pressures 

that non-Aboriginal parents put on their children were stressful. M e r  completing his last 

semester, Brad cailed his mother and joked with her. 'Once I phoned Mom and said, '1 

just nnished a semester and got al1 Ds.' She said, 'Oh, that's good, as long as you tried 

your best." 

The importance of a strong cultural identity cannot be overemphasized. This is 

particularly tnie for Aboriginal students. Many have parents or grandparents who have 

lost part of their cultural identity whiIe attending residential schools. 1 strongly believe 

that affirming one's culture, heritage, and identity has a posihve effect and facilitates 

academic growth. 1 believe that the strong sense of identities and characters withui the 



students have been developed by having a strong family background that included pride 

in culture and heritage. The results were evident: The students were positive and tnily 

believed that they were able to achieve, whatever their aspirations were. 

Elementarv School 

The participants were students in their respective communities throughout their 

elementary school years (fiom kindergarten to Grade 6 or 7). Elernentary school was a 

positive expenence in which participants were surrounded by close siblings, cousins, and 

fi-iends. From a young age, education was supported at home. The teachers at this level 

were encouraging; however, the participants felt that they had not been challenged 

academicaily. At this level, the students began to develop strong reading skills. Some felt 

this was influenced by teachers, others their own aspirations. In some instances, teachers 

became involved in the students' lives, especially in the smaller communities. Some lent 

books to students; one student visited teachen in their homes and baked. These teachen 

encouraged them to do their best and they were coaches in sports or volunteered their 

time in extracunïcular activities. One participant reflected on a teacher who felt strongly 

about praying in class. Although some students snickered, the teacher continued. This 

action instilled a sense of "dohg what you believe in regardless ofhow others feel." 

Another teacher who "made learning fun and interesting" was also remembered for her 

expression in reading. The participant commented: 

She used to read this story called Sword of Shanara. The way in which she would 
read it captivated us dl. It was amazing. I had never heard anyone read like that. 
It was interesting. Now when I read I still think of her, because she was one of the 
main reasons 1 started reading more. Before that, 1 never read a whole lot. 

Contenta (1997) stated the signifïcance of elementary school years: 

The elementary years are where the passion for learning is either nourished or 
destroyed, The focus must be on Ieaming without fear. The ody  failures at this 
stage are teachers and school administrators. Children shouldo't be judged by 
preset arbitrary standards. Those with 'cultural capital' that corresponds to that of 
the school are more likely to succeed when everyone is being asked to pass 



through the same filter. Not surprisingly, those f h n  white-middle-class or more 
affluent backgrounds tend to make it through. To value and build on the 
knowledge, culture and strengths that each child brings to school wouid rnake the 
process more equitable. To do so, schools should broaden what they define as 
intelligence. At the moment, students capable of manipulating abstract symbols- 
those who c m  let x equal y in a vacuum-are showered with marks and dignity. 
mdren who have difficulty separating abstract thought Eom their emotions are 
penalizcd for failing to sever body and mind. @p. 199-200) 

Aithough the elementary school years are often overlooked they do have a 

profound impact on how students feel about learning. The students who partkipated in 

Uiis study clearly remembered their years in the elementary schools and the impression 

was lasting. 

Cultural Proprams and Local Bistory 

There were no cultural skills or local history taught at this level, participants felt 

thîs was a loss to those students who were not exposed to a traditional lifestyle at home. 

Brad shared his thoughts: 

My sister now does cultural events in the school, like taking ducks and cleanhg 
them. Some of the kids I know really haven't had the same expenence that 1 had, 
being able to go out and shoot ducks, plucking them. 1 shot my first duck when I 
was eight. I remember coming back fiom hunting, makuig a f i e  at the back of the 
cabin, plucking and singeing the ducks there. Some kids never had this 
experience. I was Lucky enough to be able to do that. There im't a lot of cultural 
activity in the school, even in high school, there wasn't much. 

Amber recalled similar experiences in her elementary school yean: 

1 don? remember being taught a lot of cuituraI stuff in school. 1 remember going 
out on a cultural camp in the spring, that was the oniy time. We fl eshed a beaver, 
but that was not a Lot. 1 learned from our Cree Teacher quite a bit, names of 
anmials and other things. 1 think that ~ O W ,  d e r  taking Native Studies courses I 
cm see how important it is that young kids should know their history and know 
more about their people. That was one of the reasons 1 took Native Studies. 1 
wanted to learn more about my people, leam more about politics, why some 
things were the way they were. 

The participants had the opportunity fiom an early age to leam about the land and 

the culture of the people. They revealed that they felt forninate to be able to have spent 



time leaming d l  that they had When the students spoke of their experiences, it was 

aiways with pnde and love. For those Abonginal students who do not have the same 

oppominity to leam h m  their families, it is a necessity that the cultural values be 

instilleci in their formd educational experience. Maina (1997a) cited Billings, Hamme, 

McCaleb, and Archibdd, in discussing cuIturaiIy relevant pedagogy: 

Research on the education of First Nations and other minority group students has 
also shown that schools which respect and support a child's culture demonstrate 
significantly better outcornes in educating these students. As weU, classroom 
approaches which are sensitive to the child's culhue promote academic 
achievement by providing cultural relevance and a rationale for accepting school. 
(p. 294) 

The assembly of Alaska Native Educaton (1998) descnbed what it means to be 

"cdturally responsive": 

It is predicated on the belief that a fim grounding in the heritage, language and 
culture indigenous to a particular place is a fundamental prerequisite for the 
development of culturaily-healthy students and communities associated with that 
place, and thus is an essential ingredient for identifying the appropriate qudities 
and practices associated with culturdly-responsive educaton, c ~ c u l u m s  and 
schools. (p. 2) 

Steps such as this being taken by Fint Nations educational systems are positive in 

recognkhg the significance of Aboriginal students leaming, culture, language, and 

history. 

Academic Challenee and Extracurricular Activities 

At about Grades 6 or 7, the participants began to notice a bit of difference in how 

students were treated. The participants felt that they coasted much of the time, yet, their 

marks remained average or above average. One participant stated: 

It depended on the teacher, If you were in the group where the teachers laiew your 
parents or your parent was a teacher, you were challenged academicdly. If you 
were on the outside of this group, you never got chdenged. 



In the early elementary years, there were few organized sports. Students 

participated in physical education and spent lots of time playing outdoon. In later 

elementary years, more organized sports such as soccer, volleyball, track and field, and 

cross-country nmning were established Out- of -school sports such as hockey and figure 

skating, becarne important focuses for two of the participants at this stage. 

Taking personal initiative and responsibility for their own leaming and activities 

was encouraged. The students also mentioned that participating in extracumcular 

activities was a positive factor in their achievements. Extracurricular activities allowed 

the opportunity for students fiom the North to travel, both withh the temtories and 

within the rest of Canada. TraveI in the North is usually by air and very costly and many 

families do not have the resources to allow theu children to travel. Therefore, many do 

not experience a southem lifestyle before the postsecondary experience. 

Again, it was never felt that these activities were chosen or pushed by the parents. 

Once the children showed interest, the parents encouraged them, and came up with the 

necessary money to pay for the fees. It was usually one parent who becarne very involved 

in driving, volunteering time, and watching. 

Community life was important to the participants. During theu years growing up 

in their respective communities, they felt secure in the familiarity of their community; 

there were no clear differences among Aboriginal people and everyone worked and 

played together. They thought that theV communities were the best places to live, naming 

various sites and spec5c activities. Knowing the people and having people know who 

they were was important. The participants continue to enjoy going back home whenever 

the opportunity arises. 



The participants felt that as they were growing up, their cornmunities were 

unified If there was any division between gmups, it was not to the extent that occus 

now. Mernories of the various communities included family-oriented events such as 

Christmas parties, Christmas concerts, carnival, h d n g  and picnicking with other 

families. One participant noted, 'There wvas definitely a lot more community involvement 

in activities." Another recalled, 'There was support and care everywhere." Because the 

participants did not see themselves directiy involved in issues or organîzations that 

divided people, they felt that they could still r e m  after studying down south, feel that 

they were a part of the community and fit in again. 

It was also felt that families had been more supportive of each other in the past. 

The participants indicated that they felt secure in having extended family and close 

family niends who knew them well. By participating in in-school sporting events or 

travelling with parents on weekends, the participants also became aware of the 

surrounding communities and the local people there. A connection was established, and it 

was felt that the people in the surrounding communities knew of their achievements and 

supported them. 

Hiah School 

Al1 participants spent at les t  some of their high school years in the North. 

Transitions occurred during these years for three of the participants. Two moved to a 

southern school; one to pursue athletics, the other because his mother was attending 

univers@. Another moved with family to a larger community so that an older sibhg 

wouid not have to attend residentid school. 

Teacher Emectations and Racial Differences 

1 found that with certain teachers, if you wanted to just squeeze by, you did just 
that. You could dennitely see the ciifference between Aboriginal and White 



students. With the White students. there was more poking and prodding because 
maybe that teacher h e w  the father or the mother or whatever. 

The participants had a difncult time in relating negative expenences. Overail, 

they had maintained respect for their educators throughout the years; however, they felt 

that it was an important enough subject to discuss. Differences in advising and directing 

Aboriginal students became more apparent duruig these years. Brad commented on what 

he witnessed: 

1 remember . . . advising students to go into advanced or general programs and 
courses. And 1 rernemberthinking, why? A lot of it was Aboriginal students going 
into the general course. That was just the way it had always been done, and that's 
what you were supposed to do. You were either in the advanced or general 
program. If you were in the general program you never thought you were going 
to university. In the advanced program you were always thought of as being 
smarter. i never ever believed 1 was srnarter. I reaily think that once you were 
stuck in the gened area, you were stuck! You had a very, very tough t h e  getting 
out of it. One of my fears was going into that area: it just seemed easier, and there 
wasn't a whole lot of caring. 1 would always see what the teachers' kids were 
doing and that's what 1 would do. 

Janelle related a particular incident that had an impact on her: 

Once 1 wrote a paper to be submitted to a speech competition, we al1 wrote a 
paper in EngIish class and our teacher said there were a few that should be 
submitted. We had to do it [read] in fiont of our class. Our classrnates chose me 
and another girl. The teacher was choosing students to travel to a speech 
competition. He really didn't like it when the class chose me over her. It was Iike 
he tried to persuade the class to choose hers or that hers was better, saying that 
hers could be developed to be better. Just the fact that he said that, made me want 
to do better. 

Brad commented fiutber 

We had some great teachen. 1 think we could use more teachen like. . . . they get 
you involved and excited. You can do anything. Even the kid in the corner who 
doesn't want to do anything will get excited. They weren't expected to do good, 
so it wasn't expected of them [teachers] to teach them harder. 1 noticed it, it 
wasn't clear. They would teach nomally. Some of my fiends who were 
Aboriginal could get away with being cheeky, it just floated by the teacher and 
nothing would happen to them. The5 behavior was never chaenged. 



Regardless of these barriers, the participants remained positive. The family 

support and encouragement throughout the years had prepared them to make positive 

choices and to enjoy these years. There were teachers who had inspired them at this level 

as  well. One noted: 

It was kind of neat when a teacher told us and showed us why we were leaming 
something and showed more of a higher goal of leaning. Not just getting by, and I 
thought that was really good because a lot of the time we're supposed to just get 
by* 

1 believe that the issue of low teacher expectations needs to be addressed. This is 

another positive reason to focus on the 'proficient' philosophy (Meyer, 1998) as opposed 

to the 'deficient' philosophy. Not only would the successful students be inspiring to other 

students, but they might also serve to change teacher attitudes. 

According to Braun, Good, and Smith (as citel in Codjoe, 1997), ''As a group, 

teachea form one of the most critical factors in bringing about a quality educational 

process and their expectations play an important part in student achievement and self 

image" (p. 187). Codjoe ernphasized a concem regarding low teacher expectation. He 

discussed the "teacher expectancy theory," citing Irvine, who stated: 

Teachers fom expectations for student achievement and thus treat students 
differently because of these expectations. Over the ,  students begin to behave in 
ways that are consistent and reinforcing of the teacher's expectations, behaviour 
that resuIts in either positive or negative outcomes related to academic 
achievement, self concept, motivation, aspirations, conduct and teacher-student 
interactions. (p. 187) 

Students in this study indicated that they witnessed instances in which teachers 

directed Abonginal students to go into a general program, rather than an academic one 

when they entered high school. The issue of low teacher expectation among Aboriginal or 

minority students is a difficult one to approach; however, the educational expectations are 

relevant and comprehensible to the students involved 1 have always taken into 

consideration the words of a close coileague and fiend who teaches by the phiIosophy 



that cbildren will rise to your expectations. She has taught several older students who 

have 'failen between the cracks' to read proficiently. Low teacher expectations serve as a 

barrier to academic achievement, therefore mut be acknowledged and strategies must be 

developed to assist teachers to examine thek attitudes, assumptions and beliefs about 

Aboriginal students. 

Pre~aration for Postsecondarv Education 

The participants who spent the majority of their high school years in the NWT 

commented that they did not feel that the schools prepared them for post secondary 

education. They generdly agreed that they needed more direction in selecting programs 

and scheduling. Study skills could have been emphasized more strongly as well as 

requirements for the various disciplines in southem postsecondary institutions. The 

students who had transferred outside of the temtories felt that they were better prepared 

in the south. Brad, who spent two years going to school in the south, explained: 

There was really no direction as far as where 1 was going and what 1 was doing 
when 1 was up north. The direction that I went was based on wanting to go to 
university. It was the Iast two yean that 1 made this decision. I don't think kids 
fiom the North know what is obtainable and more times than not, we are in the 
dark about things. 1 would have thought the best thing to do was to finish high 
school and work in my community because that's what everyone did I knew 
about school because my oIder sister went and no one else in my family did. My 
best fiiend and I were so similar until it carne to the part of school. School is 
where 1 took off. 

Janelle explained her situation once she had applied to university and received her letter 

of acceptance: 

1 didn't know all about the discipiines, Iike political science or psychology. 1 
didn't know about d l  of these. 1 didn't know about the procedure, because no one 
in my family had gone. My dad went for one year at a very young age; other than 
that, no one had ever gone to university. 1 was a bit shocked when I fï.naily started 
the procedure. I started working on it too late. I didn't fed I had a lot of guidance 
or support. The resources were probabIy there somewhere, but I didn't know how 
to get started. 1 got my acceptance, chose my courses. 1 didn't know about 
scheduling. 1 had classes at 8 am. and late at night. M e r  my second semester I 



sure changed that amund. I didn't know anythuig about course selections or 
degrees. 1 picked some courses that 1 knew 1 was good at. But 1 definitely needed 
more guidance. 1 wasn9t even Uiinking long tem; degree. So, it was kind of weird. 
1 figured it out as 1 went dong. 

Transition to Postsecondam Institutions 

Wilson (1 997) discussed several factors in tninority student performance and 

achievement. The importance of relationships with professoa, accessibility, 

approachability and availability, genuineness and caring were noted as important factors 

in achievement at the postsecondary level. The participants invo lved asserted that they 

had gained support h m  professon or advisoa. Establishing a community network of 

fiends fkom back home was also important for most students. 

Initial moves nom the North to the south were difficult. One participant had a 

sister living in a southem city, so she chose to go there, another had sports to keep him 

occupied. Students cornmunicated with family memben by telephone on a regular bases, 

and phone calls were expensive- Family memben visited whenever possible. "Care 

packages9' fiorn home contained the foods that the participants enjoyed most. Visits home 

on holidays such as Christmas and drning Reading Week made the stay down south more 

bearable. 

The participants had confidence in meeting new challenges. They had high 

expectations of themselves and were aware that their families were proud of them and 

supported their efforts. Although there were difficulties in adjusting to a new 

environment, the drive to complete what they had started was strong. The students 

attnbuted their home environment and being involved in a spoa to which they felt 

committed contributcd to their success. This is not to say that the young people did not 

have a socid Me. One stated: 

The second year 1 lived in residence and my social life took off. It was party, 
party, party- My academics never r e d y  suffered. I was an average student. I 
exceUed at the courses 1 reay Liked. ùi my third year 1 socialued quite a bit, and 



&et that 1 was more focused. I became involved in the Women's Club. Northern 
Students' Association, stufïlike that. 

Another student had similar expenences: 

1 was pretty busy the k t  year, the new found freedom.. .At the same time my 
parents had aiiowed me to have enough fieedom when 1 lived with them that it 
wasn't that 1 went wild. 1 think 1 did a lot of socialking but it didn't affect me. I 
knew what my pnorities were. I wodd always hear stones about kids fiom the 
North. They would spend their k t  year partying, fail out of school, corne back to 
the North, and who knows what happened to them after that? 1 didn't want to be 
like that. 1 didn't want to disappoint my parents. 1 knew that I had to get through it 
and do it well. 

The participants received student hanc id  assistance through loans and gants 

administered by the Department of Education, Culture and Employment in the NWï, 

which included a living allowance and tuition payment. Each of them retmed to the 

North during the summer rnonths to work and save. Janelle related how she leamed her 

budgeting skills: 

1 probably learned my budget skills fkom rny Dad. He was dways like that. My 
mom was more likely to give her money away to people who needed it. I did a 
budget for myself, gave myself a limit to spend each month and I've never been 
broke at the end of the semester. Maybe once or twice throughout the years I 
received money fkom my parents. 1 just budgeted well. 

Another participant nlated: 

Growulg up, my parents encowged me to get a part time job. 1 also got 
allowances for doing chores. 1 had to have good skills. 1 was told to pay 
everythùig on tirne, not to leave bills al1 over the place. 1 didn't want to be that 
kind of a person. 

Overall, the single most important factor in the lives of these successful students 

was the strong family network and support system that rernained in place throughout their 

early years, high school, and postsecondary education. Many Abonginal families in the 

North do not have the oppommity of stability, sharing, and Iove that these students had. 

The reüabüity and stability of strong families is an unconditionai strength which the 



participants felt throughout their lives. Regardless of whether they were successful in 

academics or not, they knew that they had the support and love of their families. 

A strong connection to the land, the people, and the culture is another s i m c a n t  

factor in attaining success. The participants interviewed expenenced life on the land, the 

rivers, and the lakes of the North. They have hunted, trapped, fished, picked bemes, 

camped, and enjoyed a traditional lifestyte. Growing up with traditional foods was 

considered a positive factor. M e r  they le& home to attend educational institutions in the 

North, they were continuously supplied with food fiom the North. The trips home for 

holidays and surnrners offered an oppomuiity to get back to the land. The experience of 

exûacumcular activities, especially sports, also contributed to a sense of confidence and 

sel f-assuredness. 

Positive role models within their farnilies helped to build confidence and served to 

influence their own expectations about their academic success. Extended family membea 

who shared their negative experiences and overcarne the barriers were a notable influence 

on the participants. 

These factors contributed to a strong sense of identity and character. The 

participants believed that they had the best of both worlds. This strong sense of identity 

and character allowed them to acicnowledge and resist the lack of expectations and the 

racial differences which they noticed within the formal education experience. Individual 

attitudes and behaviors contributed to a great sense of respect, quiet resistance, and high 

expectations. These factors combined seemed to allow the students to take ownership and 

personal initiative for the academic goals they had set for themselves and to overcome the 

barriers facing Aboriginal students fiom the North who are attending southem 

postsecondary institutions. 



CEAP'IZR V 

CONCLUSION 

Summary 

This study has examined and documented the experiences of four academically 

successful northern Abonginal students who have attended postsecondary institutions in 

southem Canada and the United States. Throughout, the significant characteristics of 

positiveness and resilience emerged repeatedly. The uidividuals, each with varied 

perceptions and insights, provided a challenge to the usual negative portrayai of 

Aboriginai educational successes in the North. nie  analysis of this study is denved from 

the narratives of the northern students and the relevant social-science literature. 1 have 

analyzed the collected data and discussed what 1 undentand to be the significant findings 

in the previous chapter. 

This group of students has been self-selected and does not represent a 

homogeneous group. 1 do not propose that the students have spoken for a larger group; 

my hope is to provide an o p p o h t y  to acknowledge their experiences and 

accomplishrnents. 1 believe that by l is tehg to theû narratives, by sharing their 

experiences, we, as educators, leaders. and community members, c m  also detract fkom 

the negatives. These student experiences can provide a course for us to tmly perceive 

possibilities for the future as welf as to visualize the rightful place of Aboriginal students 

in our communities and societies. 

I stniggled with the issue of generalization. Could I be generaluing the findings 

based on a selected few Aboriginal students? As I have stated, the literature on successful 

Aboriginal educational experiences is minimai, and almost nonexistent when it cornes to 

students fkom the North who transfer to southem postsecondary institutions. The same is 

tnie for Métis students specincally. It is difficuit to connect experiences of minorities in 

education with regard to the North. Fust of aü, Aboriginal people are the majority h the 



NWT; however, the educational system has reflected the dominant culture in terms of 

cUmcuium, teachers, and administrators. Second, the situation of Aboriginal people in 

the NWT is unique. Métis and Dene are closely comected, usually by family ties. Third, 

the students 1 have studied have had to make vast changes in their iives in pursuit of 

higher education When they move thousands of kilometen away from home it is often 

difficult to adapt. Literature is only beginoing to emerge which has focused on successes 

rather than failures. 1 have cited research on other successful minorities, and the results 

support my hdings. 

Major Research Findings 

Successful Aboriginal students have a strong spirit of positiveness and resilience. 

They believe in themselves and appear to maintain a strong sense of efficacy. 

Acadernically, Aboriginal students had high aspirations and expectations of themselves. 

Attaining high levels of education is important, not stnctiy for persona1 reasons, but to be 

able to "give back to the communities." Recognition of achievements and 

accomplishments is needed. 

SuccessfuI Aboriginal students possess a strong sense of self-identity. A 

Traditional lifeqle is valued, as is the connection to the land. Awareness of culture is 

important to maintain a strong identity and positive self-esteem. ïhe  following are the 

factors which enabled these selected students to succeed in higher education: 

1. Extended family support and contribution are crucial to the success of 

Abonginal students. Education is valued and accompIishments are recognized by 

Abonginal families. Family members serve as role rnodels and support decisions of 

younger family members nom an early age. Families recognize the importance of 

maintaining and preseming cultural knowledge, and the importance of a traditional diet is 

acknowledged. 



2. Successful Abonginal students value challenges, academic and behavior, in 

elementaqr and high schools. Low teacher expectations and attitudes b d e r  student 

success. 

3. Successful Abonginai students view fomd teachhgs of Aboriginal culture 

and history as important in both elementary and high school. Postsecondary Native 

studies courses in university ealightened these students and were important to their 

academic choices. 

4. Preparation for postsecondary education is not adequate in the NWT. It is 

necessary br Abonpuid students to leam what is attainable and how to study and set 

educational goals. Awareness of requirements for entrance into specific programs, 

courses, or faculties is important. 

5. Sports and ext rac~cular  acdvities enhance the educational expenences for 

Aboriginal students h m  an early age. Successful Abonginai students experienced the 

opportunity to develop theu skills and talents as well as to travel to various parts of the 

North and Canada 

6. Support, security, and care are significant factors in communities for the 

success of Aboriginal students. Pnde in rehiming and recognition of a achievements are 

motivating factors. 

7. A sense of support and cbcommunity" within the postsecondary institutional 

environment is important for Aboriginal students. 

Recommendations 

Among the Dene, it is saÎd the child is bom with a dnim in its hand. The child is 
bom with integrity. The child has woah. It is the birthnght of the Dene child to be 
acknowledged and respected for this. The child who is not respected cannot 
become what it is meant to be. (NWT Govrrnment, 1993, p. xvi) 

In Chapter I, 1 have outlined the purposes and objectives of this thesis. One ofthe 

fimdamentai objectives was to draw some implications for school policies and practice 



and for Aboriginal organizations and communities seeking control of education in their 

communïties. This is done based on the findings ftom the student narratives, the related 

litentuet and my own experiences as a student, educator, and commUIZity member in the 

NWT. We in the NWT are faced with many challenges; educating students today is a 

tremendous responsibility. As an educator, 1 believe that we cm do more to improve 

education for Aboriginal students. 

There are various cultural and language groups in the North. Social issues are 

compounding, the northem population is Young, and the number of students with special 

needs is increashg. Despite these many issues, 1 still believe that there is potential for 

success. I believe that most Abonginal students have high expectations for and 

aspirations of themselves. A report on education (NWT Government, 1999b) in the NWT 

titled Towardr Excellence (1999) stated: 

Across the NWT many students indicated that they expected to attend univenity. 
Fernale students were more Likely to believe that they will attend University. 
Given that the NWT graduation rate fiom secondary is school is 27% [overall], it 
appears many students hopes are unredistic. The tendency for students to have 
high expectations for their fhre  is prevalent across Canada. (p. 68) 

Ifstudents have high expectations of themselves, it is our responsibility as educators, 

comrnunity members, and political leaders to assist them in making their aspirations a 

reaiity. 

In the NWT, particularly over the past 10 years, there have been various 

strategies, studies, conferences, working groups, and published documents by the 

Department of Education in attempts to improve the educational state. Sorne examples of 

documents published are Our Snidents, air  Future (NWT Government, 199 l), Dene 

Kede Curriculum (NWT Government, 1993), People: Our Focfis for the Future (NWT 

Govemment, 1994), A Report on Progress (NWT Government, 1997), Educational 

Leadenhip Symposium Report (NWT Govemment, 1999). Minktm S Response to the 

F o m  on Education NWT Govemment, I999a). These are positive initiatives. My 
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approach is to utilize the factors that enable Abonginal student success in determuiing 

my recommendations. Perhaps some of the recommendations have been discussed and 

may be in a process of implementation by the Department or within regions by 

Aboriginal groups. These recommendations are based on the prernise that despite the 

initiatives descnbed above, there is still a long way to go to provide a positive and 

successful educational experience for Aboriginal students fiom the North. 

1. Aboriginal organizations, leaders, educatoa should: 

clearly define their vision of "education"; 

assess, evaluate, and state their goals; 

establish clear policies, procedures, and responsibilities; 

consult with students, elders, and Aboriginal educators in planning and 

implementing educational goals; 

recognize the academic accomplishments and achievements of community 

rnembers; 

enlist the assistance of Northern students who have bbsucceeded" 

ensure that the capabiiities of strong and gifted leamers are challenged; 

be involved in hiring of educatoa within their comrnunities; 

ensure that teachers are aware of Aboriginal culture, language, and history 

and are prepared to implement them effectively within the schools; 

ensure that teachers are aware of social issues of communities and strive to 

assist snidents within the schools; 

ensure that educators make students aware of what is attainable fkom an 

eariy age (primary grades); 

ensure that teachea provide support and encouragement to their students 

by holding high expectations for them and recognizing their achievements; 

and 



+ ensure that teachers are prepared to promote sports and e x t r a c ~ c u l a r  

activities within the schools. 

2. NWT Government Department of Education, Culture, and Employaient 

should: 

+ view education in a more holistic manner to fioster student growth 

mentally, physically, emotionally, and spiritually; 

+ work and plan with other goverment departments to encourage the 

healing and growth of families and communities; 

+ give more emphasis to finding ways of increasing the involvement of 

Aboriginal families and supporthg them in the education of their children. 

Incentives should be given to educatos and administrators to improve 

farnily/school relations and family involvement in the schools; 

+ adequately prepare students for postsecondary studies from early grades, 

and students should be aware of what is attainable and what is required for 

attaining these goals; and ensure that students are taught effective study 

skills; 

+ review theV policies regardhg the hiring of teachea, administraton. 

counselon, and so on to ensure that the hiring of these personnel refiects 

the Aboriginal population of the communities in whkh the schools are 

Iocated as much as possible and to ensure follow-through and monitoring 

of these guidelines; 

+ deveIop a strategy to assist teachers and prospective teachers to examine 

their attitudes, assurnptions, and beliefs about Aboriginal students; and 

+ develop a strategy to as& teachers in dealhg with the problan of low 

expectations of Aboriginal students, e m  that Aboriginal teachers within 

the teacher education programs have access to courses in Abonginal 

history and contemporary issues, and encourage teachers to explore 



effective means by which to Mprove the success rate of Aboriginal 

students. 

3. Aboriginal families should: 

recognize that positive reinforcement of culture (traditions and values) and 

language both at home and at school enhances the educational expenences 

of students; 

recognize the positive benefits of traditionai foods and promote them 

within the home; 

encourage their children to make decisions from a young age, and support 

the decisions; 

communicate with students regarding the expectations that they perceive 

at school; 

discuss postsecondary education with their children fiom a young age; 

ensure that students are iaught study skills and learn what is attainable and 

the requirements to get there; and 

continue to support, encourage, and recognize accomplishments through 

postsecondary education. 

4. Postsecondary institutions should: 

acknowledge, value and encourage Aboriginal courses and programs 

support the hiring of Abonginal instnictors and professors; 

inciude the Abonginal perspective on cornmittees and councils; 

mppoa and encourage Abonginal students fiom the smaller settlements; 

review policies regarding orientation to Aborigind cultures and provide 

opporttmities for educatoa to lem;  

encourage and support leaming h m  elders and other Aboriginal 

community members; and 



give mon emphasis to finding ways of increasing the Aboriginal student 

numben in master's and doctoral programs. 

As writers, we realize the "doing" of research ofien affects the researcher more 
than the other way around. (Clearly & Peacock, 1998, p. 247) 

Prior to beginning this research study, 1 believed that 1 needed to understand the 

faiiure of Abonpinal students in academics. As I indicated earlier, research generally 

focused on the underachievement of minorities and various attempts to understand the 

reasons behind these failures. I realized along the way that 1, too, would be conûibuting 

to the emphasis on failures, thereby contriiuting to the negative portrayal of the 

Aboriginal educational experience. The fact that the majority of Aboriginal students in 

the NWT are not achieving academically did not escape me as I contemplated my 

approach. I considered various approaches to contribute to the understandings. In 

reflection, I dso now acknowledge a personal shift in attitude along with the shift in 

approac h. 

Penonal experiences within the education system had left a particularly negative 

cloud around me. In retrospect, 1 acknowledge that 1 had constnicted my own negative 

cloud of resentment, frustration, anger, and fear. Resentment stemmed from awareness of 

the history of formal education for Aboriginal people in Canada in which "'schools were 

the chief weapon of the missionaries and federal bureaucrats in their systematic campaign 

to destroy Indian culture" (York, 1992, p. 27). The historical awareness, cornbined with 

my personal "Abonginai student" experiences created a tenacity which rnanifested in 

frustration and anger throughout my years as an "Aboriginal educator." 

The fcnistration and anger evolved as I witnessed non-Abonginai students 

succeeding within the northem educationd systern and Abonginai students dropping out, 

with very Iittle hope for a pomtive fitture. It soon became my personal goal to aIter and 



remedy a system that did not accommodate northem students well. 1 felt strongly that the 

non-Aboriginal educatoa shouid be required to becorne knowledgeable in the areas of 

Aboriginal history, language, culture, and present social conditions. 1 also beIieved that 

al1 Aboriginal educators should view the system the same way that I did and possess the 

same goals or visions that I did. This, I learned dong the way, was not always tme. 

Havhg Aboriginal teachen working within the schools is a positive factor in that it 

provides a reinforcement for Aboriginal students in the role mode1 concept The concepts 

of Indian identity, traditions, psychology, culture, language, and history are important in 

the education of Indians. Kirkness (1999) suggested that Indian teachers would be most 

effective in tI;uismitting these concepts. 1 Iearned that not a11 Aboriginal educators 

believe that culture should be an integral part of a c ~ c u l u m ,  and there are Aboriginal 

parents who do not believe that a change is required. Some are content because their 

children are doing quite well Ui the current systern. 

Fears developed as a result of my reflections on my persona1 role within the 

educational field. My persona1 belief that I was born to be an educator was strong, and 1 

had responsibilities to fulfill. The realization that 1 was not successful in moving in the 

direction in which 1 felt compelled to do was disturbing. At some point 1 realized that 1 

was not effective in enhancing the educational experiences of Aboriginal students in the 

long term. The activities and projects that 1 was able to initiate and in which I participated 

were not adequate. Perhaps 1 was aiso contributing to failure to some degree by imposing 

my view strongly, thus instilling opposition by others. 

nie experiences w i t h  graduate school were a challenging force for me-not 

strictly academic, but also personal. Counes in which I was enroUed consisted of 

students b r n  other parts of the world who had corne to the University of Alberta to 

study. Dialogue often centered around stniggies in their native homeland and within 

Canada OAen the= was reference to OUT "mdticulturai" society, as well as the rïghts of 

ail Canadians. Aithough these discussions often ieft me with feelings of understanding 



and sympathy, 1 began to feel a more urgent determination to explore methods to 

contrriute to Aboriginal education in the North. I interacted with students from around 

the world and witnessed their desires and stniggles to retain their cultures and languages 

within their commmities and within the schools of their children. 1 began to see the 

Aboriginal educational stniggle as being even pater .  We were in our original homeland, 

trying to retain our cultures and languages and sûuggling to make the educational 

experience a meaninfil one for our children. 

Many of my courses in this program aiso consisted of groups of Aboriginal 

students pmuing graduate degrees. The influence of these fellow students strengthened 

my penonal goals and visions. The fiee discussions and debates of our similar 

experiences and expectations allowed for healing, growth, and solutions. Interaction with 

elders, ceremonies, and prayers within our cohort group provided a spiritual and 

emotional balance throughout my studies. Support was evident throughout my penonal 

and academic joumey. At this stage I began to redite a newly developed sense of quiet, 

confident strength. 

As 1 began my research, once again 1 was not prepared for the wisdom and 

strength of the young participants that would affect me. ïhey spoke with passion, 

intelligence, eagemess, and confidence. Their stories of triumph, discouragement, 

achievements, and struggles were shared with both laughter and tears. 1 considered the 

trust given to me in the hopes that thek experiences would benefit students, parents, 

educatoa, and leaders in the funue an honor and an "awesome" responsibility to present 

it meanbgfully. I reaiize that when stones such as these are shared, they are filtered 

through the listenefs own perceptions and world view. It is my hope that my s ~ d y  will 

have justly desmied and summarized as accurately as possible the educational and life 

joumeys of these students who fit my description of being successfid because they have 

discovered academic success in their individual educational paths, while maintainhg a 

strong sense of identity as Aboriginal people. 



These experiences, dong with rny attendance at the fiAh tri-annual World 

Indigenou Peoples Conference on Education in Hawaii in 1999 had a profound impact 

on strengthening my views on the nghts we have as Aboriginal people in Canada to 

d e h e  O-x concept of education and to attain this concept. An outcome Eom this 

coderence was the ratification of an international document that recognizes and affums 

Indigenous People's rights in education. This document, known as the Coolangatta 

Statement, is a culmination of six years of international dialogue conducted by an 

appointed task force fkom the 1993 conference and will be brought forward for 

presentation and recognition by the assernbly of the United Nations in September 2000. 

This particular statement helped me to understaad that, globally, there are lndigenous 

people who are realizing their inalienable right to be Indigenous, which includes the right 

to sel f-determination, 

Within Canada the thrust toward self-determination is forcehl as Aboriginal 

groups across the country are settling land claims and attempting to implement self- 

government Kirkness (1999) described the purpose for a policy of 1972 titied Indian 

Control of Indian Education: 

In 1972 the Indian people of Canada articulated a policy in education that would 
place the responsibility for education of Indians with Indians. The policy. known 
as Indian Control of Indian Education, states: Our airn is to make education 
relevant to the philosophy and needs of Indian people. We want education to give 
our children a strong seme of identity with codidence in their persona1 worth and 
abiIity. We believe in education: 

as a preparation for total living; 
as a means of Eee choice of where to live and work; 
as a means of enabhg us to participate in our own social, political and 
educationd advancement (p.68) 

Fuaher to this, the Report of the Royal Commission on Abonginal Peoples (1996) makes 

several recommendations in regard to education. The s m a r y  of recommendations, 

Volume 5 recommends that: 



3.5.1 EDUCATION AND SELF GOVERNMENT 

Federal, provincial and temtonal govemments act promptly to acknowledge that 
education is a core area for the exercise of Abonginal self-government. 

3 S.2 TRANSITIONAL CONTROL OF EDUCATION 

Federai, provincial and territonal govemments collaborate with Aboriginal 
govemments, oqanizations or education authonties. as appropriate, to support the 
development of Abongïnally contmlled education systems by 

(a) introducing, adapting or ensuring the flexible application of legislation to 
facilitate self-starting initiatives by Aboriginal nations and their cornmunities in 
the field of education; 
(b) mandating voluntary organizatioas that are endoned by substantial 
numbers of Aboriginal people to act in the field of education in urban and non- 
reserve areas where numbers warrant d l  such tirne as Aboriginal governments 
are established; and 
(c) providing funding commensurate with the responsibilities assumed by 
Aboriginal nations and their communities, or voluntary organizations, given the 
requirements of institutional and program developrnent, costs of serving small or 
dispened comrnunities, and special needs occurring fiom past failures of 
education senrices. @p. 2 19-220) 

With such initiatives, govemment policies, and supported recommendations, the 

tirne is right in Canada for Aboriginal people to initiate and assume control. 1 view the 

progress of settling land daims, establishing self-determination, and implementing self- 

govenunent as positive; however, it also leaves open the possibility for failure if the 

planning process is not approached with caution. 

Pnor to assuming control of educational services and hding,  there is a 

reqkment of co1Iaboration to dialogue on several issues by leaders, educaton, and the 

general public. Definitions, goals, implementation plans, and responsibilities are to be 

As an Aboriginal educator involved in this pmcess and effort to aiter the 

Aboriginal educationai experience, 1 see a necessity to reflect upon and evaluate my 

individual perspectives and the oppression 1 have a tendency to retain. Freire (1994) 

addressed the need to lierate fiom this oppression in order to look positively to the 



friture. This reffection 1 see as crucial as my historical experiences may prove to be 

barriers that camot be nilpassed It is not to Say that critical issues of Aboriginal people 

should be overiooked, but rather that the continuation of healing and growth must be 

fostered and supported. What 1 would suggest is more of a balance. Perhaps we as 

Aboriginal people hold ourselves down too often and in doing so are assisting the 

dominant society or governrnent systems in rnaintaining the overall oppression. In order 

to contribute positively to the Aboriginal educational experience, I have investigated and 

discwed the continuhg impact of assimilation and colonization within the educational 

systern. This thesis is attempting to prove that we can overcome these issues, not by 

relying on blame or negatives of the p s t ,  but by looking to our successes, which are 

there. Clearly and Peacock (1998) , refening to Freire (1997) in Pedagogy of the 

Oppressed, explained: 

A critical element of Paulo Freire's education for critical consciousness wasn't 
only speaking of awakenhg the cntical consciousness of the oppressed; he was 
also speaking to the need for educaton to confront themselves and their own 
practices, which have sometimes enslaved the schools that purport to educate 
children and have ultimately enslaved us as educaton. (p. 255) 

Throughout the course of rny research 1 have often thought about a metaphor that 

1 had applied to describe my educational experiences during a course offered by Dr. Eber 

Hampton titied "Indigenous Research Methodologies." 1 utilized the metaphor trail to 

describe this joumey because it brought me back to my own people, the Gwich'in of the 

McKenzie Delta 

The Gwich'in are bush people who foUow tnils. Traditionally, they followed the 

caribou across the land as they hunted. They live dong the MacKenzie River, which itseif 

is like a winding bai1 with many forks (creeks and streams). The river provides a means 

to travel, to heal, to ciri&, to cleanse; and provides fis4 a staple to the Gwich'in diet. 

Many of the people continue to travel on the river and are knowledgeable about "reading" 



the water, the depths, the sand bars, and the directions, although there are thousands of 

forks. 

When I was younger, 1 followed my mother when she went to set or visit rabbit 

snares. She had an instinct that she seemed to foliow so nahirally, aiways foliowing one 

trail or another. Along the way she was always der4 probably noticing many thïngs that 1 

did not. When taking a new trail, she would sometimes mark her way with a knife slash 

on a wiliow. 

Traplines are trails. They are trails that are individualized; each trapper has his 

own trail, which is known and respected by others. It is aiways monitored and used 

carefblly by traditional people. When an area is overused, it is left to grow or replenish. 

From an aerial view, the trails resemble a web, al l  interconnected over a huge area of 

land. There are decisions to make dong the wapwhich  trail to take, which not to tak- 

and sornetimes you need to break your own. If you are not in tune with your surroundings 

and become disonented, you could possibly lose your way. in areas of thick bush or deep 

snow someone always goes ahead to ease the way for followers. This is known as 

breaking frai f. 

During a discussion about my analogy with Dr. Hampton (June 1999), he quoted 

something he had read by Chief Poundmaker: "We are Iike a man that sat beside the trail 

so long it grew over. We can't go back, but neither can we keep sitthg." This made me 

think of the educationai path of the Aboriginal people in Canada over the past 500 years. 

We have been led dong this path; there have been many sad forks and turn~es ident ia l  

schools, culture and language Ioss, and comtless faiIures which are manifested through 

the unheaIthiness we are witnessing today. We are not continuhg to sit by the h l ;  there 

are currently positive advancernents in education across Canada We have the ability to 

cut our own trail and lay a foundation for soiid footing for the firture generations. There is 

a promising friture for the new generations, and the movement can only get stronger 



The trail I have taken in pursuit of higher education was not always a smooth one. 

As it was that fint day 1 tried to go to school in Aklavik, my shoes have been shick in the 

mud many t h e s  since. There were difncult decisions to make dong the way. in 1993 1 

divided my family to move to Saskatchewan to complete my Bachelor of Education 

degree. The personal consequences were such that it took years to End stable ground 

again. During my teaching years, although 1 always had a vision intact, ofien 1 was on the 

wrong trail. The trail over the p s t  two years is one on which 1 feel 1 have made the most 

progress. It has been satisfying both academically and penonally. My shoes will no doubt 

be shick in the mud again; however, I am now more coufident that 1 will make good 

decisioas if I corne to a fork or if I should stumble. 

n i e  students involved in my research project had their own paths. They had clear 

visions of where they were going fiom an early age. Theu paths were approached with 

integrity, intelligence, and foresight. 1 view them as breaking trail for others who are 

coming behind them. My hope is that we in the North will listen to their voices and take 

into consideration their stones and experiences in planning for the future. In learning 

from these students, 1 consider it my responsibility to pass on the teachings. The words of 

the late Chief Dan George (1974) rerninds me that this is a Native value: "Of ail the 

teachings we receive, this one is the most important: Nothing belongs to you; of what 

there is, of what you take, you must share" (p. 25). 



EPILOGUE: 

Finding Soiid Ground 

1 have fhquentiy referred to my educational experiences as a 'joumey.' This 

joumey has led me on various traik, and the corne of the trails has often been difficult to 

travel. However, 1 now comprehend, and appreciate the personal education 1 have derived 

h m  each of these experiences. 1 say persona1 because the experiences and lessons 1 have 

had affected me more as a human (a whole penon) than as a student or a teacher within 

an academic settuig. The understandings and knowledge 1 have gained kom my earliest 

recollections of following my aster to school in Aklavik, Northwest Temtories, and 

becoming glued in a swamp of mud, to my recent experiences in a graduate program at 

the University of Alberta have al1 played an integral part in who 1 became. 

As 1 began travelling in the role of researcher, 1  vas struck by a number of things, 

the f h t  being that 1 needed to clear away much of the baggage I was carrying. Although 

my research project was focused on what "enabled" Aboriginal students nom the north to 

succeed rather than on what "disabled" them, my personal agenda was more often 

focused on anger, fear, oppression, and negativity. It was no longer a matter of placing 

blame or lashing out, but one of working through each penonal experience, positive or 

negative, and acknowledging them as an experience with a lesson engrained. In gaining 

this laiowledge, I then came full circle and attempted to establish a vision for what my 

role tmly is meant to be as an Aboriginal educator h m  the north and how 1 must fulnll 

that role. 

It was a combination of listening to the stories of the participants in rny research, 

reading a concentration of iiterature regarding the historical and present situation of 

Aboriginal education, and having discussions with my cohort group in the First Nations 

Graduate Educatioa Rogram that triggered many of the mernories. At about the same 



t h e  as 1 was beginning to write, 1 was asked to be a participant in another student's study 

about Aboriginal educational experiences. 1 explained at the beginning of my thesis how 

1 "stnrggied with the constant river of emotion as scenes and images of my own 

educational joumey surfaced and resurfaced." 1 reaiized at that point that in order for me 

to justly descnie and s u m m e e  the stones of my research participants I had to reflect 

upon and examine my own past. This was much more than a recognition of biases or 

limitations to my study; it meant a shift in both attitude and appmach. 

1 do not believe my academic abilities in school were anything more than 

ordinary or average. Sornetimes 1 excelled, other times I failed. As a student, I suppose 1 

could be considered shy and quiet. I loved reading and writing. In some of the primary 

grades, 1 often wondered why the teacher acknowledged marks of other students and did 

not acknowledge mine, though they may have been equai or higher. 1 spent time thinking 

about those instances and considering how it codd have affected other Abonginal 

students to know that 1 had a high mark and for me to know that othm like me had done 

weil. For a time it seemed to me that onIy non-Aboriginal students did well. I doubted my 

own abilities. 

In the junior and high school grades, much of the time 1 coasted. I did not l e m  

how to study, nor did 1 think about continuhg on to postsecondary education. 1 later 

learned that some teachen saw potential in my abilities, but this information was not 

passed on to me. Mer hi& school 1 watched as many of the non-Aboriginal students 

went south to continue their education. No one had suggested that I thuik about it or that 1 

should apply to any postsecondary institution. 1 had no idea what was attainable, and if 1 

did, wodd 1 think that 1 could reach for those goals? 

In 1983, I began a Teacher Education Program in the north. 1 woriced hard and 1 

was eager, and excited. During this training 1 was not challenged to acknowledge and 

enhance the Aboriginal perspectives h m  which the students would be coming- In 0th- 

words, 1 felt 1 was taught to be a "White" teacher. The instnictors were well meaning and 



worked hard to teach subject methodologies. When 1 began teaching 1 hied hard to be 

Iike other non-Aboriginal teachers in the school in which 1 worked. I wanted to dress Like 

them, discipline Like them, and teach like them. In reflection, I was aware that I loved 

being with the students, but that teaching was not a particuIarly rewarding experience for 

me. There was something missing. 

ui the early 1990s 1 attended the University of Saskatchewan to complete my 

Bachelor of Education degree. This was where, for the f k t  the ,  1 began to research 

Aboriginal issues regardhg education and studied the histoly of education in the North 

and within Canada I wanted to change my approach and when I retumed to the north I 

became more outspoken and lobbied hard to implement culture and language programs. 

At this t h e  1 encountered some difficdt situations in the school. 

One such issue 1 shall refer to as the Gingerbread House issue. A certain 

cornmittee within the school in which 1 worked decided that this would be a good 

hdraiser. It was December, and a "gingerbread house" was set up in a classroom. There 

were small items for sale and students could go Christmas shopping during school houn. 

Teachers received instruction that each class had an allotted time to shop, and those 

students with no money were to sit outside the "gingerbread house" and not go in with 

their class. I knew that the students left outside would be Aboriginal students fiom low- 

incorne families. 1 became fiinous and lashed out. This was the 1990s; how dare our 

northem children be treated in this mamer by the school? And furthemore, why has the 

administration ailowed it to happa? 1 considered this to be a direct act of racimi.The 

issue was blown up throughout the community, Aboriginal orgarUzations and leaders 

became involved. The Teacher's Union of the Northwest Temitories became involved, 

and this was the bepinning of a negative tum for me. 

Another issue amse in which an Aboriginal parent reported that her child had had 

his mouth taped by a teacher in h n t  of the class. The rnanner in which this incident was 



handled and the way in which 1 felt the teacher involved was protected emged me. 1 

began to constantly challenge actions and initiatives within our school. 

The following year 1 became the vice principal. I utilized my power negatively, 

knowing full well that the Aboriginal organizations and community would support me. 1 

tried to take matten into my own hands and control every situation 1 could. My views 

were strongly imposed and the school atmosphere was often heavy with tension. 1 still 

feel that in some instances 1 needed to be an advocate for the students; however, 1 now 

realize that rny negative attitude and actions went against the important Abonginal values 

of humility and respect. In retrospect, 1 redize I should have had more open and fiank 

discussions rather than lashing out. 

Peaond chumstances brought me to the University of Alberta in the First 

Nations Graduate Education Program. Here 1 began to interact with other Aboriginal 

students, many of whom had been educators in their communities. We discovered that we 

shared many of the same experiences, hstrations, goals, and visions. We also tried hard 

to h d  solutions. My experience within this program slowed me down and chailenged 

me. The ftee discussions and sknilarities dlowed for healing and growth. Through the 

Elders, ceremonies, and prayers w i t h  our cohort group, a spintual and emotioad 

balance and dimension was added to my educationai experience. My supe~sor ,  Dr. Stan 

Wilson, a Cree Elder, was supportive and sofi s p o k e ~  intellechial and a traditional 

man. He, dong with his wife Peggy, the coordinator of the program, guided us through 

discussion, prayer, laughter, and sometimes tears. The mentors that I have had the 

privilege of meeting dong the waj-the Wilsons, Dr. Eber Hampton, Dr. Manu Meyer, 

and numemus other individud~aught me that I had the right vision and that al1 1 

needed to do was to develop a personal hplementation plan. It was a very himibhg, yet 

strengthening experience. 

The research project I undertook allowed me the honor of being in the presence of 

four students who, aithough they may not have been aware of it, chdenged me to think 



positively. Their stmng sense of positiveness was dI around. They recognized barriers; 

however. these were offset by their equaily strong sense of eficacy. The writïng process 

proved to be difncult and I often resorted to tears or hstration until I realized that in 

order to ûuiy honor my own educational joumey 1 needed to lighten the load. My 

experience in graduate school, particularly the thesis project strongly directed me to 

retlect on my own educational experiences and to move forward in a more positive 

manner. 1 now recognize that my many experiences, both positive and negative, each had 

a lesson to teach. 

All the individuals 1 encountered along the way were mentors. Some presented 

extremely difficult challenges; others presented a sense ofstrong, quiet support; and still 

others, like my participants, presented challenge. combined with hope for the fiiture. My 

joumey along this trail has taken a new tum, the program and the research experience 

have provided an opportunity for me to break a new trail. 



REFERENCES 

Abel, K. (1993). Drum~ongs: Ghpses  of Dene histo?y. Montreai: McGill-Queen's 
University Press. 

Assembly of Alaska Native Educators. (1989). Alaska standardrfor culturaliy responsive 
schools. Fairbanks Alaska Native Knowledge Network. 

Bernard, M. E. (1977). You can do it! How to boost yotir child's achievement in school. 
New York: Wamer Books. 

Blondin, G. (1 997). Yamoria. the luwmakec Stories of the Dene. Edmonton, AB: 
NeWest. 

Chan, K. S., & Hune,S. (1995). Racialization and panethnicity: From Asians in Amerka 
to Asiaa Americans. In W. D. Hawley & A. W. Jackson (Eds.), Toward a 
common destiny: Improving race and ethnic relations in America. San Francisco: 
Jossey-Bass. 

Chatterjee, B. B. (1 983). The g e c t  of environmental process variables on school 
uchievernent (5 1/2 to I I  years): me report of the Varanusi Centre. New Deihi: 
National Council of Educational Research and Training. 

Clearly, L. M., & Peacock, T. D. (1 998). Collected wisdom. Needham Heights, MA: 
Allyn & Bacon. 

Codjoe, H. M. (1997). Bkzckstudents and school success: A stridy of the experiences of 
academically niccessd Afncan-Anterican-Canodian student graduates in 
Aiberta 's secondary schook Unpublished PhD dissertation, University of 
Alberta, Edmonton. 

Common, R.W. & Frost, L.G. (1988). The implications of the mismeasurement of native 
student's intelligence tests through the use of standardized intelligence tests. 
Canadian journal of native education. 1 ( 1 S), 19-29. 

Connelly, M. F., & Clandinin, J. D. (1990). Narrative, experience and the study of 
c~cu1u.m. Cambridge Jountal of Education. 21(3) 

Contenta, S. (1 997). Ritrials of Failtire. Toronto: Between the Lines. 

Dawson, 1. (1 998). If my children are proud. Canadian Joirmul of Native Education. 
15 (1), 43-50. 

DeIpiî, L. (1995). Other peopZe 's chiidren: CuihruI conflict in the clarsroom. New York: 
New Press. 

Denzin, N. K., & Lincoln. Y .  S. (Eds.). (1994). Hrzndbookof qrurlitatnte remrch. 



Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Desperate strategy for desperate times. (2000, January 10). News North. p. .A7. 

Deutch. M. (1967). The disadbantaged child: Selected papers of M. Deutch and 
associates. New York: Basic Books. 

Devine, M., (1 998). Picking up the threads: Métis of the Mackenzie Basin. Yellowknife: 
Metis Hentage, NWT & Parks Canada, Canadian Hentage: Yellowlûufe, NWT. 

Emerson, L. W. (1 987). Tradition, change, and survival: Cognitive leaniing process, 
culture, and education. Canadian Joiirnal of Native Studies. I4(3), 43. 

Erickson, B. H. (1977). Understanding data. Toronto: McGraw-Hi11 Ryerson. 

Erickson, F. (1993). Transformation and school success: The politics and culture of 
educational achievernent. In E. Jacobs & C. Jordan (Eds.), Minority edttcation: 
Anthropoiogical perspectives Nonvood, NJ: Ablex. 

Fraenkel, J. R., & Wallen, N. E. (1996). How to design and waluate research in 
education. Toronto: McGraw Hill. 

Freire, P. (1997). Pedagogy of the oppressed. New York: Continuum. 

Gay, L. (1987). Edt~cutional research: Cornpetencies for analpis and application (3rd 
ed.). Columbus, OH: Memll. 

George, D., & Hirnschall, H. (1974). My heart soars. Saanichtoa, BC: Hancock House. 

Green, E. J. (1978). Birth order. parental interest. and acndernic achievement. San 
Francisco: R & E Research Associates. 

Hamrnersly, M. (1990). Reading ethnographie resecrch: A critical guide. London: 
Longman. 

Hampton, E. (1 995). Memory cornes before knowledge: Research may improve if 
researchen remember their motives. Cunadian Journal of Native Ed;tcution. 
2I(Suppl.), 46-54. 

Hernstein, R J., & Murray, C. (1994). Ilrie beil nrrve. New York: Free Press. 

Hookimaw-Witt, J. (I 998). Any changes since residential school? Journal of Natiw 
Education. 22(2), 1 59-1 70. 

Jacob E., & Jordan, C. (1993). Understanding minority edtmztion: Anthropo[ogicai 
perspectives. Norwood, NJ: AbIex. 

Kawagiey, O. A. (1995). A Yupiak worhf Mewr A pathwuy to ecology and spirit. Prospect 
Heights, IL: Waveland Press. 



Kirkness, V. J. (1999). Native Indian teachers: A key to progress. Canadian J o m l  of 
Native Education, 23(I), 57-63. 

Lassiter, R L (1966). nie association of income and educational achievement. 
Gainesville: University of Florida Press. 

Lee, S. J. (1 996). Unraveling the "rnodel minority " stereotype: Lktening tu Asian 
American youth. New York: Teachers College Press. 

Macpherson, N. J. (199 1). Dream and visions: Education in the Northwest Temtories 
from early dizys to 1984. YeIlowlmife: GNWT, Department of Education. 

Maina,, Faith. (1997). Culturally relevant pedagogy: First Nations education in Canada 
Canadian Jmrnal of Native Studies. l7(Z) 

Malik, M. A. (1 966). School perfrmance of chikiren receiving public assistance in 
Canada. Ottawa: Canadian Welfare Council. 

Marîh, J. (1 990). Kw 'atindee Bino comrnzinity teacher education program outline 
1990-92. Rae Edzo, NT: Dogrib Divisional Board of Education. 

Maxwell, J. A. (1996). Qualitative research design: An interactive approach. Thousand 
Oaks, CA: Sage. 

McCaleb, Saudia P. (1 994). Building Commzinities of Learners: Col[aboration 
AmongTeachers. Shidents, Families. and Commzinity. New York: S t . Martin's 
Press. 

McShane, D. & Plas, J. (1988).The relationship of intellectual and psycholinguistic 
abilities to the achievement gains of Amencan Indian chikiren. Canadian jorimal 
of native education. 1 (15). 66-79 

Meyer, M. A. (1998). Native Hawaiian epistemology: Cunternporury narratives. 
Unpublished Ph D Dissertation. Harvard University, Cambridge, MA. 

Milloy, S. S. (1999). A national crime: nie Canadian government and the residential 
school system, 2879 to 1986. Wînnipeg: University of Manitoba Press. 

Narf Govemment. (1991). Ourstudents. ortrfuhrae. Yellowknife: Department of 
Education, 

NWT Goverment. (1 993). Dene Kede ctcmcuIum domment. Yellowknife: Educaîion, 
Culture, and Employment; and Secretary of State. 

NWT Govemment (1994). People: Our focus for thefurire. Yellowknife Department of 
Education, Culture, and Employment 

NWT Govemment (1 998). Edzicational leadwshipr Report on a symposizmr 



80 

YellowMe: Department of Education, CuIture, and Employment. 

NWT Government. (1 999a). Minisrer S responre to the Forum on Edmztion 1999. 
Yellowlaùfe: Department of Education, Culture, and Employment. 

NWT Govenunent. (1 999b). Towurds ercellence. YeIlowknife: Department of Education, 
Culture, and Employment. 

Ogbu, J. U. (1978). Minority education and caste: The American systern in cross- 
ctt~htrd perspectives. New York: Academic Press. 

Ogbu, J. U. (1993). Frameworks: Variability in minority school performance: A problem 
in search of an explmation. Ln E. Jacob & C. Jordan (Eds.), Minority edticution: 
Anthropological perspectives @p. 83- 1 1 1). Norwood, NJ: Ablex. 

Overvold-Burger, J. (1976). Oicr Métis heritage: A portrayal. Yellowknife: Metis Nation. 

Ojord  Modem English Dictionary.(l992). Oxford: Clarendon Press. 

Pepper, F. C., & Henry, S. L.(I986). Social and cultural effects on Indian leaming style: 
Classroom implications Canadian Journal of Native Sttidies. 13(1), 

PoIiard, D. S. (1989). Against the odds: A profile of acadernic achieven nom the urban 
underclass. Joimrnal of Negro Education, 5 8(3), 297-308. 

Profeit-LeBlanc, L. (1993). Raven brings the light. In J. Archibald, V. Friesen, & 
J. Smith (Eds.), Courageous spirits: d boriginal heroes of orrr children. Penticton, 
BC: Theytus Books 

Pushkarenko, B. (1998, August 15). Supetvisor guilty of sex assault. Edmonton Journal, 
p. Al  

Quarter of NWT budget for ECE. (1999, August 23). News North. p. B LZ 

Royal Commission on Abonginal Peoples. (1996a). Education:Vol 3. Gathering 
strength. Ottawa: Canada communication Group. 

Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples. (1996b). Volume 4. Perspectives and 
realities. Ottawa: Canada Communication Group. 

Spradley, J. P. (1979). nie ethnographie interview. Toronto: Holt, Rinehart, & Winston. 

Sternberg, R. (1998). G r o g  intelligence: Why some groups are better than others. 
Intelligence, I2(4), 35 1-377. 

Tuhiwai Smith, L. (1999). DecolonizUig methodologiex Research and Indigenow 
peuples. New York: St. Martin's Press. 

Webster 3 Ll RNerside Dictionary. (1984). Boston, MA: Houghton-Mifflin. 



Wison, S. (1995). H O ~ O M ~  spintual knowledge. Canadian Journal of Native Education. 
2 I (SU@), 6 1-69. 

Wolcott, H. (1994). Tramfonning qualitative data: Desmption, analystk, and 
interpretation. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Wotherspoon, T. ( 1  998). The sociology of educotion in Canada: Critical perspectives. 
Toronto: Oxford University Press. 

York, G. (1992). The disposessed: Life and death in Native Canada. Toronto: Little, 
Brown, and Company (Canada). 




