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I. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 

Introduction 

The “children are our future” is an often recited sentiment within Aboriginal 

communities. There are no more pressing issues than those directed to overcoming the 

systemic challenges in securing positive, productive and sustainable education and 

employment opportunities for Aboriginal youth. Aboriginal youth are the most 

important and growing labour force demographic; their education and employment 

experiences will drive the economy of Atlantic Canada. 

 

Employment plays a key role in the economic prospects of First Nation communities. 

First Nation communities recognize the importance of employment opportunities to 

their communities’ potential prosperity. They have responded by deploying various 

training and work placement programs, workshops, toolkits and partnerships and by 

engaging with job readiness and skill development programs offered by Service Canada 

and Friendship and Native Centres. The statistics for both employment and income 

demonstrate significant gaps between First Nation and non-First Nation populations. 

First Nation people are more likely to be unemployed (31.1% for First Nation people on 

reserve and 45.9% for young adults 18 to 24 years old) and have lower wages (by 23%) 

than non-First Nation persons. One of the reasons attributed to these discrepancies is 

education. First Nation people have lower levels of graduation rates from high school 

and lower levels of education attainment in post-secondary education. In Canada, the 

attainment of appropriate levels of skills to meet the opportunities in the evolving 

knowledge economy will require higher levels of skill development and attainment of 

higher levels of education to meet that market demand.  

 

Education plays an important role in the pathway to workforce engagement of 

Aboriginal people and will play an increasing role in the knowledge economy. The 

educational achievement of First Nation persons in Canada however remains far below 

that of other groups within the population. Statistically, 34% of First Nation people aged 

25 to 64 do not complete high school compared to just 15% of non-First Nation people. 

Further, although in Atlantic Canada completion of post-secondary education was 

higher, the attainment of a University education was significantly lower for First Nation 

people (4.9%) as compared to non-First Nation people (26.5%). A pathway to sustained 

employment “strategy” for Aboriginal people necessarily needs to address and respond 

to the uniqueness of First Nations culture, history, traditions, structure, career 
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aspirations and the challenges to employment they face. A key component of that 

strategy involves secondary and post-secondary institutions. Although, secondary and 

post-secondary institutions have made an effort to integrate Aboriginal people into their 

institutions through programming initiatives, research collaborations, and Aboriginal 

student advisors, their collective response needs to be improved to allow for more 

effective integration and improved academic success of First Nation people.   

 

The purpose of this project is to explore the challenges inherent in the pathway from 

secondary school (i.e., high school) to post-secondary school to sustained employment.  

The study is fueled, in part, by the Truth and Reconciliation Commission Report (2015) 

Calls to Action of (10ii) “Improving education attainment levels and success rates”, (7) “ 

eliminate educational and employment gaps between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 

Canadians.” and (10i) “Providing sufficient funding to close identified educational 

achievement gaps within one generation.” 

 

Study Approach 

The study investigated the pathway from high school to post-secondary education to 

sustained employment. The project’s design is a case study approach in which a “case” 

is a First Nation community or a cluster of First Nation communities. By narrowing the 

investigation to specific First Nation communities, the researchers could more fully 

examine the pathways from high school to employment. The research methodology to 

conduct the case studies was a combined focus group and interview approach. 

Community case studies using this methodology allowed for a comprehensive set of 

interviews and focus groups with a broad circle of participants. Interviewees and focus 

group participants were identified in each First Nation community by community based 

partners and included a broad scope of people from each community. Focus groups and 

interviews were conducted with people on the pathway to employment (e.g., people in 

Adult Education classes, training programs, employment placement programs and youth 

programs), with leaders in First Nation communities (e.g., Chief and Band Councilors, 

Elders, Education Development, Economic Development, Native Employment Officers, 

Aboriginal Employment Coordinators), Principals and Deans of educational institutions 

(e.g., high school principals, Aboriginal Advisors, Recruitment Officers) and Directors of 

Labour-readiness programs (e.g., Director of Programing for Native Friendship, Native 

Employment Centres). 
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This project is an inter-University research project conducted by research teams located 

in three Maritime Provinces (i.e., Nova Scotia, New Brunswick, Prince Edward Island). 

The communities were identified and selected in collaboration with the Atlantic Policy 

Congress (APC). In Nova Scotia, selected for the study were Paq’tnkek and We’koqma’q 

First Nations. The communities studied in New Brunswick were Esgenoôpetitj, 

Elsipogtog, Tobique, Woodstock, Oromocto and Kingsclear First Nations. The First 

Nation communities in New Brunswick were clustered into two case studies based on 

both proximity and education authority. The communities in Prince Edward Island were 

Abegweit and Lennox Island First Nations which were combined into one provincial case 

study. The teams explored the inherent challenges to education attainment, labour 

force readiness and employment for Aboriginal people.  

 

Emerging Themes 

The themes emerging from the community case analyses reveal structural, systemic and 

cultural influences and challenges for First Nation communities in preparing their 

community members for the employment opportunities projected for the Canadian 

economy. An overall theme which emerged from our analyses, perhaps expectantly, 

was the reoccurrence of challenges identified in research studies and public policy 

documents over many studies and over many years. The themes of insufficient and 

short-term funding, lack of culturally relevant programming in curricula, systemic 

discrimination, lack of preparation in high school for post-secondary enrollment, lack of 

data to track Aboriginal students enrolled in post-secondary educational institutions and 

lack of support for the transition from high school to post-secondary programs, for 

example, are well documented in prior research studies and reports (see Orr, 2008 and 

Bruce et al, 2010 for a review) but persist. 

 

Although observations confirm the persistence of same themes in this study, many, if 

not all, of the themes have received significant attention from the leadership in First 

Nation communities. Unlike those prior studies, significant progress through innovation 

and effective prioritization of these issues is evident from the case study analyses. First 

Nation communities have offered a multitude of skills and placement programs to 

community members, have forged partnerships with off reserve public and private 

companies to develop internships and job placements for community members, have 

deployed resources from Own Source Revenue to better support post-secondary 

education pursuits, have offered  Adult Education classes in the community, have 

partnered with Community Colleges and Universities to offer courses in the Community 
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and have built schools to directly offer culturally relevant programming. At a regional 

and provincial level, agencies (e.g., Mi’kmaw Native Friendship Centre, Native Council) 

have developed skills programs which are delivered across communities, created job 

banks and job matching databases and support programs (e.g., drivers’ licenses, resume 

writing, etc.) for Aboriginal job seekers.  

 

New Directions  

It is clear from our research and analyses that First Nations communities are both 

proactive and innovative in their approach to preparing community members for post-

secondary education attainment and sustained employment. First Nations communities 

and support agencies will need to continue to be innovative and proactive in their 

development and delivery of programs. In addition, communities (and their funders) 

need to acquire longer-term funding to support transitions to employment, to develop 

academic counseling for both middle and high school youth to ensure the development 

and realization of students’ aspirations, to build the appropriate skill capacity in 

community members to meet the market demand for employment, and to continue to 

introduce culturally sensitive curricula. 

 

Conclusion 

The pathway from high school to sustained employment for Aboriginal people is 

characterized by unique influences and barriers which are structural, systemic and 

cultural in nature. Analyses of case studies of select communities throughout the 

Maritime Provinces reveal a number of recurring themes (e.g., inadequate funding 

model, need for transition services along the pathway, racism, generational policy, the 

need for culturally appropriate curricula) along that pathway. Based on prior studies, 

many, if not most, of these themes are recurring. The difference captured in this study is 

that obvious and measurable progress has been made by First Nation communities and 

regional and provincial support agencies in addressing these themes. First Nation 

communities have been both proactive and innovative and they will have to continue to 

be proactive and innovative. It is apparent that additional progress in reducing or 

eliminating the structural, systemic and cultural themes must be now driven by the 

initiatives of educational institutions who offer secondary and post-secondary 

education, of employers who offer internships and sustained employment, of 

government agencies who deliver programs and shape the funding models and of 

society generally. First Nation communities have invested a substantial effort in their 

own communities, however they are not responsible for nor can they independently 
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address all themes as revealed. The TRC (2015) makes it clear that society and its 

stakeholders must meet those communities with, at the very least, the same effort. 

Education institutions, in particular, have the resources and infrastructure to play a 

significant role in reducing the unique challenges and barriers that Aboriginal students 

face. 
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II.RESEARCH TEAM 

 

The research team is a composite of researchers from three Universities representing a) 

three Maritime Provinces (i.e., Nova Scotia, New Brunswick, Prince Edward Island), b) 

various relevant academic disciplines (i.e., education, counseling, sociology, 

anthropology, business) and c) experience in Aboriginal research. The research team 

was selected to provide regional diversity, differing academic lenses and existing 

relationships with Aboriginal communities in the Maritime Provinces. One of the co-

researchers has self-identified as Aboriginal and all have research interests and/or 

programs requiring collaborations with First Nation communities. In addition to the 

principal investigator and co-researchers, this proposal included several collaborators 

acting as project manager and research assistants.  

 
Researchers by University Affiliation: 
 
i. St. Francis Xavier University (Lead Institution) 
Dr. Mary Oxner, Associate Professor, Schwartz School of Business (Principal Investigator) 
Dr. L. Jane McMillan, former Canada Research Chair of Aboriginal Peoples and Sustainable 
Communities (2006-2016), and Chair of the Anthropology Department 
Dr. Jeff Orr, Dean, Faculty of Education 
Ellen Carter, MEd Student (Research Assistant) 

 

ii. University of New Brunswick 
Dr. Amanda Benjamin, Associate Professor, Faculty of Education  
Dr. Jeff Landine, Associate Professor, Faculty of Education  
Dr. Ann Sherman, Dean, Faculty of Education 
Shane Perley Dutcher, Michael Hennessey, Brad Martin, Daryl Metallic, Shelby Sappier 
and Amy Sock (Research Assistants) 
 
iii. University of Prince Edward Island 
Dr. Gary Evans, Associate Professor, Faculty of Business  
Dr. Ronald MacDonald, Dean, Faculty of Education  

 
iv. Other 
Denise Moore (Project Manager) 

 

 

  

http://www.stfx.ca/
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III. PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

 

Sustained employment plays a key role in the economic prospects of First Nation 

communities. First Nation communities recognize the importance of employment 

opportunities to their communities’ potential prosperity and have responded by 

deploying various training and work placement programs, workshops and toolkits. 

Organizations like the Native Friendship Centres and Councils (e.g., Aboriginal Peoples 

Training & Employment Commission) are also responding to the need for strategies to 

support the workforce engagement of Aboriginal peoples.  

 

Education plays an important role in the pathway to workforce engagement of 

Aboriginal people and will need to play an increasing role. The educational achievement 

of First Nation people in Canada remains far below that of other groups within the 

population. This is generally true whether people are living in remote reserves with 

potentially difficult access to educational resources or in more urban areas of Canada. A 

pathway to employment “strategy” for Aboriginal people necessarily needs to address 

the uniqueness of First Nation culture, history, structure, career aspirations and 

challenges to employment. A key component of that strategy involves post-secondary 

institutions. Although, post-secondary institutions have made an effort to integrate 

Aboriginal youth into their institutions through programming initiatives, research 

collaborations and Aboriginal student advisors, their collective response must be 

improved to allow for more effective integration and improved academic success of 

Aboriginal students.  

 

The purpose of this project is to explore the influences and challenges inherent primarily 

in our education system that either advance or impede the progress to education 

attainment and sustained employment of the Aboriginal population. The project 

includes a review of the current research literature and policy reports which have 

previously attempted to assess the efficacy of secondary and post-secondary programs 

for Aboriginal people. Based on that literature, the project researchers engaged youth, 

community members, organizations and educational institutions along the pathways to 

education attainment and sustained employment. An analysis of the pathway reveals 

structural, systemic and cultural barriers and influences which both support and impede 

progress along that pathway. Directions designed to enhance the necessary support 

mechanisms and reduce the barriers are identified. 
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IV.LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Introduction 

In the next decade, the Canadian economy is expected to offer significant opportunities 

for employment. Those opportunities reflect both Canada’s emergence as a knowledge 

economy and the impact of retirement from the workforce of the baby boomer 

generation. “The labour landscape is being redefined at a dizzying pace. New and 

emerging technologies, demographic change and globalization are profoundly changing 

the way work gets done and what the jobs of the future will require of our youngest 

workers.” (Bednar et al, 2017, p.6). In a knowledge-driven economy, there is a reliance 

on the availability of highly qualified and skilled employees. “The number of highly 

skilled jobs has grown at a faster rate than jobs which require lower levels of skill and 

education” (Bednar et al, 2017, p.11). An expectation exists that the demand for a 

skilled labour force will be serviced, in part, by an increasing First Nation workforce. 

Unlike the Canadian population generally, the First Nation population is growing faster 

(from 2006 to 2011, 20.1% compared to 5.2% (Statistics Canada, 2013)) and is younger 

(28 years of age compared to 41 years of age (Statistics Canada, 2013)) than the 

Canadian population. Many of the opportunities for employment in the next decade will 

require skills that First Nation individuals, like others Canadians, who seek employment 

in the knowledge economy will need to develop. Consequently, more First Nation 

individuals will need to attain post-secondary training and education to meet the 

demands of those emerging employment opportunities. 

 

 “Post-secondary education offers many social-economic benefits for Aboriginal 

students and their communities across Canada including increased income, better 

health, and decreased poverty and crime rates” (Bruce et al, 2010, p. 17). In Canada, 

people of First Nation ancestry are, however, underrepresented in comparison to non-

First Nation people in post-secondary education (Malatest, 2004). Further, the 

education achievement gap for both secondary and post-secondary education between 

First Nation and non-First Nation youth in Canada is widening (Dharia, 2013). The Truth 

and Reconciliation Commission Report (2015) acknowledged the education gap between 

Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal Canadians and called for its elimination by improving 

education attainment levels and success rates (see Appendix P). The 

underrepresentation of First Nation people in post-secondary education is related to 

several issues that are commonly cited in the literature including historical influences, 

inadequate academic preparation, financial challenges, social issues and 
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underdeveloped support for Aboriginal peoples by post-secondary institutions.  

 

As a result of lower levels of education attainment, the mean income of First Nation 

people in Canada is considerably lower than that of other Canadians. First Nation 

Canadians have higher unemployment levels and lower average incomes (Statistics 

Canada, 2015). The employment gap between the Aboriginal and the non-Aboriginal 

workforce is increasing and, like the education gap, the elimination of the employment 

gap is acknowledged in the Truth and Reconciliation Commission Report (2015) Calls to 

Action (see Appendix P). Almost half of the income gap between First Nation and non-

First Nation Canadians is related to differing levels of education attainment (Sharpe et 

al, 2009). Inadequate levels of financial support have meant that post-secondary 

education is out of reach for many First Nation people (Malatest, 2004). First Nation 

students are less likely to be able to draw on financial support from their families to 

pursue post-secondary education opportunities. The lack of both post-secondary 

education opportunities and attainment directly impacts employment opportunities and 

income levels. 

 

The Pathway to Labour Force Readiness 

The pathway to labour force readiness, as conceptualized and depicted in Figure 1, links 

the components of secondary school (i.e., high school) and post-secondary education to 

sustained employment. Progression along the pathway, whether in a linear manner as 

depicted or more organically as often experienced, should lead to sustained 

employment. Understanding the profile of Aboriginal people by component provides 

initial insights into the challenges and successes along that pathway. 

 

Figure 1: Pathway to Sustained Employment 
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Pathway to Labour Force Readiness – HIGH SCHOOL EDUCATION  

i. Profile – High School 

The completion of secondary education (i.e., high school) is the main gateway to post-

secondary education attainment and by extension to sustained employment. The high 

school graduation rate of Aboriginal youth is 59.5% (Statistics Canada, 2015). In 

comparison, the high school completion rate for non-Aboriginals is 87.9% (Statistics 

Canada, 2015; FNREEES, 2016). The graduation rate for the Aboriginal population varies 

by gender and by location such that females (65.3%) have higher completion rates than 

do males (53.7%) and off-reserve Aboriginal youth have higher completion rates than do 

on-reserve youths (FNREEES, 2016). In the Maritime Provinces, high school completion 

rates are better than the national average for the Aboriginal population with 65.9% 

earning a high school diploma (i.e., 52.2% graduated from high school and 13.7% 

graduated through upgrading) (Castleden et al , 2017). Further, Aboriginal students 

attending a First Nation school are reported to have even higher high school completion 

rates. 

  

A profile of the Aboriginal population in secondary school is revealed in the First Nations 

Regional Early Childhood, Education and Employment Survey (FNREEES, 2016). The 

profile of students in secondary schools is characterized as: 90.4% were cared for by 

their biological parents (75.0% mothers, 15.4% fathers), 47.3% reported that they 

always had people they could turn to for help (35.7% sometimes had parenting 

support), 39.2% live in a household with incomes of less than $20,000, the majority of 

parents or guardians have less than a high school diploma (i.e., males 54.6%, female 

47.5%), 90% of parents and guardians believed that learning a First Nation language was 

very or somewhat important, 86.1% of parents and guardians believe that it is very or 

somewhat important for children to learn the traditional teachings of their people, 

89.1% reported that the language used in schools was English, and 19.8% reported that 

racism was a problem in school (FNREEES, 2016). The context in secondary schools is 

characterized as: 75.5% of First Nation youth reported that their parents or guardians 

communicated with their teachers and 69.9% attended a school function, 36.1% were 

helped by Elders to learn about traditional teachings and 19.5% learned from 

community members about traditional teachings, 20% have A’s and 39.8% have B’s, 

82.6% agreed that they were happy at school, 19.2% never missed a day of school while 

20% were late and missed more than five days a month of school mostly due to illness, 

sleeping in and medical appointments, 16.1% dropped out of school because of lack of 

interest (32.8%), the climate at school (22.7%), problems with the teacher (22.4%), 
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problems with school work (21.4) or expulsion (19%), of those who dropped out 73.3% 

returned because of parental or guardian support (53.6%) or realized the value of an 

education (45.9%), 88.9% reported that their job skills were excellent or average, 88.2% 

believed that it was important to their mothers or female guardians that they graduate 

from high school, and 75.2% of mothers and female guardians believed it was important 

to attain post-secondary education. Overall, the profile of Aboriginal secondary school 

students is characterized by an interest in education and by optimism about 

preparedness for future education and employment aspirations and opportunities. The 

aspirations for future education and employment do not however translate into post-

secondary education attainment and sustained employment. 

 

ii. Challenges – High School  

Lower high school completion rates for Aboriginal students as compared to non-

Aboriginal students are attributable to a multitude of challenges that obstruct that 

completion. Those barriers include a lack of a) career counseling and insufficient 

academic preparation, b) lack of culturally sensitive teaching and c) historical 

implications. 

 

a) Career Counseling and Academic Preparation - The lack of career planning and 

counseling impacts students in their transition to post-secondary education programs. 

In a survey of Maritime students, 91% of youth reported that their schools provided 

them with information about how to further their education after high school (Castleton 

et al, 2017). The information, however, needs to be provided in a more poignant 

timeframe and in a more proactive manner. Current academic preparation especially in 

English (or French), math and science does not adequately prepare Aboriginal students 

for post-secondary education and consequently creates the need to take preparatory 

courses (e.g., bridging programs) thereby delaying enrollment in post-secondary 

education (Bruce et al, 2010). 

 

b) Lack of Culturally Sensitive Teaching - The lack of Aboriginal teachers and lack of 

accompanying culturally sensitive curricula impacts high school completion rates (Orr, 

2008; Bruce et al, 2010). An effort to address the lack of Aboriginal teachers in 

secondary school has been attended to, in part, as there has been a significant increase 

in the number of Aboriginal teachers in the Atlantic Provinces (Orr, 2008). The increase 

is evidenced in a survey of youth in the Maritime Provinces who collectively reported 
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that 70.9% of youth attending school reported having a First Nations teacher (Castleton 

et al, 2017).  

 

c) Historical Implications - The history of First Nation people and their communities 

necessarily impacts education attainment. Historically, the education system’s use of 

residential and day schools was used to accomplish assimilation. The legacy of the 

trauma of forced assimilation still challenges many First Nation people (Bruce et al, 

2010; TRC, 2015). The Truth and Reconciliation Commission Report (2015) identified and 

documented significant and lifelong impacts experienced by survivors of residential 

schools. In 2016, 31.9% of youth in schools in the Maritime Provinces had a grandparent 

or parent who had attended residential schools (Castledon et al, 2017). The 

intergenerational effects of residential schools are often characterized by lower levels of 

parental support for educational pursuits. Support from parents and family, more than 

any other community, institutional or individual influences, plays a key role in the 

success of high school graduation. In a survey of Maritime Aboriginal students, 54.6% of 

Maritime Aboriginal students reported that they did not have adequate encouragement 

or support from anyone in relation to their education while growing up (Castleton et al, 

2017). According to the FNREEES (2016) survey, the majority (88.2%) of First Nations 

youth believed that it was important to their mother or female guardians that they 

graduate from high school and the majority also believed that it was important (75.2%) 

to their mother or female guardian that they complete post-secondary education.  

 

iii. Recommendations – High School 

There are a number of recommendations in the literature related to improving 

secondary school graduation rates. The recommendations include career planning, 

enhancing the support for education attainment and First Nation controlled schools.  

 

a) Career Planning - Career planning necessarily plays a significant role in student 

success through to high school graduation because it provides realistic and practical 

guidance for students as they determine the educational requirements for achieving 

their career aspirations. Students should be informed years earlier than just prior to 

their transition to post-secondary programs about possible pathways and preparedness 

for post-secondary programs and the labour market. Encouraging students to study 

potential career pathways and engage in summer placements in areas of interest 

prepares students for the future (Bruce et al, 2010).  
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b) Support - Given the strong influence that parents have on their children, it is 

important to consider family and community when creating programs that promote 

education and employment (FNREEES, 2016). Developing opportunities for Aboriginal 

parents and communities to participate in supporting students’ success(es) in schools 

and colleges supports higher high school graduation rates (Taylor et al, 2016). Formal 

schooling often occurs later in life and not right out of high school as most First Nation 

parents became parents at a young age (FNREEES, 2016). 

 

c) Band Operated Schools - The opportunity for community owned and Band operated 

schools and Aboriginal partnered colleges through structural changes would also 

support higher high school graduation rates (Taylor e al, 2016). 

 

 

Pathway to Labour Force Readiness – POST-SECONDARY EDUCATION  

i. Profile – Post-Secondary Education Attainment 

Completion of post-secondary education is the best predictor of employment 

attainment and economic prosperity. The enrollment and completion rates of Aboriginal 

students is increasing however the increase is not keeping pace with the national 

average thereby increasing the gap between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal populations 

(Malatest, 2004; Bruce et al, 2010). “Aboriginal students do poorly on progression, 

retention and graduation rates” (Bruce et al, 2010, p. 11). Of Aboriginal people aged 25 

to 64 , 45% had some form of post-secondary education with 13% earning a trade 

certificate, 19% earning a college diploma and 9% earning a University certificate, 

diploma or degree (Statistics Canada, 2015). In comparison, 64.7% of the non-Aboriginal 

population (of the same age category) had completed post-secondary programs 

(Statistics Canada, 2015). Of the non-Aboriginal population, 12.0% had a trade 

certificate, 21.3% had a college diploma, 4.9% had a university certificate or diploma 

and 26.5% had a university degree. The results in Atlantic Canada are better as the 

Aboriginal population is more likely to complete a non-university diploma than are the 

rest of the population (Bruce et al, 2010). Of those graduating from university, 

Aboriginal women (13%) are more likely than Aboriginal men (9%) to complete a 

university degree while men are more likely to pursue trades, technical and vocational 

education. The results for University completion demonstrate an education attainment 

gap between the non-Aboriginal (26.5%) and Aboriginal (4.9%) populations with only 

25% of Aboriginal students who begin University completing their program (Bruce et al, 

2010). Further, the outcomes for post-secondary completion are in stark contrast to the 
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aspirations of 18 to 64 years old of whom 79% hoped to finish post-secondary education 

(FNREEES, 2016; Castleton et al, 2017).  

 

ii. Challenges – Post-Secondary Education Attainment 

The comparatively lower levels of post-secondary enrollment and completion 

demonstrate that barriers exist in the attainment of education (Taylor et al, 2016). The 

barriers to the completion of post-secondary education include lack of preparation for 

the transition, lack of culturally sensitive support structures and curriculum, lack of 

culturally sensitive programs, wait lists for programs, culturally insensitive assessment 

criteria, racism and a lack of financial support. 

 

a) Lack of Preparation for the Transition - Students are not adequately prepared for the 

transition to post-secondary education; that transition has cultural, financial, language, 

academic, daycare and scheduling challenges for which students are not appropriately 

prepared (Bruce et al, 2010; Taylor et al, 2016). The lack of preparedness for post-

secondary education results in the low level of post-secondary completion. The post-

secondary education attainment is in direct contrast to reported aspirations of students. 

In a survey of Maritime Aboriginal students, 70% of youth anticipated that most or all of 

their friends were planning to further their education or training after leaving high 

school and half aimed to earn a college or university education. Another 30% had 

ambitions to pursue graduate or professional degrees (Castleton et al, 2017). In the 

same survey, 87.8% saw no barriers to obtaining post-secondary education (Castleton et 

al, 2017). Like high school students, students attending a post-secondary program 

reported that parents and family support was the greatest contributor to their success 

(Bruce et al, 2010).  

 

b) Lack of Culturally Sensitive Support Structures and Curriculum - In high school, 

support structures are often in place to support students. Students attending post-

secondary education programs most often need to travel away from their communities 

and function in an environment void of appropriate support structures and cultural 

programming. First Nation knowledge, values, and traditions have largely been absent 

from the curriculum, policies and support structures of post-secondary institutions 

(Malatest, 2004). Most faculty and staff in post-secondary institutions are from cultures 

that are different from First Nation peoples and they therefore have limited 

understanding of the diversity of First Nation cultures. Aboriginal students do not 

identify with images of faculty and students which are not reflective of First Nation 
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peoples. A number of educational institutions across Canada have begun to address the 

implementation of culturally sensitive programs and support structures into their 

curricula using differing approaches (see an overview of initiatives across Canada in both 

Orr, 2008 and Bruce et al, 2010).  

c) Wait Lists for Programs - Wait lists for admission to post-secondary education 

programs, especially community college, can be extensive and can delay registration 

and enrollment for years. The lack of availability of spaces in programs is a barrier to 

education attainment (Bruce et al, 2016; Taylor et al, 2016).  

 

d) Culturally Insensitive Assessment Criteria - The assessment criterion for acceptance 

into programs is void of culturally relevant assessment criteria (Taylor et al, 2016). 

Developing assessment strategies with Elders and other representatives from Aboriginal 

groups for admission to educational programs especially in community college is 

necessary. The development of holistic assessments should include culturally relevant 

materials (Taylor et al, 2016). 

 

e) Racism - Racism is evident in post-secondary education throughout Canada. The Truth 

and Reconciliation Commission Report (2015) stated that most Canadians are unaware 

of the history and effects of colonialism on Aboriginal peoples. The basis for this 

ignorance is often found in the education systems throughout the country (TRC, 2015; 

Taylor et al, 2016). 

  

f) Financial Constraints - Financial constraint is an issue for Aboriginal students attending 

post-secondary programs. In a survey of Maritime Aboriginal people, 85.3% indicated 

that they received funding for post-secondary training and education however 47.2% 

reported that the level of funding was insufficient (Castledon et al, 2017). Funding 

formulas for education support vary by community, however, the amount of funding 

provided has not changed over a decade and is often limited to the payment of tuition 

fees (Bruce et al, 2010; Taylor et al, 2016). In addition, the financial costs of 

transportation, daycare and accommodation are costs students have limited experience 

in budgeting and planning. Financial assistance is also less likely to be available from 

parents who do not have the resources to financially support their children, a direct 

result of the income gap between the Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal populations.  
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iii. Recommendations – Post-Secondary Education Attainment 

There are a number of recommendations related to improving post-secondary school 

completion rates. The recommendations include accessibility to education, integrating 

culturally relevant curriculum, developing culturally sensitive assessment criteria and 

warehousing data for tracking.  

 

a) Accessibility to Education - To accommodate the expressed needs of Aboriginal 

students to remain in their communities and to better access post-secondary 

instruction, post-secondary programs need to be more accessible by offering on-line, 

distance learning and on-reserve training (Bruce et al, 2010; FNREEES, 2016). “CBU, St. 

Francis Xavier University, and St. Thomas University and the University of New 

Brunswick (UNB), all offer targeted programming on reserve which enables First Nations 

students to remain connected with their home communities, and often to study part-

time while working” (Taylor et al 2016, p. 25). In a report on modernizing the work force 

in Canada, specific recommendations directed to the Aboriginal population include 

continue to invest in education infrastructure through high-speed internet to allow for 

accessible training opportunities and to develop distance education training by 

partnering with Canadian universities and community colleges to allow for individuals to 

stay in their communities (Bednar et al, 2017). 

 

b) Culturally Relevant Curriculum - “Policy literature contends that there will be more 

success for students if the curriculum is culturally appropriate, applied in context, taught 

by those attuned to Aboriginal cultures and reflective of traditional values” (Bruce et al, 

2010, p. vii). Incorporating First Nation culture, histories and accomplishments is 

increasingly being acknowledged as fundamental to the education attainment of 

Aboriginal people (FNREEES, 2016). Only since the release of the Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission Report (2015) have post-secondary institutions begun to 

acknowledge that their approach to and support for First Nation students is sparse, at 

best. Those educational institutions have a responsibility to address the Calls to Action 

in the TRC (2015). Culturally appropriate programming should incorporate Aboriginal 

faculty and staff, reinforce the role of Elders on campus and include Aboriginal history, 

accomplishments, rights and cultural content. Culturally relevant content should also be 

included in the curriculum of non-Aboriginal students (Taylor et al, 2016). The policy 

literature supports the incorporation of culturally appropriate programming in post-

secondary intuitions (Bruce et al, 2010). Studies of Aboriginal teachers teaching in the 

classroom using their own language and culture as the basis of curriculum content have 
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demonstrated success in school systems (Bruce et al, 2010). “The integration of 

traditional Knowledge in all levels of education is seen by Elders and Aboriginal scholars 

as essential to creating the cultural safety necessary for successful completion of college 

and transition to the workforce. The role of Elders is therefore important in creating and 

maintaining cultural safety” (Taylor et al, 2016, p 18).  

 

c) Data Tracking – The implementation of a data collection and tracking database would 

allow for improved planning, better access to retention and graduation rates and better 

assessment of student preparedness for specific programming (Malestat, 2004; Bruce et 

al, 2010). 

 

Pathway to Labour Force Readiness - SUSTAINED EMPLOYMENT  

i. Profile – Sustained Employment 

 “First Nations employment and employment related themes are part of a complex 

landscape influenced by multiple factors: historical context, systemic inequalities, access 

to post-secondary education, employment opportunities, gender, use of information 

technology, and other social economic dynamics” (FNREEES, 2016, p.44). “Job 

opportunities for post-secondary education graduates have improved considerably over 

the last 20 years. From 1990 to 2010, the number of jobs for post-secondary education 

graduates more than doubled to 4.4 million. In contrast, for those with a high school 

diploma or less, the number of jobs declined by 1.2 million in the same time period” 

(Taylor et al 2016, p. 22). The attainment of post-secondary education is imperative and 

increasingly relevant for most employment. “Youth with less education particularly 

struggle. In 2015, youth (15-24) with less than a high school diploma had an 

employment rate of 53.9% significantly lower than youth who completed post-

secondary education” (Bednar et al, 2017, p.14).  

 

“The 2011 National Household Survey showed an employment rate of 62.5% among 

Aboriginal people of core working age (aged 25 to 64). The comparable rate for non-

Aboriginal people is 75.8%” (Statistics Canada, 2015, p. 22). The employment rate of the 

Aboriginal population, like other populations, increases as education levels increase 

(Sharpe et al, 2007; FNREEES, 2016). The exception is Aboriginal women who achieve 

better academic success and have higher employment aspirations but their employment 

outcomes are lower than the employment levels of Aboriginal men (FNREEES, 2016). Of 

those employed, the employment rate was 34.5% for those with less than a high school 

diploma, 56.2% for those with a high school diploma or equivalent, 64.6% for those with 
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a college certificate or diploma and 85.7% for those with a University degree (FNREEES, 

2016). The unemployment rate is higher for men (36.5%) than for women (24.8%) and 

the unemployment rate was highest for young adults (i.e., aged 18 to 24 years old) 

(45.9%). Although most people worked full time, a notable minority (14.5%) worked less 

than thirty hours per week at their main job (FNREEES, 2016). The proportion of those 

working less than 30 hours per week was higher (28.7%) in the 18-24 age group mostly 

because there was no work (53.4%) or because of family responsibilities (13.8%) 

(FNREEES, 2016). The labour force participation rate is highest in smaller communities 

(i.e., less than 300 citizens) (FNREEES, 2016).  

 

First Nation employment occurs in a range of industries with a significant percentage of 

employment in First Nations government. Of those who are employed 40.5% work in 

First Nations government, 9.8% in education, 8.1% in resources, 7.7% in health and 

social, and 7.5% in construction (FNREEES, 2016). Of the type of positions in which 

Aboriginal people are employed 22.6% are labourers, 19.3% are professional positions, 

17.1% are in administrator roles, 14.8% are services staff, 10.4% are clerical staff, 9.9% 

are manual workers and 3.8% are in sales (FNREEES, 2016). 

 

The income gap between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal employees persists and is 

fueled, in part, by the education gap which results in more limited employment 

opportunities. As stated in the Truth and Reconciliation Commission Report (2015) “the 

income gap is persuasive: non-Aboriginal Canadians earn more than Aboriginal workers 

no matter whether they work on reserve, off reserve, or in urban, rural or remote 

settings” (TRC, 2015, p. 147). The mean after tax income of First Nation people was 

$17,821 as compared to that of the non-First Nation population which was $27,622, a 

difference of approximately $10,000 (Statistics Canada, 2015). “Among people 25 to 54 

years of age, the income gap between all Aboriginal groups and non-Aboriginal people is 

lessened with the completion of post-secondary school” (Statistics Canada 2015, p. 27). 

The overall difference in the median income for First Nations people compared to the 

non-Aboriginal population was approximately $15,000 ($23,600 vs. $38,657) while for 

those with post-secondary education the gap was reduced to approximately $10,700 

($33,100 vs. $43,832) (Statistics Canada, 2015). 

 

ii. Challenges – Sustained Employment 

“Systematic barriers have contributed to the gap in employment rates and work 

opportunities between First Nations and non-First Nations populations in Canada” 
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(FNREEES, 2016, p44). The barriers to sustained employment include the lack of job 

opportunities on reserve and lack of appropriate skills/education attainment. Many of 

the employment opportunities that the Aboriginal population desires are in the 

community but these opportunities are limited. Without a corresponding increase in 

band opportunities, there will be fewer opportunities for people wanting to stay on-

reserve. Success in the workplace is improved if language, culture and traditions are 

incorporated into the work environment whenever feasible (FNREEES, 2016). The main 

support for labour force engagement is family support as those with family support are 

more likely to be employed. 

  

a) Skill Development - A knowledge economy, which is presumed to drive the new 

employment opportunities, is characterized by employment opportunities in medicine, 

business, science, etc. The most common programs for Aboriginal people are 

humanities, business and education (Bruce et al, 2010). The development of skills for 

the knowledge economy requires proficiency in math, science and English. Aboriginal 

students are however underrepresented in science education programs (Bruce et al, 

2010) therefore they are not acquiring the skills for in-demand employment 

opportunities. Further, without the attainment of a post-secondary education, 

Aboriginal people will be at a disadvantage in attaining the predicted and projected 

employment opportunities of the knowledge economy. The Aboriginal population’s 

lower levels of education attainment presumably result in lower levels of engagement in 

the labour market (Bruce et al, 2010). The knowledge economy offers job opportunities 

which require medium to high skill levels. 71.7% of employment growth over the next 

ten years will be in highly skilled occupations (FNREEES, 2016). Currently, Aboriginal 

people occupy more of the semi-skilled and low skilled occupations (e.g., construction, 

fishing) while non-Aboriginal people are employed in more highly skilled occupations 

(e.g., management, professions). This difference in employment has resulted in 

employment earnings for the Aboriginal population being 23% lower than the general 

population (Bruce et al, 2010) and given the market demand for skills, the employment 

gap is likely to widen. 

 

b) Employment On-Reserve - First Nations are a major employer for First Nation people 

(FNREEES, 2016). 58% of First Nation adults who were employed were working in First 

Nation government to be close to family, to give back to community and for financial 

reasons (FNREEES, 2016). More than half of those who commuted to work outside the 

community did so because suitable jobs were not available or did so for better wages or 
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advancement opportunities (FNREEES, 2016). Approximately 35% of Aboriginals who are 

working are employed in the public sector (Bruce et al, 2010). In the general population 

in Canada, three times as many jobs are created by the private sector as by the public 

sector but that level and source of job creation is not reflected in First Nation 

communities. 

 

iii. Recommendations – Sustained Employment 

Several recommendations positioned in the literature include assessment of the market 

demand for skills, training relevant to employment opportunities, a matching service for 

prospective employers and Aboriginal labour force entrants, and engagement with the 

private sector.  

 

a) Assessment of Market Demand for Labour - Ann assessment of market demand for 

labour should identify the opportunities in the job market and consequently direct 

relevant education and training programs to prepare the Aboriginal population for 

future employment opportunities both in the community and external to the 

community. Further research is required to assess the supply of skills of First Nation 

people compared to the skills required by the Canadian labour market (FNREEES, 2016). 

First Nation communities should develop strategies to meet both the industry and the 

community’s future needs for employment (Taylor et al, 2016). Strategies would 

necessarily involve an economic development strategy (Bruce et al, 2010). 

 

b) Relevant Training Opportunities - Identifying the potential market demand for labour 

will allow for the directing of economic development and education initiatives 

(FNREEES, 2016). Training programs that are directed to employment opportunities may 

create incentives for both post-secondary education and employment (FNREEES, 2016). 

The majority of Aboriginals on-reserve are employed by their community. An increase in 

the population of working age Aboriginal people will therefore require an increase in 

opportunities. It is unlikely that communities will be able to expand the employment 

prospects to meet the number seeking employment. In a report on modernizing the 

work force in Canada, there are specific recommendations for the Aboriginal 

population, namely: create urban Aboriginal healing and employment hubs for youth 

who leave their communities for post-secondary education, training and employment 

opportunities, continue to invest in education infrastructure through high-speed 

internet to allow for accessible training opportunities, and create an Aboriginal alumni 

fund to allow Aboriginal role models to return to their communities (Bednar et al, 2017).  
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c) Matching Service for Employers and Aboriginal Employees - Development of an 

Atlantic Aboriginal Employment Agency to be responsible for matching inquires for 

employers seeking Aboriginal employees has also been recommended (Bruce et al, 

2010). 

 

d) Public vs Private Employer Development - Strategies that aim to attract a greater 

investment by the private sector are necessary (FNREEES, 2016). Partnering with the 

private sector to create internships mentorships and job placements will have the effect 

of building the skills capacity of the Aboriginal workforce and increased opportunity for 

sustained employment (Bruce et al, 2010). Organizations like the Mi’kmaw Economic 

Benefits Office (MEBO) of Nova Scotia and Native Friendship and Employment Centres 

can help match First Nation individuals with prospective employers (Conference Board 

of Canada, 2016). “First Nations leaders therefore have to make special efforts to secure 

the economic rights and interests of their communities, through the negotiation of 

partnerships, project set-asides, and socio-economic impact benefit agreements; and in 

the broader promotion of a diverse and inclusive workforce” (Conference Board of 

Canada, 2016, p. 7). In a report on modernizing the work force in Canada, there are 

specific recommendations for the Aboriginal population, namely to create an Aboriginal 

alumni fund to allow Aboriginal role models to return to their communities and to 

support entrepreneur minded Aboriginal youth who want to launch businesses (Bednar 

et al, 2017). 
 

Conclusion 

Lower levels of education translate into a lower number of employment opportunities 

resulting in lower income levels. Improving education outcomes for First Nations people 

is the key to narrowing the employment gap and mitigating the challenges faced in 

attaining sustained employment (TRC, 2015; FNREEES, 2016). 
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V. METHODOLOGY 

 

The project’s design is a case study approach in which a “case” is a First Nation 

community or a cluster of First Nation communities. By narrowing the investigation to 

specific First Nation communities, the researchers were better able to fully examine the 

pathways from high school to employment. The teams explored the challenges and 

successful strategies for education attainment and for securing sustained employment 

as experienced by Aboriginal peoples living on-reserve. From that exploration, the 

researchers identified new directions for improved engagement by both secondary and 

post-secondary institutions, by First Nation communities and by Aboriginal populations 

in general. 

 

Methodology Employed 

The research methodology employed to conduct the community case studies was a 

combined focus group and interview approach. Interviewees and focus group 

participants were identified in each First Nation community (and Native Friendship or 

Employment Centres) by community based research partners. To engage youth aspiring 

to navigate a path to employment, focus groups were held with participants in Adult 

Education classes, training programs, employment placement programs and youth 

programs. In addition, focus groups were conducted by general invitation to community 

members and were facilitated by the researchers and community research partners. 

Individual interviews were conducted with various leaders in First Nation communities 

(e.g., Chief, Elders, Band Councilors, Education Development, Economic Development 

and Native Employment Officers, Aboriginal Employment Coordinators), personnel in 

academic institutions (e.g., High School Principals, Deans, Aboriginal Student Advisors, 

Recruitment Managers) and Directors of Labour-readiness programs (e.g., Director of 

programing for Native Friendship and Employment Centres). A focus group/interview 

question guide was prepared and shared with the participants prior to each meeting. 

The researchers in all three provinces followed the same interview and focus group 

guides. (See the Interview and the Focus Group Guides in Appendices N and O, 

respectively.) The data collected was analyzed initially according to each community 

pathway and then in aggregate across the three provinces. The analyses both by 

community and in aggregate allowed for themes to emerge which guided the 

development of directions for program and policy improvement. The community case 

study approach using both focus groups and interviews for the investigation fostered 
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detailed data collection which informed the prioritization of the policy and program 

directions. 

 

Participating Communities  

The selection of communities for this project included consideration of school board 

jurisdictions, population levels, demographics and geography. There was a strong 

expression of interest from all communities approached (and interest was also 

expressed from many communities beyond the scope of the project). The Atlantic Policy 

Congress (APC) sent an “Invitations to Participate” to the Chiefs of the selected 

communities indicating the nature and value of the project. Efforts were made to 

respect the unique circumstances of each community and to capture the landscape of 

the Aboriginal communities generally.  

 

The communities that agreed to participate were (by province): 

Nova Scotia  - Paq’tnkek and We’koqma’q First Nations 

New Brunswick  - Esgenoôpetitj, Elsipogtog, Tobique, Woodstock, Oromocto and 

Kingsclear First Nations  

Prince Edward Island - Abegweit and Lennox Island First Nations, Native Council of PEI 

 

Participation by Communities 

Participation from each community included those who are knowledgeable of and 

engaged in facilitating the pathways from high school to employment of Aboriginal 

individuals. The scope of participants included individuals: 1) along the pathway 

(university, community college, adult education students), 2) employed in formal 

institutional roles (e.g., High School Principals, University Recruiters, Guidance 

Counselors, Aboriginal Student Advisors), 3) occupying First Nation community officer 

roles (e.g., Chiefs, Elders, Band Councilors, Economic Development Officers, Social 

Development Officers, Education Directors, Project Managers, Employment & Training 

Officers) and 4) with Aboriginal support organizations designed to support the transition 

from education and training to employment (e.g., Friendship and Native Employment 

Centres). In each of the participating communities, the person occupying each role (e.g., 

Economic Development Officer) was notified of the project and invited to participate. 

For focus groups, an invitation was sent to potential participants (e.g., adult education 

classes, training program participants, etc.) via e-mail or by other means (e.g., social 

media invitation) as determined appropriate by each community. Potentially, nineteen 

interviews were conducted in each case community with Economic Development 
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Officers, Social Development Officers, Education Directors, Project Managers, 

Employment & Training Officers, High School Principals, Guidance Counselors, University 

Academic Vice Principals, Deans, University Recruitment Managers, Community College 

Principals, Aboriginal Student Advisors, Friendship Centre Directors, Band Councilors 

and Elders. As anticipated, the communities varied in population size and infrastructure 

and individuals varied in availability and prior experience with research projects, hence, 

the pool of potential participants varied accordingly. In addition, the mix of potential 

focus groups and interviews depended on each individual community.  

 

Research Ethics Approvals 

Research ethics approval was required from the University of New Brunswick (UNB), St. 

Francis Xavier University (StFX) and the University of Prince Edward Island (UPEI). In 

addition, each province has different ethics review processes and requirements for 

research with First Nation communities. In Nova Scotia, we received research ethics 

approval from the Mi’kmaw Ethics Watch at Cape Breton University. In Prince Edward 

Island, we received research ethics approval from the Mi'kmaq Confederacy of Prince 

Edward Island. No such research ethics approval was required in the province of New 

Brunswick. All research was conducted in compliance with Tri-Council Policy Statement: 

Ethical Conduct for Research Involving Humans, 2nd Edition (2014) and the Principles of 

Ownership, Control, Access and Possession, 3rd Edition (2014). 

 

Consent and approval from all participating First Nation communities and related 

organizations was necessary. Consent and approval from the appropriate authorities 

within each community required an understanding of each community’s protocol 

established for this type of research. The protocol for each participating community 

included an understanding of the use of appropriate language, location, approaches for 

invitation, participation and involvement. This work was guided by the APCFNC Elders 

Project: Honouring Traditional Knowledge (AAEDIRP, 2011). 
 

Data Security and Disposition  

The data collected from the interviews and focus groups were transcribed by the 

researchers and project research assistants. No transcripts or notes from the focus 

groups and interviews contain identifying information. All participants’ transcripts are 

coded with a number (e.g., participant #23) and all communities are coded with a letter 

(e.g., Community C). The transcripts and notes will be physically stored in a locked 

cabinet in a locked office at the participating Universities. All electronic versions of 
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transcripts and notes are stored on password protected computers. The transcripts and 

notes will be kept in a locked facility for five years after which time they will be 

destroyed. All electronic files of transcripts and notes will also be deleted within that 

five year timeframe.  

 

Research Dissemination 

There exists a broad stakeholder group who are interested in social, education and 

employment issues experienced within First Nation communities to which outcomes of 

the research will be disseminated. The three priority stakeholders for dissemination are: 

1) post-secondary institutions, 2) community groups and organization that develop and 

deliver Aboriginal youth programs and services and 3) Aboriginal youth. A report will be 

provided to all post-secondary institutions in the Atlantic Canada region. The purpose of 

the report is to discuss the integration of Aboriginal peoples into post-secondary 

institutions and into sustained employment opportunities.  

 

The research teams plan to further engage with the communities through meetings and 

workshops designed to discuss the content of the report, the analyses, the emerging 

themes and the directions as presented in this report. This dissemination will allow for 

an additional feedback mechanism which will result in the possibility for structural and 

other changes such as building better alliances with universities and colleges. 
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VI. COMMUNITY CASE STUDIES  

 

There are five community case studies in total, namely, six communities clustered into 

two cases in New Brunswick, two communities from Nova Scotia and two communities 

clustered into one provincial case study in Prince Edward Island. (Participants were 

coded as Band Member (BM) or non-Band Member (NBM) with a number.) 

 

a. New Brunswick 

The communities selected in New Brunswick were selected based on their connection to 

a school system. There are two distinct school systems in New Brunswick. All schools are 

public and there are no Aboriginal community based schools in New Brunswick. The 

communities selected were all smaller communities which cluster into groups around 

two high schools each in separate school systems. The communities studied in New 

Brunswick were Esgenoôpetitj (see Appendix C), Elsipogtog (see Appendix D), Tobique 

(see Appendix E), Woodstock (see Appendix F), Oromocto (see Appendix G) and 

Kingsclear First Nations (see Appendix H). The communities were clustered into 

Esgenoôpetitj, Elsipogtog and Tobique First Nations which are the Three Nations 

Education Group and Woodstock, Oromocto and Kingsclear First Nations which are in 

the First Nations Education Initiative Inc. 

 

b. Nova Scotia  

The communities studied in Nova Scotia were two rural communities, one on the 

mainland and one on Cape Breton Island. Besides location, the communities differ as 

one (i.e., We’koqma’q) has a school in the community while in the other (i.e., Paq’tnkek) 

students go to local public junior and high schools.  The communities studied in Nova 

Scotia were Paq’tnkek (see Appendix A) and We’koqma’q Mi’kmaw Communities (see 

Appendix B). 

 

c. Prince Edward Island 

The communities selected in Prince Edward Island are the only two First Nation 

communities. The Native Council of PEI is a tribal council that offers employment 

training programs and is also included in this study. The First Nations communities 

studied in Prince Edward Island were Abegweit (see Appendix I) and Lennox Island First 

Nations (see Appendix J). 
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VI.a.i NEW BRUNSWICK COMMUNITY CASE STUDY: THREE NATIONS 

COMMUNITIES 

 

Our research was conducted in two First Nation Education Authorities (i.e., Three 

Nations and First Nations Education Initiative Inc. (FNEII)). In each Education Authority 

three communities participated in the case study. In the Three Nations community case 

study the three participating communities were Elsipogtog, Esgenoôpetitj and Tobique 

First Nations. 

  

Community Profile 

i. Elsipogtog First Nation  

Elsipogtog First Nation, formerly called the Big Cove Band, is a Mi'kmaq First Nations 

band government. The First Nations territory comprises Richibucto Reserve #15, lying 

8km southwest of Rexton, and also comprises Soegao Reserve #35, lying 5km west of 

Moncton. Elsipogtog has a registered population of 3,313 with 2,587 members residing 

on-reserve and 726 members off-reserve. The community is governed by one Chief and 

twelve Councilors. The Band has a range of infrastructures in place for Own Source 

Revenue including a Grocery Store, Fisheries, Forestry, Gaming Agreements and 

Gasoline Tobacco Tax Agreements. 

 

Students living on-reserve have access to kindergarten through to grade 8 in their 

community school. Upon completion of grade 8, students attend a provincially operated 

high school. Elsipogtog has a Learning Centre and also provides programs based in Adult 

Education. (Sources: http://elsipogtog.ca/, https://www.facebook.com/pages/Elsipogtog-First-

Nation/103999712971242) 

 

Ii.Esgenoôpetitj First Nation  

Esgenoôpetitj First Nation is located on the Gulf of Saint Lawrence. The community has 

1,713 registered members of which 1,250 reside on-reserve while 463 reside off-

reserve. Esgenoôpetitj, otherwise known as Burnt Church, is governed by a Chief and 

twelve Councilors. The Esgenoôpetitj First Nations Gaming Complex and Smoke Shop 

provides the Band with Own Source Revenue. In addition, there are a number of 

independent businesses including Four D’s grocery store, DEA office supplies, New 

Dawn Contracting, and various convenience stores. They own and operate the Baie 

Chaleaur Fisheries which processes crab, lobster and herring. 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mi%27kmaq
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/First_Nations
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Band_government
http://elsipogtog.ca/
https://www.facebook.com/pages/Elsipogtog-First-Nation/103999712971242
https://www.facebook.com/pages/Elsipogtog-First-Nation/103999712971242


  

33 | P a g e  
 

The community has its own school for on-reserve students attending kindergarten 

through to grade 8. The school is also used for community sporting and recreation 

activities. Upon completion of grade 8, students attend a provincially operated school 

(Miramichi Valley High School) for grades 9 to 12. (Source 

https://www.facebook.com/Esgenoopetitj-First-Nation-Burnt-Church-252579691484895/) 

 

iii. Tobique First Nation  

Tobique First Nation was established in 1801. It is one of six Wolastoqiyik or Maliseet 

Nation reserves in New Brunswick. Tobique, located on the north side of the Tobique 

River, is the largest of the six reserves. Tobique comprises two lots (The Brother's # 18, 4 

ha; Tobique # 20, 2724 ha). Tobique has approximately 2,500 registered members of 

which two-thirds reside on-reserve. The community is governed by a Chief and twelve 

Councilors. Tobique has a number of Own Source Revenue generating infrastructures in 

place including its Fisheries (Negootguk Fisheries), Forestry, Casino, Gas Bar and Day 

Care. In addition to Own Source Revenue infrastructures, approximately ten 

independent businesses operate in the community. 

 

Mah-Sos School has been operating in Tobique for over 40 years. The school provides 

education from kindergarten to grade 5 including a Maliseet immersion program from 

kindergarten to grade 4. While offering a provincially based curriculum, Mah-Sos School 

also offers culturally based curriculum incorporating Maliseet culture, history, language 

and music. Students attend provincially operated middle and high schools (Perth-

Andover Middle School & Perth-Andover Middle School). (Source 

http://www.tobiquefirstnation.ca) 

 

Community Case Study 

The Community case study reveals several persistent challenges to labour force 

readiness including lack of appropriate employment opportunities, racism, lack of access 

to transportation, inadequate funding structures, lack of culturally appropriate 

education and environment, lack of timely and adequate support for transitions to post-

secondary education and employment, need for coordination of services for transitions 

and need to address addiction and mental health services. The pathways to labour 

readiness vary dependent on the size of the community but in all three New Brunswick 

based communities a number of same structural barriers were identified. 

 

 

https://www.facebook.com/Esgenoopetitj-First-Nation-Burnt-Church-252579691484895/
http://www.tobiquefirstnation.ca/
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Lack of Appropriate Employment 

Youth members, community employees and educators all commented on the fact that 

there were few jobs within their First Nation communities. In all three communities, the 

major employer was the band and the majority of the jobs available were only offered 

on a part-time basis. There were very few local employers and few band operated 

businesses that could employ youth. This led to a lack of employment for all seeking 

meaningful work and to a real frustration for the youth who, in many cases, were 

seeking relevant long-term work. In one community, youth were guaranteed part-time 

work for only one summer, the summer they graduated from high school. There were 

other examples of short-term projects described by the participants but all clearly 

recognized that these were short-term opportunities. 

 
To be honest, I don’t know, because there is such a barrier here, we don’t have a 
lot of businesses and employment opportunities are few and far between, I wish 
there were more, but it’s just not available in our area. Even with the summer jobs 
with students, they create jobs for these students, so at least they have 8 weeks of 
employment, and at least they have something to put on their resume. Other than 
that, if they didn’t do that I know a lot of our students would have difficulty 
finding summer employment. (BM#10) 

 
Are there jobs on reserve? No, there is project funding that’s it. They just do short 
little projects, they might be 10 weeks at the most. It’s never enough to collect EI. 
Or they do a summer project. It goes back to poor planning. They don’t have a big 
project plan. (BM#11) 

 

Others commented on the lack of jobs related to the post-secondary training (e.g., 

plumbing) they completed. Those completing university or college particularly found it 

difficult to find employment in their community or their community offered them 

employment in a field outside of their newly completed post-secondary education. This 

lack of relevant employment continues to frustrate people, and at times, caused 

younger community members to ask: “What is the point in pursuing further education?” 

Those who do finish post-secondary education and training are often well equipped for 

employment but they would have to leave their community in order to obtain sustained 

employment in their chosen area. The majority of young people interviewed expressed 

a desire to find meaningful work in their home communities and resisted having to 

move away from home. They wanted to stay close to their families, they had a great 

desire to give back to their home communities, and many were fearful of what they 

might experience if they sought employment outside of those communities.  
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Very tough to get employment in this area. A lot of the times we do get them the 
skills they need but they don’t, there’s no jobs available. They have to go 
elsewhere. A lot of people don’t like to go too far from their community, they 
would rather stay right here and contribute. So it’s a very tough thing to balance. 
Because we want our educated people to stay here and contribute, but there’s just 
not enough jobs, not enough employment. (BM#12) 
 
Employment, there’s no work and they would have to go away and so there’s a 
few here who have education who would have to leave to get it, there’s others 
here that don’t have the education, well they are going to be here waiting for a 
12week job, which happens in the beginning of the fiscal year which happens April 
to May to June, July, so then they get their EI and then get harassed by EI because 
there’s not how many jobs have you looked for this week, how many jobs have 
you looked for this month, well you can only go to so many places. (BM#13) 
 
I took welding, I graduated and got my license and there’s no welding down here. 
(BM#14) 

 

Related to the frustration over part-time employment or work outside their areas of 

interest, comments were made about youth being hired on part-time contracts and in 

that context there was little need to show up as the work was either irrelevant, boring 

or “make work projects” that led nowhere.  

 
The attitude here unfortunately is that you don’t have to work you just show up 
and you get your cheque. (BM#11) 
 
So they started a youth project where they are bringing them in trying to upgrade 
them to get in to the GED program and they gave them an allowance of $300 a 
week with no deductions, no nothing. So students were coming and they were still 
giving them their allowance. So that’s a management issue. You are setting up 
with the expectation that they don’t have to come and they are still going to get 
their money. That’s a bad habit because when they go onto a youth project or 
another project they feel it’s the same environment so they don’t show up and 
they still get paid. (BM#11) 

 

A suggestion made by participants was that a series of jobs with increased 

responsibilities and skill development (i.e., laddering) for sustained employment would 

be an important strategy for countering these feelings in youth. Another strategy 

suggested would be to create long term employment projections in order to be 

proactive in offering post-secondary education and training. This would require more 

accurate projections of labour market information for each community. 



  

36 | P a g e  
 

 

Racism 

Some of the participants spoke of their experiences with racism both in their high 

schools and when seeking and retaining employment outside their home communities. 

Other participants spoke of the racism they experienced when trying to complete their 

professional credentials at post-secondary institutions. Some of the youth described the 

policies and practices in high schools as racist, for example, streaming the First Nations 

students into some activities and out of others. They felt that decisions were made 

based on race and ethnicity rather than on cultural and academic appropriateness. 

Institutional racism continues to exist at New Brunswick colleges and universities, and 

within the workforce and broader society. Participants felt that government structures 

continued to act as assimilative mechanisms making decisions and setting priorities 

based on Eurocentric and colonial mindsets. 

 
I’ve often heard that phrase, “why don’t you get a job” a second or a part-time 
job, that’s also not easy because it stems to that racism thing because they don’t 
want to hire. (BM#15) 
 
Unfortunately, racism that’s out there, that’s one big barrier.  (BM#15) 
 
[Re: high school] We have an Aboriginal support person, there is support there, it’s 
just the other stuff, discrimination or racism, they don’t really talk about that. 
Only in extreme cases, it’s been talked about. (BM#16) 
 
High school? There was always the race thing going on there, but aside from that 
it was mostly struggling to get myself to do my own work most of the time. 
(BM#16) 
 
There’s got to be more awareness and it has to come from media, exposure, more 
understanding, because we’re never represented, we’re never, in the last decades 
all you ever heard about Natives was if they murdered someone or they were so 
drunk they overdosed or negative… So there has to be a massive positive 
campaign. And I think that’s the only way that things will change. And that’s just 
on the outside, there’s other things to be worked out on the inside, like more 
knocking on doors, and more saying this is who we have and the individual we got 
to say this is how you gotta be. (BM#13) 
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Lack of Access to Transportation 

Frequent comments were made about the lack of transportation to and from the 

communities to post-secondary institutions and even to high schools. No New 

Brunswick First Nations Community hosts their own high school, therefore, all First 

Nations students must journey by bus to complete high school. In some cases this trip 

could be more than an hour each way. 

 

Because of the rural nature of most of these communities, they are often a considerable 

distance from other employment opportunities requiring more support for 

transportation. Some communities provided limited bussing and others tried to enable 

drivers’ education. A driver’s license is however only useful if a person owns or has 

access to a vehicle, and that was not the case for the unemployed participants to whom 

we spoke. For those who did have vehicles, much of their available money went to 

sustaining those vehicles. 

 
If I had a chance to work off reserve I would. I’d prefer on reserve because it’s 
closer. If I had more modes of transportation I’d probably go off, work somewhere 
big. (BM#14) 
 
Same thing for employment, you get a job in town. You are fresh out of a training 
program, you have no vehicle, how do you get to town? Hitchhike, do you walk 30 
miles? You can rely on the kindness of peers, but that will only take you so far. 
(BM#17) 

 

One of the communities in the Three Nations group is located near Francophone 

communities. Few employment opportunities however exist in the Francophone 

communities because of the language barrier. The First Nations communities all speak 

English, in some cases in addition to their Aboriginal languages, but few of the 

community members to whom we spoke were fluent French speakers and only one 

youth participant chose to attend the local Francophone high school so was able to find 

employment in nearby Francophone communities. 

 
Biggest barriers you faced as a high school student? French not being my first 
language. That was hard. Detention if I spoke English. I went to an all French 
school. Our youth usually don’t go to [neighbouring] high school because of 
language. (BM#18) 
 
I think because we’re kinda isolated here, I mean as far as our geography goes, 
because to work a lot of people have to, because it’s an English speaking 
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community as well, you’d have to go 40km to town to have job opportunities 
because our neighboring communities here you need to speak French in order to 
work and a lot of people don’t have that. (BM#10) 
 
The 50km distance to [the next biggest community] is a major barrier, even the 
language barrier in the francophone town is a closed door, it’s not even a barrier, 
it’s a closed door. Of course there could be more work there to create 
relationships, better understanding, better cultural relationships, better 
awareness. (BM#13) 

 

Pathways to Education 

Much of the funding for these community based work projects comes through federal 

monies, however, there was a disjuncture identified between federal funding for 

training and access to those jobs. Funding levels vary from community to community, 

and also vary by the pathway through education that a participant chooses. For 

example, a community member may want to pursue a career in Arts education but 

funding is being directed to Business Administration education, so little to no funding is 

made available. Another challenge described by participants is that if they attended a 

program for a year and discovered that the program is not something they feel 

connected to or suited for, they went to the bottom of the funding list when trying to 

access funding for a new/different program the next year. 

  
I liked the classes, but it just wasn’t for me. The classes were fun at the start, but 
after a while. I didn’t want to get up, I wasn’t good at writing papers. (BM#19)  
 
I’d go back [to post-secondary] but I’d have to save up money because it wouldn’t 
be fully covered anymore. People fresh out of high school are the first ones on the 
funding list, and we have to wait. Since I already took my post-secondary 
education, since I got my funding I’m done. I’m not pursuing my career in welding 
anymore so I took that course for nothing. (BM#20) 
 
I did not know what I wanted to do with my life when I was in grade 12 and they 
just handed it to me and said here now figure out what you want to do and we are 
sending you off and that’s it. And they didn’t tell you how to do anything. The 
school or the Band. Even if you wanted to take a year off to figure out what you 
wanted to do with your life, still that funding’s gone. It’s then or now or never. 
When I took welding I thought it makes a lot of money, but then I took it and it’s 
like I don’t want to do this for the rest of my life, and I just wasted all of that 
funding for something else I really wanted to do. (BM#9) 
 
That’s a barrier, people not wanting to go back to school because of the funding 
thing. Like they are not going to fund me anyways because these grade 12s 
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coming down they are going to get the funding and I’m not. So that’s why they 
are saying I might as well stay down here and be on welfare. (BM#8) 
 
We don’t fund our students who want to continue to do their Masters, they don’t 
get that funding here, but under the national guidelines you are eligible to do your 
Masters, but in the community here we’ve set up our guidelines to cut them off at 
five years so we can promote these new graduates or those who have never 
accessed post-secondary education. (BM#12) 
 
I thought I wanted to do [university] but when I go there I didn’t want to do it 
anymore and it’s too late, it’s a waste of the funding. (BM#7) 

 

It should be mentioned that the majority of youth we spoke to describe the fact that 

many had changed their minds after starting one program, finding that they had a desire 

to switch to a different program. This may well be an indication of a lack of guidance 

and mentoring prior to them making their post-high school decisions. It may also 

suggest that greater support is needed in their initial years of programs. While this 

desire to switch programs may, in fact, be more common across all youth in Canada, it 

has a great impact on Aboriginal youth as their funding is more directly impacted. 

 

Educational Barriers 

Many participants suggested that they have a general feeling that there exists a lack of 

access to academically and culturally appropriate post-secondary education. Post-

secondary institutions need to carefully examine their program offerings to better 

ensure that they are academically and culturally appropriate in ways that demonstrate 

an understanding of an Aboriginal worldview. Participants asked “Why isn’t it right for 

me?” and were unsure about what made a post-secondary education unappealing to 

them. 

 
University? It seemed like a good idea at the time, but I didn’t enjoy it. It wasn’t 
fun. It wasn’t for me. I didn’t want to get through another school, not for me 
anymore. Why spend money if you are not going to enjoy it. I’m not even sure 
what I wanted to do anymore, so it’s like I backed out. (BM#6) 
 
So those kids that have the interest to go to post-secondary, university or trade 
schools, I believe that they are keen but there is an expectation that they won’t do 
well. An expectation that they will drop out. (BM#15) 
 
I recommend if you are unsure if you want to go to university, I tell them to go to 
college first because we have tiers in our post-secondary, you can go community 
college to post sec, but you can’t go from university to college. If you are not self-
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motivated or dedicated you should start at community college. Most come to me 
and say ‘I don’t know how to apply, for school for post-secondary funding.’ 
(BM#11) 

 

Streaming at the high school level is a persistent problem that was painfully apparent 

when students arrive in the Bridging Years Program at the University of New Brunswick 

as part of the Mi’kmaq Wolastoqey Centre (MWC). Students arrived with a high school 

graduation diploma but lacked the courses required for their desired degree program. 

Students claim to have been counselled out of courses like chemistry and physics 

(needed for engineering and nursing) because their guidance counselor felt they would 

be more likely to graduate with lower level grade 12 courses. This has a side effect of 

increasing high school graduation rates for Aboriginal students while failing to support 

their academic aspirations. Some Three Nation Education Directors also felt that too 

many First Nation students were passed each year without fully meeting course 

requirements and this has the effect of producing high school graduates who are not 

ready for the work place.  

 
What happened was I got fresh out of high school and I get into post-secondary 
and I didn’t have the marks. It wasn’t that I wasn’t interested in it, it’s that 
everything I was learning I already knew. I never took the route like, I never 
thought ok, well if I can’t do it, then I’m not going to go for it. I never knew until 
afterward that bridging year that I could have taken it. I didn’t know about it. If I 
had known I would have done that. (BM#5) 
 
Their job is to get you graduated the high school) their job isn’t just to get you 
ready for university. It’s to get you out of high school. That’s where I was. (BM#4) 
 
I don’t like high schools doing social grading. When clients come to my desk and 
they are ill prepared, and they were never really prepared to take on these 
challenges, but they tell me well I graduated but yet they still can barely read and 
they can’t write. So they have to bring someone in with them to do these things, 
but they are supposed to be a high school graduate. It’s inherently unfair to that 
person. It creates a sense of false confidence where they really don’t have the 
tools to sustain themselves. (BM#3) 

 
High school should be your main asset of being OK, this is what we need to get 
you prepared for when you leave here. Because when they leave here, they are 
clueless, like what do I do now, where do I go now? Most people from here don’t 
go to university or go to college. They just say ok I graduated, what do I do? What 
route do I take now? You gotta instill that into these kids. Just to say this is what it 
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takes. More awareness on the skill set part. You need to know these things. 
(BM#2) 

 
Don’t stream our kids into a level until you know their capabilities. We need to be 
equals with the partners that we’re working with, not just the invited token 
Indians. (BM#15) 
 
In the past it was an 18-20% graduation rate. With the enhancement and the 
people and the supports the last number I had was about 40%. So it’s growing 
because we are keeping the kids in high school. When they stay they will 
graduate, it’s only in the background on their transcript that we see 
accommodation or modified programs. (BM#15) 

 

Once students from Three Nation communities move to a post-secondary institution, 

they describe a variety of levels of available Aboriginal support. While some universities 

have positions that include University Elders, Aboriginal support workers, Bridging year 

advisors and more, there remains a lack of First Nation strategies regarding recruiting, 

advising, financial services, residence services and more. Student services often do not 

include an advisor specifically assigned to work with First Nation students. 

 
Making sure our students are ready to handle what they want to do and ready to 
go straight through instead of having to go through that bridging year. Because I 
was lucky I fought to get straight through, because they had that misconception 
oh here’s another Indian I’ll put her in level 3. You’re not just putting me in level 3 
because I’m from [a First Nation community]. Oh Hell no. I had to do that myself. 
(BM#1) 
 
We usually look at the different programs, College vs. University, for them. 
Sometimes we look at what different schools offer. Like at UNB they have the 
bridging year for some of the things that they need to have as far as having that 
extra support and getting them through the first year of transition. Then I usually 
follow up with them through the year, making sure that they are making out OK 
with applications and scholarship types of things. Making sure that they are still 
on the right track as far as getting the courses that they need. Just trying to 
support them however, get them to the next year. (BM#49) 
 
I’m just thinking it might affect my daughter later in life when she wants to go join 
sports, or when she wants to go work in the Walmart for instance or whatever. 
When she wants to go to university, I just don’t want her to think she can’t join 
the white kids, you know what I mean. Because it was pretty blatant what was 
happening in that class. Because every day even some Native students used to 
raise their hands and say can I go with them, and it would be just like no. (BM#10) 
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Others describe post-secondary institutions as lacking signs of a visual welcome, in 

physical representations, special meeting places and traditional ceremonies. These are 

not always available to students interested in remaining connected or learning more 

about their traditions, ceremonies and languages. 

 
Why don’t we send someone from my community to the university to provide 
support? It’s not just a Native or Aboriginal, it’s someone, a face you are familiar 
with, it’s comfortable for you. Get all the students in one room with one person 
from home, and have them ask what’s going on? How are they doing? A better 
support system for when they are away. (BM#44) 
 
They do a career fair, and they have universities coming in, but I think they should 
have the guidance counselor meet with the grade 11 and 12 students that are 
going to go to university and ask them what they are interested in and then help 
them and guide them into what universities and courses they should take. When I 
was there you had to go ask yourself and nobody did that, everybody talked word 
of mouth, some people found out too late. (BM#45) 
 
Experiences off the reserve that might have missed a beat a bit, where culture 
shock is one thing. But that’s really major culture shock. You’d go off reserve and 
you experiencing an apartment, you are experiencing landlords, you are 
experiencing non community, you are in a strange land now. (BM#13) 

 

In all Three Nation communities, there were concerns raised over the lack of family 

support and role models resulting in many youth not being provided with support or 

role modeling to aspire to higher levels of education at home. Some participants 

indicated that they chose to go on to post-secondary school despite their parents 

actively encouraging them to stay home. Other youth interviewees identified negative 

peer pressure as it was implied they were trying to be better than their peers by leaving 

the community and attending a post-secondary program. Participants also had trouble 

identifying local role models, people they would like to emulate, and even seemed to 

have difficulty in identifying what a role model was or had unrealistic or superficial role 

models. 

 
When I said I wanted to go to university my parents didn’t help me. They didn’t 
drive me to Fredericton to find an apartment. They didn’t give me money to do 
anything. I went to do it on my own. (BM#1) 

 
Economics is another factor, because the ones that live off campus they receive 
$675 a month for their living expenses, and if you’re living in Fredericton, for 
example, with rent up there you are not even going to have anything left for food. 
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So economics is a factor too because if you’re a single student with no family 
support and trying to live off $675 a month plus trying to maintain good grades 
and go to all your classes, that’s difficult. (BM#10) 
 
So far we’ve seen an increase in terms of students actually believing they can be 
something, do something, but it’s been such a small increase hopefully those 
numbers grow and it all comes down to if someone believes in them through the 
process to say hey you can do this. Because the moment someone stops believing 
in them then it’s the end of the world and they don’t bother trying, especially if it’s 
a key person in their life who they are doing it for as opposed to themselves. Or 
that intrinsic quality of it isn’t there yet, they need that external support person to 
say hey you are still capable of doing this. (BM#15) 

 

In some cases, participants seemed very positive about their futures, easily identifying 

their career choice (ranging from rock star to race car driver) however, these all seemed 

to be unrealistic as actual possibilities.  

 
I want to get into guitar and band stuff. I want to be a musician for a living, but 
it’s kinda unrealistic isn’t it? (BM#46) 
 
Things that interest me? Well music, well then there are just other things I’m not 
really sure what I want to do yet, so I’m thinking I’ll just go along and possibly find 
something on my way. (BM#47) 

 

Some of the young people had high aspirations but no clear sense of how they might 

achieve those aspirations. Others suggested they might like to be either a rock star or a 

welder, with no apparent reason for these diverse choices.  In relation to these more 

simple understandings of aspirations many of the participants who were interviewed 

spoke about the familiarity young people have with the social welfare system. Often 

quoted was the amount of money being paid as social welfare benefits each week or 

each month.  
 

Some participants in each community mentioned the challenge many people faced in 

finding appropriate or adequate childcare so they could pursue their education or a new 

job. Few can afford childcare in a formal setting and often there are no seats available 

for the age group of the young children. 

 
Sometimes they have children or they are having family problems. There is no 
integrated approach. But we all know each other so I know who will help you with 
that. (BM#11) 
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Poverty or low levels of access to income continue to be a persistent problem across all 

three communities. Students choosing to go off to a post-secondary institution struggle 

to afford accommodation in places like Fredericton. It was often asked, “How do you live 

and go to school on the amount they give you?”  

 
We still have financial issue with respect to training, we’re sending people out to 
go get educated, to go get training, we’re giving them a living allowance of $675 
a month; $675 a month I spill more than that, and it’s not going to change, the 
department is not going to change because they are comfortable with it, it hasn’t 
changed since 1985 or 1986. It might have been OK in 1985 or 1986 but it wasn’t 
in 1990 and it definitely is not in 2017. But we’re still doing that, it’s the 
expectation for them to complete their course work their degree or their courses 
and training. Then parents, like I had to supplement my children, but I as fortunate 
because I was employed. When you are living on $149. 50 and your son or 
daughter wants to go what do you do, how do you assist them, you can’t. Sooner 
or later they can no longer pay for their rent or accommodations, they are kicked 
out or they leave. Funds and money are always a barrier, even just for training. 
(BM#15) 
 
Honestly, it was the transition from coming from home and living with my family 
to suddenly living on your own and having to pay for your rent, your food, your 
lights, your internet, to attending school every day early in the morning. (BM#48)  

 

Funding may be available for tuition and books, but not enough is provided for 

accommodation and other living expenses. If students attend an institution in a nearby 

community (i.e., NBCC Miramichi) the funds may be sufficient, but if students need to 

travel a distance requiring overnight accommodations, the economic realities may well 

be that they cannot afford to both complete a year of study and afford to live away from 

their home community. When asked what happens to young people when they live in 

an impoverished state trying to pay fees, licenses, university fees, for identifications, 

child care, and birth certificates, their answers indicate that it has created a resignation 

to living without the money to afford many things taken for granted in other 

communities that do not live in poverty. 
 
When students asked why do I have to graduate, I’m going to end up here 
anyway, getting $149.50 every two week, I’ll be set for life. Which is what they 
refer to welfare as in [one First Nations Community], set for life. (BM#15) 
 
Easy money, we’re on welfare ourselves. No I’m on welfare. It helps me take care 
of my son. It’s good but it’s not a lot of money. It’s just enough for you to get by. 
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With car insurance I wouldn’t be able to live off welfare, because I got a speeding 
ticket, and I have a lot in car insurance. (BM#50) 
 
It’s kind of double-edged sword in my opinion, because some people are happy 
being on social welfare, they can survive, and I find that some people get too 
comfortable when they are on social welfare and they don’t even want to move 
forward or advance themselves personally. Don’t want to get educated or get a 
skill or trade, they are comfortable right where they are. It’s a hard thing to 
balance. Rates are going up a little bit now, that’s going to make things even a 
little better for them so, you don’t want to make it too good, you want to make it 
difficult when they are on social. It’s a hard as a leader in the community, because 
you don’t want your people to suffer you don’t want those individuals to suffer 
that don’t have those skills sets or education or the drive to better themselves. So 
you don’t want to make it too difficult on them. But at the same time you don’t 
want them to be too comfortable, you want them to say I’ve had enough of this, 
I’m going to do something with my life. (BM#12) 
 
I think they think in some cases ‘I’m 18 and I can go get welfare’ instead of going 
‘I’m 18 I can go get a job’ or get a job or continue my education. I think a lot of 
people think it’s a given right to be on social assistance. It’s supposed to be a last 
resort and not something they depend on. (BM#10) 
 
It’s the social conditions, they might fall into the wrong habits either with 
addictions or something. They just don’t want to continue on what they are doing. 
I have a lot of young people that have families. OK there go my goals, I can’t go 
after them as much as I want to anymore. I have family that’s happened to, their 
course steered in a different direction, it wasn’t something they were hoping for. 
(BM#10) 

 

This issue of continued generations living without viable opportunities for employment 

does play a role in how and what the students aspire for beyond high school.  

 
If they come from an environment where there hasn’t been much advancement or 
they see family members on social assistance and there is not a lot of ambition, 
then they tend to follow suit with the same attitude. (BM#17). 

 

The role that continuous intergenerational conditions played was discussed, sometimes 

in relation to the lack of opportunity and sometimes about the complacency that has 

developed over generations of little support or opportunity. While no one specifically 

spoke about the effects of residential schools there were some who acknowledged the 

lasting trauma those experiences have created but focused on of how the recurring lack 
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of employment and the generational dependency on social welfare has created other 

kinds of problems. 

 
If there’s lack of opportunity then our youth tend to sit on their laurels and they 
get a little complacent on striving to be better. Once that complacency sets in, 
they get used to a certain way of life, it’s harder to get themselves out of that way 
of life. Whether it’s through addiction, whether it’s just lack of motivation to 
further your education. Eventually that has a negative impact on their emotional 
well-being and their mental wellbeing. They think what’s the point? I keep seeing 
barrier, barrier, barrier, and I give up. (BM#15) 

 

Finding Opportunities for Employment 

The participants spoke about the variety of ways that community members can find 

information about job opportunities, even though those opportunities are identified as 

being few and far between. Community supports include positions such as Education 

and Employment Officers who promote training and employment through social media. 

In some communities, the Chief’s Facebook page is where community members go for 

information, and in other communities the Employment Officers have a large following 

and post any recent job listings.  

 
If there’s any opportunities, I share, like if I see someone face to face, I say by the 
way there’s this happening at the training centre, there’s this happening, they are 
accepting applications for this job, I just want to get that information out, in 
person, on Facebook. I’m just thinking if people know about these opportunities 
they can take advantage of these opportunities. (BM#10) 
 
I just go on Facebook and I put it out there. My own Facebook, I don’t have a 
group or anything I just put it out there. I post on my wall. If there is a training 
program coming up, share, if there’s a job opportunity coming up, I share. The 
more it gets out there the better it is for my clients or their families if there are 
training or employment opportunities. (BM#10) 

 

Information is posted on stores or the band office, or Facebook. Everybody is on 
Facebook, you almost wonder why people miss it. Is there a community Facebook? 
No, the community is pretty much a community Facebook. There should be, but 
who’s going to operate it and who is going to maintain it. (BM#3) 

 
Facebook, if you heard about it on Facebook then it’s true. Community bulletins. 
Most people in our community know that this Centre (employment and training) is 
the go to Centre. Bulletin boards. Facebook, the Chief has a page, community 
employment page, any jobs are posted to the Chief’s page. (BM#11) 
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However, social media is not the answer for all community members as identified by the 

following statement. 

 
Coordination? There’s not really… they post stuff on Facebook, but to get it to all 
the young people [is a problem], there’s some people I know that have young 
families and they can’t afford internet. If they had maybe more outreach it would 
be a good thing so they can know about the programs here. (BM#10) 

 

Community coordination between the various sectors (inter-agencies i.e. employment 

and education and health) also seems to be lacking in some communities. There 

appeared to be a lack of discussion between the various sectors and administrators. For 

example, those involved in post-secondary education did not always know what 

initiatives were happening in other areas such as social welfare or through employment 

programs. 

 
We don’t have essential education umbrella office. I may have to deal with 
probation or social. I might have to deal with addiction or bring in someone from 
the rehab. What should the community be doing? An integrated approach. Maybe 
pooling some of their dollars. (BM#11) 

 

While some partnerships lead to short term opportunities including co-op placements, 

once the program is ended, the partnerships seem to dissolve. 

 
We’ve had a lot of co-op partnership type projects, like some job placements 
where we pay half the salary and they pay half, once the program ends, that’s it, 
go home. There was no going on, even though they are excellent workers. 
(BM#15) 

 

This lament was commonplace. So many of the job placement solutions seemed to be 

short-term, ‘band aid’ solutions with little hope of providing extended opportunities for 

long-term employment. 

 
We had a bunch of people take heavy equipment training, but no one would give 
them the experience, so it went to nothing. Exposure, job experience, we need to 
open doors, we need someone to say that’s enough. I don’t want to say the racist 
thing, I don’t know, maybe not, maybe. (BM#13) 
 
I’m trying to get down some of these ideas on paper to give to the Chief of Council 
and say let’s not waste it on these short little projects. Let’s do a meaningful three 
year project where you maybe bring in 18 year olds and get them ready for 18-21 
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give them life skills, on a budget and how to take notes, upgrade their literacy and 
numeracy skills so at least they will have a foundation where they will be 
successful in work or school. (BM#11) 

 

Addictions 

Many of the adults interviewed spoke to the challenge of addictions to alcohol and 

drugs as a huge problem in their communities. They see success as being addiction free 

and those who are addicted as having little chance of being successful. Communities do 

spend a great deal of time and money on offering addiction counseling and intervention.  

  
 I think there’s a lot of issues surrounding their own self addictions or addictions 
they see at home or in the community and friends. I think that it does affect their 
school it affects their mentality to be there, what they want to do in the future. 
(BM#15) 
 
A successful young person is someone who has finished school or still continuing 
their education, employed and emotionally and physically well. Not addicted, 
don’t have a lot of mental health issues. (BM#11) 
 
That’s what I find the biggest threat in our community is drugs and alcohol. That’s 
one aspect of it, the other is the mental health issue. We have to get to the root of 
the problem. It’s generations and generations and we have to get to the root. 
We’re improving. (BM#12)  

 

Many of the adults in a position of responsibility worry that youth will get mixed up 

“with the wrong crowd” and are utilizing programs to direct the youth away from 

alcohol and drugs yet addictions remain a very big challenge. Some Band Councilors are 

hopeful that their communities are moving in the right direction. 

 

Concluding Remarks 
This case study is presented in hopes of summarizing the comments of all participants. 

We have used exemplars of what our interviewees said and clustered their stories and 

words into commonalities and themes that emerged from our conversations with them. 

Because we spent time with members of six communities, three in Three Nations and 

three in FNEII, we have chosen to write two cases based according to education 

authority rather than in six separate case studies. A number of categories and themes 

arose from the discussions in all communities however each case presents the themes 

only as they arose in each study. 
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VI.a.ii NEW BRUNSWICK COMMUNITY CASE STUDY:  

FIRST NATION EDUCATION INITIATIVE INCORPORATED (FNEII) COMMUNITIES 

 

Community Profile 

I. Kingsclear First Nation 

Kingsclear First Nation is located along the Saint John River, approximately 15km west of 

Fredericton. The registered population is approximately 981 members including 692 on-

reserve members. The community is governed by a Chief and ten Council members. The 

Kingsclear First Nation’s Own Source Revenue is derived primarily through the sale of 

gas and tobacco and gaming revenues. The community operates a Fisheries enterprise 

involving salmon monitoring and a community lobster license.  

 

Elementary grade students residing in the community attend the on-reserve, Band-

operated elementary school (Wulastukw Elementary School) for Kindergarten up to and 

including grade 5. Upon completion of grade 5, students attend George Street Middle 

School and Fredericton High School (both off-reserve, provincially operated schools). 

The community operates Head Start and Day Care programs. It also offers GED and 

periodic training programs (LPN, ICT) as part of their Adult Education program. 

Education services and supports are provided to Kingsclear students wishing to pursue 

post-secondary opportunities. Nearby post-secondary institutions include the University 

of New Brunswick, St. Thomas University and the New Brunswick Community College. 

(Source: http://www.kingsclear.ca, https://www.facebook.com/groups/KingsclearFirstNation/, 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/1180959668642166/) 

 

ii. Oromocto First Nation  

Oromocto First Nation is located on the shore of the Saint John River. The community is 

near CFB Gagetown and north of Fredericton. The community has a population of 285 

and is governed by a Chief and five Councilors. The Oromocto First Nation’s Own Source 

Revenue is derived primarily through the sale of gas and tobacco, gaming and forestry. 

There are also a few independent businesses in the community including Great Spirit 

Canoes and Chief Fuels Inc.  

 

Students residing in the community attend off-reserve, provincially operated schools. 

Elementary grade students can attend Assiniboine Avenue Elementary, Gesner Street 

Elementary, Hubbard Avenue Elementary or Summerhill Street Elementary. Following 

completion of elementary grades, students can attend Harold Peterson Middle School 

http://www.kingsclear.ca/
https://www.facebook.com/groups/KingsclearFirstNation/
https://www.facebook.com/groups/1180959668642166/
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or Ridgeview Middle School before moving on to Oromocto High School. The community 

offers GED and periodic trades training programs as part of their Adult Education 

program. The community also has a Head Start program and K4. Nearby post-secondary 

institutions include the University of New Brunswick, St. Thomas University and the New 

Brunswick Community College. (Source: https://www.facebook.com/groups/OFN.NOTICE/, 

https://www.ofnb.com/) 

 

iii. Woodstock First Nation  

Woodstock First Nation is located on the shore of the Saint John River. The community 

is south of Hartland and north of Fredericton on the west side of the river. As of June 

2016, Woodstock had a registered population of 1,005, on-reserve population of 291 

and an off-reserve population of 721. The community is governed by a Chief and 7 

Council members. Woodstock’s Own Source Revenue is derived from gas and tobacco 

sales, gaming and logging. The community has a commercial fisheries operation 

harvesting scallops, lobster, sea urchins, swordfish and tuna.  

 

Students residing in Woodstock attend provincially operated schools. Elementary and 

Middle students attend one of the following provincially operated schools (Woodstock 

Centennial Elementary School, Southern Carleton Elementary School or Woodstock 

Middle School) while senior students attend Woodstock High School. The community 

operates a Head Start program and offers GED upgrading as part of their Adult 

Education program. (Source: http://www.woodstockfirstnation.com/ 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/142055312532855/) 

 

Community Case Study 

Several themes were revealed in this case study including: need for experiential 

learning, culturally sensitive awareness and curriculum, support for transitions, attitudes 

about social assistance, streaming in high school, lack of job opportunities, supports to 

transition from community to job and/or education, language barrier, racism, 

transportation, funding, addictions and mental health. 

 

Structural Challenges to Labour Readiness 

Lack of Appropriate Employment 

The pathways to labour readiness varied across the communities but in all three of the 

FNEII communities there were a number of structural barriers that were both identified 

and similar. Issues around lack of employment and appropriate job opportunities were 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/OFN.NOTICE/
https://www.ofnb.com/
http://www.woodstockfirstnation.com/
https://www.facebook.com/groups/142055312532855/
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important structural challenges for FNEII communities. Community members and 

educators spoke about the limited access to work and the lack of knowledge about 

opportunities available to young people. Options are believed to be more limited and 

one participant was concerned about the difficulty in projecting which careers would be 

available to young people. 

 
I feel like generally they see it [work prospects] as very limited. Many of them 
aren’t looking that far outside their own communities, but I don’t think that’s a 
bad thing. I think it’s actually really good to come back home and contribute any 
way that you can. (BM#21) 
 
Not a lot of variety. I don’t think they’re aware of all the different options, or that 
in today’s day and age you can create your own careers and you don’t even know 
what’s going to be available in ten years. (BM#21) 
 

Opportunities for employment were often related to the local industry or nearby 

government organization and tended to be specific to their own community. For 

example, careers that were spoken about tended to be related to the industry in the 

area (i.e., the Canadian Military and Canadian Border Services). Careers that involved 

using Native Arts were mostly seen as side careers, in that they provided a small income 

to help through transition times, but were not considered to be possible for full time 

careers.  

 
I really think, for those students that can move on academically to post-secondary, 
right, that’s what we’re gonna have to have. And just make a drive, and that’s the 
same with the military…that’s a tremendous career. Do you want to serve? 
Alright, let’s go take a look. (BM#22) 
 
Things are really changing, so, particularly in the last three to four years we’re 
really seeing a lot more going on in communities, a lot more communication… 
(BM#21) 
 
I try to link them up with community college, universities, guest speakers that 
come in, and whoever else, any other opportunities; I know we’ve had Canada 
Border Services Agency come in to speak to the kids. (BM#23) 
 
Question: So what is it you want to do? Response: Ahh, Border Security. I was 
thinking of trying, like, Community College, just so you get the experience of 
working as, like, whatever career you want. (BM#24) 
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While some of the opportunities were seen as more limited, other participants felt that 

communities were starting to change and that there were more opportunities for young 

people than there had been in the past. 

 

Support Needed to Leave the Home Community 

Once students from FNEII communities move to employment or post-secondary 

institutions, they describe a variety of levels of support available. Their transition was 

described as being akin to a culture shock for some young people as the difference 

between home communities and the cities where they attended work or post-secondary 

programs were considered to be “fast” or outside of the scope of their experience. It 

was thought that moving to the big city could be very isolating for young people. 

 
I find a lot of our clients, when they go off to cities and things like that, they have 
a hard time transitioning and, because they’re used to the slower pace of life here 
and everybody knows each other and then they almost feel isolated when they go 
into an urban environment. (BM#24) 
  
Once you get into your role, whatever that is, or your job, sometimes you find 
yourself isolated and when things are coming up it’s like, oh, how am I going to 
handle this? What am I going to do?, you know. (BM#25) 

 

Other participants noted the need for greater preparation of workplace skills, the soft 

skills that help young people to be prepared for their new roles as workers. It was felt 

that the transfer from secondary schools to the workforce or to university included new 

skills, particularly life skills that would help make a difference. It was noted by several 

participants that these skills were not being taught in secondary school and some 

highlighted the need for Workplace Essential Skills training. 

 
When you move into the job portion of your life a lot of our young people may 
know it all already, you know like being punctual and being open and ready to 
take on either new ideas or new skills, learn new skills to help them. There’s a bit 
of struggle there, because either they’ve learned one way but in reality this is how 
it is. I mean, ideology is one thing, theory is another, but practicality is another 
too, right. I know myself, when I graduated university I had a lot of high ideals, a 
lot of expectations, maybe I put on myself, about how it would be, and then when 
I hit the schools and really started working within the schools, what a difference a 
day makes. I mean, oh my God, I wasn’t prepared for that. (BM#26) 
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I also want WES here too, like, Workplace Essential Skills, to be happening for 
these youth, cause if you’re not going to get an education you need to know 
what’s expected of you when you get a job. (BM#26) 
 
The issue is that they will… so let’s say someone takes mechanics, they go to 
school to become a mechanic but they don’t have that business background to be 
able to say, ‘OK this is what I have to do to get my own business going and 
started. Another issue for them is like,... I guess, credit, is an issue. Umm, I find a 
lot of these life skills aren’t being taught in schools and they’re not being delivered 
to younger people, so when they get to that age, they’re not ready for it. 
Especially like, life skills. Umm, like if we could deliver more WES programs and 
maybe Financial Literacy and how to be a better human. (BM#24) 
 

The skills needed when leaving the community were referenced in the context of leaving 

for employment and in the context of post-secondary training. One participant, referring 

to his own experience, spoke of the lack of skills he had for moving into an academic 

setting away from the home community. 

 
When I went from [name of school] I had amazing marks, I was so great at 
everything, I didn’t even have to study, and, you go to a school and you get there 
and you realize, ‘Oh no, everyone’s as smart as I am’ and then all of a sudden you 
feel, like this big, because you’re working… you don’t have those skills for studying 
and all these things like that, and you’re trying to get them at the same time while 
you feel like you’re competing with other students, right. And then at the same 
time you have nobody there that is really there for you, and you’re just trying your 
best to get through and it was like, I got tired, I got burnt out, I was done. 
(BM#24) 

 

Language Barriers 

In most cases the First Nations communities within FNEII speak English or their 

Aboriginal language. It was noted that in New Brunswick, not speaking French was a 

barrier to employment. This is particularly an issue for jobs with the government, as 

they all require bilingualism. It was felt that if you were Aboriginal and bilingual, then 

you would have more job opportunities available to you. 

 
My daughter is eight years old. She just started her Grade Three French 
Immersion, just to touch on that. The reason why she’s taking French Immersion is 
I remember when I tried to navigate the government world, I couldn’t speak 
French, so, any job I applied in this area it was a not, because you’re not bilingual. 
(BM#24) 
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The most powerful entity for employment right now is a Native, bilingual woman. 
(BM#27) 
 
If you’re a young Native, and you are bilingual…both languages…holy frig. You 
write your own ticket. But how do you tell that to somebody in Grade Nine or Ten, 
you know what I mean? (BM#27) 
 

Racism  

Racism continues to be an important barrier to employment. Many of the participants 

spoke about their experience with racism putting First Nations people at a disadvantage 

for employment. One participant spoke about racism on multiple levels, both for getting 

jobs and the experience in secondary school.  

 

I want to be so careful that I’m not saying…no, I will say it, they’re disadvantaged. 
If you’re a young Indian woman, you’re at a disadvantage on this planet, guys. 
They’re disadvantaged. Let me give you an example of how disadvantaged they 
are: Going for a job, none of my Native kids can get an interview. Because of 
what? Their address and their last name. [Because of their name] they’re 
immediately at a disadvantage. Do you see what I’m saying? And I’ve worked for 
companies that refused [to hire First Nations people]…I worked when I went to 
university. My dad had a company and a director said, ‘We don’t rent to Native 
people’. We don’t you know …so there are challenges that are going to be there. 
There’s prejudices. There’s teachers in this school that have prejudices. ‘Oh, we’re 
just going to put them through anyways. We don’t want the First Nation learner 
at UNB to say, ‘Well okay, that means I’ve gotta score so many extra points’. No, 
we just have to be aware. (BM#27) 

 

Others participants spoke about the racism that exists in a broader sense, including the 

lack of attention to Missing and Murdered Aboriginal Women which was seen as an 

indicator of the persistent lack of attention to the experiences of First Nations people. 

 
I had a young girl found dead, and it didn’t even make the frickin’ news. And 
everyone wonders about missing and murdered Aboriginal women…there it is, 
happening right before your eyes. You guys never knew. It never made the news. 
That should be all over the news. We don’t know, and we don’t want to know, and 
it happens every day around us. And I can see it. From my…who’s to blame 
though? Are we looking for someone to blame? (BM#27) 

 

Community Leadership and Outreach 

A number of people spoke about the need to have all different levels of the community 

involved in helping young people to find out about work and training opportunities. 
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Communications at all levels was highlighted as essential and participants wrote about 

how information is shared in a community. Community supports included programming 

for young people to keep them engaged in school as well as having connections to the 

people of your community. 

 
Chief, Council, our band staff, we’re putting the kids in sports. We’re arranging for 
getting them more involved into school activities, providing after-school 
programs, you know, we brought GED courses into the community for people that, 
kind of, missed that boat. (BM#24) 
 
They’ve got to know you. If you brought in somebody from outside of the 
community that come in, well right way, it’s like, ‘Well, I don’t really know who 
you are. I’m kind of embarrassed to tell you my situation’, all these different 
things. But by having someone that’s from the community, that grew up here, and 
they know you just because you ate at their dinner table and played with their 
kids, or you went to school with them, that sort of thing. By having all those things 
and knowing you’re a positive person and you’re not into all the bad stuff, they’re 
more apt to come see you. And, that you can keep something confidential as 
opposed to somebody that likes to gab about everything. (BM#24) 
 

In some cases, the community is working to make connections with the surrounding 

community. The participants saw two benefits, in that it created more knowledge about 

the opportunities in the surrounding community but had the added benefit of reducing 

some of the fear of leaving the home community.  

 
Now, we bring in the town; we bring in the military base which is right beside us, 
to show the community that there is a life outside of this community that you can 
be a part of and join. These people aren’t bad; they’re not going to hurt you, that 
sort of thing. (BM#24) 

 

Information is often shared in non-formal ways through Facebook. One Employment 

Officer spoke about promoting training and employment informally through social 

media. 

 
The thing with Facebook is that when we do that sort of method, like we take 
pictures of stuff. So, it’s not just this big blurb of whatever, because they’re going 
to read the first three lines and scroll the feed, right? But when its pictures of their 
children, or their grandchildren, their cousin, their aunts or uncles, their 
daughters, you know, holding a diploma up for, even if it’s just a ten-week 
workability course or their college diploma, or their GED. When they see all of 
these things, like what am I doing? Playing video games or just sitting around, you 
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know, and so they go come see you. They’re like, ‘Hey, I see you you’re doing a lot 
of stuff with all these other people. Can I join something? Can you get me into 
something?’ (BM#24) 

 

Attitudes about Work  

The general attitude towards work in all three communities tended to be positive. One 

participant noted that for most people in their community the goal was to get long-term 

sustainable work. An important limitation in many of the communities was that the 

majority of work available tends to be part-time, short-term or seasonal work.  

 
Everybody wants to work. You know what I mean? The whole goal is to get 
employed, sustainable employment. Everybody wants full-time work, you know, 
full-time jobs are highly sought after. They’re not even thinking about the pension 
yet, and benefits. They’re just more at the stage of let’s try to find full-time work 
where it doesn’t end in four months. (BM#24) 

 

The increased focus on training and formal education programs has led to an increase in 

employment for community members. One participant noted that when members of 

the community had full time work it led to large-scale changes in the community. 

 
If I had to ballpark it, maybe two hundred members I’ve worked with [over less 
than three years], you know, probably got a hundred of them into training. I’d say, 
probably sixty percent of them are working full-time now. And if you look at that, 
if there’s only 150 people that were out of work in the beginning, and now you’ve 
got roughly half of those people all working, that just changes the whole 
demographic of everything in the community. (BM#24) 
 
We’ve completely changed the dynamic of what people think work is, right, 
because all of those people that we started working with now, have since 
graduated, and are in full-time jobs, you know. Buying cars and moving off the 
community, not necessarily saying they have to, but there’s a housing shortage, so 
these people are living off the community with full-time work, paying for their 
vehicles with their kids and, you know, people are seeing this. First, it’s like: 
‘Bullcrap, that’s just some kind of program that’s not really gonna last’, or 
something like that. But when they see these people coming back, driving their 
new truck down the road, and they’re like, ‘Maybe I should try this’, you know 
what I mean? Obviously there’s something to this. (BM#24) 
 

Another participant spoke about the extra support needed to help young people 

succeed, but that in the end it meant that the young people were successfully able to 
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enter into the labour market. Participants felt that successful young people set a good 

example for the rest of the community.  

  
It is a lot of ‘hand-holding’ or ‘spoon-feeding’, but the end result is great because 
they end up getting that training, they end up getting all this, you know, get these 
jobs and be able to provide to their family, and like I said, everybody sees that. 
(BM#24) 
 
[In this work] People love to see you because, in the end, they’re going to get 
some money out of it. Because, the idea is to go get employment and that’s what 
people want. It’s just a lot of them don’t know how to pursue that, or what even 
would be their first step. (BM#24) 

 

Several participants, as noted above, spoke about the importance of helping to guide 

young people through the process of getting a job.  
 

Attitudes Toward Social Assistance 

There continues to be a reliance on social assistance in many of the communities. A 

number of the participants felt that the reliance on social assistance is starting to shift 

because of the increased focus on education and training. Social assistance was seen as 

more of a safety net rather than a foregone conclusion.  

 

Social welfare was like a crutch. They would always go back to it and use it, and I 
think some still do. But, because there are so many people now that are getting 
training and getting jobs and kind of seeing more of a light at the end of the 
tunnel, they’re not so prone to think that it’s their first option. (BM#24) 
 
They see it more now to bridge the gap in time until they can work again, or until 
they find a full-time job. (BM#24) 
 
Most reserves, every kid will say the same thing. I go up to [a neighbouring 
community] and I work there a bit. ‘You know, when I graduate I’m getting the 
frig off this reserve as soon as your head can spin’. Every one of them say that. 
Every kid. But how many do? There’s a security blanket down there. It’s as if we 
built a wall around there and you don’t even need it. They lose their benefits, 
status is becoming another issue. (BM#27) 
 

Social assistance was still recognized as a necessity for all three communities, but the 

reliance appears to be waning as the focus shifts more to employment and training. The 

generational dependency on social assistance, however, is firmly rooted in these 



  

58 | P a g e  
 

communities and is significant when considering the lack of opportunity that has 

developed over generations of little support or opportunity.  

 

Pathways to Education 

The Importance of Educational Attainment 

The completion of secondary school was considered an important pathway for the 

young people but also thought to be a pathway fraught with barriers. It was felt that 

completion of high school was an important first step in helping young people to feel 

successful and one participant felt that even just attending university, whether they 

passed or failed, didn’t matter, but success was in getting to that point. 

 
Completing high school is honestly a huge step for somebody in the First Nation 
world, for our community anyways. We have a lot of trouble just getting to that 
point. I mean, not to say that…there’s always exceptions to the rule where some 
kids are just, you know, great at the book work and all of that comes really easily 
to them, and usually if that happens then they tend to be extremely successful and 
breeze through high school. (BM#24) 
 
I honestly couldn’t care less if they went to university and had a 1.9 if they get out 
to the social component. They met people. You know what I mean? ‘I love it here. 
I’ve set a standard for myself. I’m a collegiate.’ How do you make somebody feel, 
‘I can really make something’? Like, that’s what I tell my kids. (BM#27) 
 

Along with noting the importance of education, many of the people we spoke to talked 

about flaws in the system that can create barriers for First Nations youth in their efforts 

to successfully attain an education. The structuring of the transition from high school 

courses to post-secondary education and then employment was mentioned fairly 

frequently. 

 
The transition period, let’s do it at Grade 10. Then I have data to give both the 
university level. The university can only do so much…and PDCP…um…the NBCC. 
I’m not saying lowering standards, but…I mean…I go down in those homes every 
day to people that treat me royally that are living in horrid situations. Horrid. You 
can’t expect them to come here and be ‘normal’, do you now what I mean? It’s 
like…it’s…and they’re wonderful people. But that being said, …I know it’s gonna 
sound like lower standards, but no. We’ve got to look at the assessment, okay. 
(BM#27) 

 
They need to know why. They need to know why. ‘Why do I need to know math?’ 
Because you’re building a $300,000 house, and your margin of error, your margin 
of profit is 1%. That’s why these numbers are essential. (BM#27) 
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Differentiated Educational Opportunities 

The differential education offered to First Nations Youth continues to be an important 

concern for young people and educational officers. Community members continue to 

report that young people are streamed into the vocational occupations. Several of the 

education and employment officers spoke about importance of having educational 

opportunities that reflect First Nations culture.  

 
Take any Native kid. Make them stand up and present in front of the class. Good 
luck. That is a key. So we look at a lot of our other kids, I don’t like labelling a 
Native kid – “Well, it’ll be good if they get into the vocational trades” – Why? 
(BM#27) 
 
We need inclusion in the right way. (BM#27) 
 
I think the high school has a very hands off approach where, even the people that 
are in the middle, where they’re not failing, they get to school most days, they’re 
good to go. The ones that get all the supports are the ones that, maybe their 
marks aren’t there, or they miss a lot of school, but they get all the supports to 
just push them through. That’s what they’re trying to do. They want to get those 
numbers up of people graduating. (BM#24) 
 

Comments across the board suggested that the current Personal Development and 

Career Planning curriculum needed to be reconsidered because it lacks usefulness for 

the Aboriginal youth. One participant spoke specifically to the format of the course 

being in conflict with how First Nations students learn best.  

 
With the Personal Development Career Planning course, I think that it either needs 
to be scrapped or totally rebuilt. Even just the personal development side of it, it’s 
difficult to assess a student on their personal development and I think that’s 
what’s, that’s the approach that I’m talking about, and the format that students 
aren’t really comfortable with. It’s a lot of sharing or, ummm, journaling, which is 
a great way to assess but it’s just, not all of our First Nations students, for 
example, are comfortable with that aspect, but as far as, you know, exposing 
them to different types of jobs, and it’s even like a guest speaker will come in and 
just kinda be a talking head for a period. Let’s go out into the field, let’s do some 
more hands on stuff. That’s what would engage our First Nations students big 
time. (BM#21) 

 
Since they do have a Career Planning curriculum in the high schools and it’s not 
effective, at all, when I look back and think about it. And I think about the, I 
remember we would just sit there and do quizzes about learning more about 
ourselves, which is great, but you already, you already kinda know you because 
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you’re you. And what these things [studying, financial planning, filing taxes] would 
be more beneficial in those kind of courses is learning how to deal with someone, 
deal with difficult people and deal with … I think those would be more practical for 
that, especially since you have to take that career planning. (BM#24) 
 
Students don’t know if they have their prerequisites. We get surprises all the time, 
at the end of grade 12, like ‘Oh, you did not take what’s required for this Science 
degree you’re applying for’, so people fall through the cracks really easily. 
(BM#21) 
 

Some participants mentioned special rooms in secondary school reserved for First 

Nations students, but these rooms served a secondary function of removing the young 

people from the general school population. While meant to provide a space for First 

Nations students, it was felt that these rooms had a secondary effect of segregation 

creating a school based “reserve” rather than resulting in greater inclusion for these 

young people. It was also noted that the lack of First Nations teachers in secondary 

schools as well as teachers who are able and willing to work with First Nations students. 
 
Even the best of intentions…I’ve got a room in there…distribute our kids through 
inclusion. You know what I mean…by building a room, and having a reserve in the 
school, do you know what I mean? They have me. They have every avenue. 
(BM#27) 
 
The students’ courses must be, I’m gonna tell you what you already know, tailor-
made. By grade 10, Jobs Matter program, we should be focused, and we can set 
down with them, we know that, right. But also, who teaches them? Not all 
teachers can work well with them. Let’s use the term even ‘at-risk’ – the ‘at-risk’ 
Native student. (BM#27) 

 

One participant argued the need for more culturally relevant and community specific 

orientations for students coming into secondary schools. It was important to note that 

this participant felt that if this kind of orientation was present in schools, then the 

schools would be more likely to retain the students. 

 
The orientation process has to be tailor-made, I think, for the First Nation 
community. And, by the way, each band is different…Orientation has to be 
specific, and you need to liaison, not only to the school, but also to your First 
Nation coordinator/teacher, what have you, which brings up the second question: 
How many professional Native teachers do we have? We’re fighting that right 
now because of the E contracts, they take off. They’ll do six months and they’re 
gone. (BM#27) 
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Many of the participants argued that there needed to be culturally relevant learning in 

schools. Not only did they feel that there should be lessons that were culturally relevant 

but that teachers and school officials needed to be more aware of how First Nations 

students learn and how intergenerational trauma influences young people's experiences 

of schooling. Participants mentioned the need for more courses focused in Native 

history and not just for those that are First Nations. 

 
I’m not talking specifically about socio-economic…that’s a problem. That’s an 
issue, but it’s also they learn differently. I…education…I talk with elders, you know, 
you’ve got generations of elders that dreaded school. I mean, and it’s transferred 
down now. Like, you know, we went to school. Your granddaughter, she goes, she 
gets her little book bag, as a kid it was that celebration. And we don’t see it. It’s 
transferred down now so this is…you know…we talk about the mistrust and that, 
but we’ve got to, sort of, get beyond that. I know. (BM#27) 
 
How does the Maliseet mind think? Look at the language. It’s a very direct 
language. [Maliseet speech] We’re all dancing around the subject, aren’t we? Are 
they a distinct society? Are our Native kids, and not their issues, not my kids’ 
issues. But, are they distinct? And I just think we have to look at that. (BM#27) 
 

The Necessity of Opportunities for Work Experience in Secondary School 

A pervasive theme across communities and the various employees to whom we spoke 

was that of the need for opportunities for experiences. The need for experience remains 

a barrier that First Nations people have in attaining jobs because of racism. There is a 

perceived lack of opportunity to gain real world experience. The role of experience in 

the development of career pathways is increasingly recognized in the mainstream 

literature. Participants spoke of the need for opportunities for experience as part of 

their formal education. 

 
Kids are curious and this is the time. I think that this is when you can disseminate 
that information, peak their interest, and if you link them up with real world 
experiences, then they can see themselves doing that in the future. (BM#21) 
 
There’s a big difference between welding your bike and doing like that, and going 
every day to a job and doing welding. You need to go on-site. I guess we need 
more intermittent planning. So we’re gonna say, I’m grooming my Grade Eleven. It 
can’t be done in Grade 12, in my humble opinion. It’s got to be constantly moved 
along. (BM#27) 
 
For the world of work, there’s got to be practicum. There has to be practicum, 
both in the vocational component of it…not just one visit and say ‘This is NBCC, 
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and let’s have our token Native guy in here, that’s good’…okay. Because it’s a 
brand new freakin’ experience, because a lot of our kids may have been coddled 
through school or, you know…but you’re facing that with the normal student. 
(BM#27) 

 

Participants also spoke to the need for the expanded opportunities for experience that 

included practical skills like resume building. 

 
Most of my kids, when they get to a certain age, will be employed by the band 
during, underneath the fisheries or forestry. As with most reserves, so that’s 
where they get their first work experience. (BM#27) 
 
Their first job, their first supervisor is gonna be on the rez. You’re seeing where I’m 
going with this, we’ve got to get out of dodge. So that’s what I’m saying. It’s great 
to go to UNB for transitions. It’s great to go to NBCC. It’s great to go to U de M, 
okay. But it’s got to be more, it’s got to a slow weaning off there into the job site. 
See a different world, meet different people. (BM#27) 
 

The purpose of resume building is to facilitate the transition from education to 

employment. Having work experience, whether in community or outside of the 

community, increases the likelihood of more permanent employment. In these two 

ways, work experience increases the horizon for occupational choice and facilitates the 

transition to employment. 

 

The Importance of Supports 

The necessity of support systems both at the peer, family and community levels 

emerged as an important theme in all of the communities. Many of the community 

members spoke about the importance of peer support, particularly for young people in 

high school, which is a challenge for many First Nations students. Sports were 

mentioned as a way to keep young people engaged and supported in secondary school.  

  
High school, I think, is their biggest test because that is where a lot of them, kind 
of, either tend to give up or they, or their friends, have trouble at home, or 
whatever the reason, the barriers that come out, they end up stopping there. 
(BM#24) 
 
I remember when I got to high school. I think the biggest thing for me was when I 
played sports, because when I started playing sports, I mean, not only did it allow 
me to have the same groups of friends that I had here. We all played sports 
together. But, once the sports got harder and the people got bigger and the sports 
got tougher, some of them stopped playing. Once they didn’t have that outlet of 
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having other friends and that support group, camaraderie and friendship, and 
that sort of thing, a lot of them quit school. A lot of them, you know, got pregnant 
or turned to drugs or alcohol, and that sort of thing. Whereas us, because we had 
that continuous support system all the way to graduation, we more or less stayed 
in it and I think there was three of us in that whole group of thirty kids that 
graduated. Now I think I was the only one to go to university. (BM#24) 

 
Also be involved. So, extracurricular, you know has a huge correlation to success 
down the road as well, just kinda keeping you focused. (BM#21) 
 

Additionally, family support was highlighted as a significant issue. If the parents could be 

encouraged to set an example, it was felt that young people would follow.  

 
The kids, instead of waking up and seeing their parents hung over, not going to 
work every day, instead sees them putting on a duty belt or grabbing their work 
tools, putting on their work boots, going to work. It changes the dynamic of the 
community because the more people we get working, the more people get trained 
and employed, they can pay their bills, they can provide nourishment for their 
families, shelter, get vehicles, this sort of thing. (BM#24) 
 
The parents will support us 100%. It’s like any of us. I’m a momma’s boy, and it’s 
hard to get up and, you know, leave. (BM#27) 

 
A lot of it is, just, in terms of home life and, you know, it’s not like they have the 
perfect scenario to help them with their homework at night, you know, that sort of 
thing. Somebody to drive them to sports games, and that sort of thing, cause a lot 
of the parents are, you know, unemployed, poverty, drugs, alcohol, you know, 
family breakdown. So, I mean, they don’t have the huge support system that 
basically a child needs, in most cases, in order to be successful. (BM#24) 
 

Just as support from home was cited as an important variable in the success of students 

at school, the lack of support for and modelling of the importance of education 

contributes to a lack of success.  

 

Leaving Home and the Role of Institutions 

There was a general feeling that, in order for young people to be successful in leaving 

their home communities and attending university, there needed to be more systematic 

orientations in place and help for young people to acculturate to the institution. It was 

noted that young people rarely leave the community, and when they are encouraged to 

do so there needed to be culturally specific orientation to the new institutions (colleges 

and universities) that they would be attending. 
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Our people rarely leave. It is a big step to leave. (BM#24) 
 
To leave that band without someone holding their hand…my kids will not go 
anywhere unless I’m with them, and how do you break that? (BM#27) 
 
Leaving the reserve is a big thing. It’s colossal. So, I mean, I think that you 
cannot…let me put it this way…and again, you’re getting my perspective, but the 
First Nations, my students, and I would say [another community] when I worked 
with the kids there, you can’t go to say, ‘Oh there’s a nice tour of UNB’, and that’s 
it. It’s got to be repeated sessions. We want these kids to go for four years to get a 
degree and if they’re gonna get their technical degree, it’s eighteen months and 
it’s every bit as tough. They can’t go for one session. There has to be an 
orientation. There’s got to be a series of sessions…does that make any sense? I 
want them to sit into a class. We used to call it at university, auditing a class. 
That’s one example. If we’re gonna go to the technical component, cooperative ed 
is essential. (BM#27) 
 
Then, let’s get you ‘out of dodge’ to go out and try a few things. Like I said, 
intermittent, so over three years and five visits to, let’s say UNB, or St. Thomas, or 
NBCC. But then they go in and they see how the class works, the job site. It’s a big 
undertaking. We already have the tools in place, okay, but like I said, if we’re 
gonna go there, it’s got to be two or three times. I mean, I know my group, and 
I’ve got three good kids and they’re gonna have a struggle. And they’re brilliant 
students, but they’re gonna be away from home, they’re not gonna have [me as a 
teacher]. On the other hand, UNB does a superb job of dealing with academic 
issues that might come up. Anything from computer use, to anxiety, to..right…they 
do a better job than we do. So they know these tools are there, but who is their 
confidant? Who is their liaison? And they’ve got to have someone on-site. 
(BM#27) 
 

Confidence and Self-Esteem (Attached to Identity and Cultural Awareness) 

An important theme that emerged from the interviews was the importance of pride in 

both their heritage and Aboriginal Languages. It was felt that there were increasing 

opportunities to learn their Aboriginal language and to celebrate their cultures. A 

number of the participants spoke to the importance of confidence and pride in their 

Aboriginal identity to success in school. 

 
Confident, goal-driven, ambitious, kind of sure about their identity, I think that’s a 
big part of success. (BM#21) 
 
What advice would you give? “The biggest thing is being proud of being 
Aboriginal. … Knowing your language can actually open up so many more doors. 
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And it used to be the opposite where people would think, if you learn Maliseet or 
Mi’kmaq it’s useless. You have to learn English or French if you want a job in New 
Brunswick. Not anymore. We need Aboriginal language speakers for so many 
industries when it comes to First Nations communities. (BM#21) 
 
I’m really excited about our new language programs at the university. There’s 
eight of them. Which will put us on our way, in about twenty years, to a 
comprehensive language program. Not even close to immersion, not even close, 
but, you know, it’s dialogue. (BM#27) 

 
This is the most exciting time to be a First Nations person. It really is, but I 
mean…again…it’s the transition. It has to happen, and it’s got to happen over a 
period of time. (BM#27) 

 

It was felt that feeling positive about their First Nations identity would lead to greater 

success both in attaining jobs and in completing education in their Aboriginal languages.  
 

Lack of Access to Transportation 

Lack of access to transportation was cited as a barrier to work and education/training 

opportunities, even though all were within a 15-minute drive to the nearest community. 

While vehicles are present in the communities - one participant talked about “rez cars”, 

referring to the cars in the community that were not registered or insured and so could 

only be used within the community - they are not readily accessible, especially for 

youth, and even when the drive is only 15 minutes, this can create a formidable barrier 

to getting to where one needs to go. 

 
Like a lot of people don’t have vehicles or a way of getting to their work, where 
they want to work. (BM#28) 
 
Ummm, I would have to say, like, money as well. Because like… I mean you could 
probably find like a family member to drive you, it’s just they would need the gas 
money. (BM#28)  
 
That is the problem. Is the transportation of, there’s no buses that come here, the 
cabs are crazy. So if you don’t have a license, don’t have a car, you’re not going 
nowheres. (BM#24) 
 
Get the bus line to come up here. But we’ve tried it and they wouldn’t do it. 
(BM#24) 

 

It was evident from a number of comments, that transportation was closely tied to the 

ability to work at, often more attractive, jobs outside the community and when 
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transportation was not readily available, the competition for employment within the 

community increased.  

 
The parent again, very supportive. 5:30 in the morning, every morning, to be on 
the golf course. And if they don’t have the drive and if they don’t have that kind of 
support, I mean, I don’t mind, I’ve offered, like, I will drive you myself, you know, 
and if I can’t and I see ‘Oh my god, I’m off to meetings on this week’, I’ll try to 
rearrange or, in the worst case scenario is, um, get a taxi, you know I’ll have a 
taxi, order a taxi to come up, pick the student up at these times, drop the student 
off, pick them back up, bring them back, you know what I mean. Just so that they 
can keep their commitment. (BM#26) 
 
And then with that, it’s like, since they don’t have the transportation, they try to 
get the community [inaudible] … and with the transportation it’s like, since 
everyone’s, like, trying to get a job on the community, it’s just too much people 
applying for that so it’s like harder there. (BM#28) 

 

The Role of Funding 

In all of the communities there was discussion about the role funding plays in students’ 

success as they attend to post-secondary education. Some communities had strict ideas 

about what could or could not be funded. Other communities appeared to have a great 

deal more flexibility and were able to fund more of the immediate needs of students. 

 
We do tell our students right up front, you know, you run into problems, call us. I 
mean, we can give you two hours of tutoring all week, free, don’t worry about it, 
we’ll cover that. If you have a professor or someone who says, ‘no, no, uh uh, that 
just ain’t going to cut it for them. They need a minimum of five to six hours a week 
to get them back on top of their game’, no problem. I need that kind of 
reinforcement to be written from the university, from those professors for these 
students because I can’t just arbitrarily do that, right, I mean pretty much, like, 
through our funding agency, which is INAC, right, they allow us to look at two 
hours a week for tutoring that’s eligible expenditure, right, so unless I have 
documentation to say that the student needs more than that, our hands are tied. 
(BM#26) 
 
When we run into students and they’re saying things like, geez, if I had a laptop, 
you know, I mean I could get my papers done, I wouldn’t have to be trying to jam 
into the computer labs, all these crazy hours, juggle my classes. You find someone 
at the school that says, you know what, if this student had a laptop that would 
make them way more successful, whatever, I don’t care what the wording looks 
like, you get it with the university logo and we can cover that. (BM#26) 
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One of the most significant barriers addressed, in all three communities, was the 

formula passed down for prioritizing funding for youth. Priority is typically given to 

students coming right out of high school after graduation and going directly into post-

secondary education. 
 
We’ve got priority students and priority students are … the students coming right 
out of high school after graduation. Then we’ve got our returning students going 
back to their programs. And then our waiting lists. And that’s everybody who has 
either been there and didn’t finish and want to go back … that’s for the priority 
funding dollars, 1, 2, 3. (BM#26) 

 

When students needed to change their program they often found themselves lower on 

the priority list. At least one participant said that, with support from the university, the 

community could continue to prioritize funding for a student who changes programs. 

Another participant spoke to the need for funding prioritization based on community 

needs rather than student status. 

 
And if they can get that kind of verification, that yes, this university will accept the 
switch or whatever, then we roll with them too, because, again, we want our 
students working where their passion is. (BM#26) 
 
I mean, at one point I would really love us to be able to do, like, a needs 
assessment in our communities to say, you know what? We are short of 
carpenters. We need some plumbers. We need electricians. And you know what, 
I’m sure if you’ve been out of school ten years, you want to be a plumber [claps 
twice], let’s go. I don’t care what happens, you know, Indian Affairs, INAC going to 
spank us, do whatever you need to do, but this is what we’ve identified as needs in 
our community and, I mean, we have to start to push forward like that and be 
able to say, we need these people cause without them, you know, whatever the 
careers are… (BM#26) 

 

Even with funding provided for tuition, there invariably are additional expenses that can 

add up significantly for a First Nations youth. 

 
Right now I know that there’s a lot of application fees that aren’t covered and 
they’re pretty expensive. Like STU is $40 and, like, I guess it just varies for 
whatever institution you want to go to, but I know some people who, like, can’t 
afford that. So that, like, might be intimidating. (BM#28) 

 

One of the funding challenges described by participants is that sometimes they are 

encouraged to enter into any post-secondary program. This becomes an issue when the 
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young person feels the program is not something they feel connected to or suited for. A 

common refrain was the feeling that “Post-Secondary is just not for me.”  

 
I think a lot of them, that I can think of at the moment, said that it’s not what they 
wanted ... that, that didn’t continue. They said they got into the program and they 
were, like, that’s completely not what I wanted. I thought it would be different. 
(BM#25) 

 
Not only that, but what impressed me is that a lot of them said, ‘I know if I went 
to university for four years, that would be a waste of my time. I know I want to be 
a plumber right now’, or ‘I know I want to be an electrician because my dad was. 
I’ve helped him and I understand how to do that’. A lot of them, they go into 
something knowing, you know, kind of what to expect and what they’re going to 
do. (BM#24) 

 

The desire to change programs is developmentally common, but for First Nations youth 

this often means that they go to the bottom of the list for funding. 

 

Addictions 

While addictions and substance abuse were not identified directly as representing a 

barrier to education or employment, references were made by a number of participants 

that suggested that the legacy of addictions is still a concern.  

 
Maybe another form of success would be, like, somebody moving on from, let’s 
say, an addiction or something like that. (BM#29) 
 
There’s a thing called intergenerational trauma, umm, so like your grandparents 
would have experienced the pain from, like, residential schools, and the way they 
deal with that is through drug abuse, alcoholism, you know, addiction, like 
gambling, like, people make fun of bingo all the time, but like, I know people who 
are addicted and stuff. So it comes out in forms, like, destructive forms. And that 
ends up hurting the family members. (BM#28) 

 

When asked about barriers to getting into the workforce, in addition to children and 

family commitments, a lack of training and education, transportation problems and drug 

abuse were seen as potential barriers. 

 
Abuse. Like all kinds of abuse. Umm, like the drugs, alcohol abuse. (BM#24) 
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A lot of my job is just getting them through the day. Getting them through this 
week. Going down and, you know, visiting Mom and Dad. Just getting them out of 
bed to come to school. Unfortunately, that’s a lot of my job. (BM#27) 
 

As one participant noted, there has been a great focus in schools on the barriers and 

addictions experienced by young First Nations people, and not enough on the successes. 

One teacher reminds us of the importance of celebrating and acknowledging the 

success of First Nations people. 

 
I have spent more tears. I want to celebrate. Where is the celebration of children? 
Where is the celebration of culture? So for example when we look at going 
through this transition, let’s not look at the issues that First Nations people are 
going through – students – I don’t’ want to talk about their issues…when we come 
to an assembly…[someone] did that talk on drugs: “Here’s where I was, and here’s 
where I am now”…we need that, but also need celebration. (BM#27) 
 

Concluding Remarks 

This case study is presented in hopes of summarizing the comments of all participants. 

We have used exemplars of what our interviewees said and clustered their stories and 

words into commonalities and themes that emerged from our conversations with them. 

Because we spent time with members of six communities, three in Three Nations and 

three in FNEII, we have chosen to write two cases based according to education 

authority rather than in six separate case studies. A number of categories and themes 

arose from the discussions in all communities however each case presents the themes 

only as they arose in each study. 
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VI.b.i NOVA SCOTIA COMMUNITY CASE STUDY: PAQ’TNKEK FIRST NATION 

 

Community Profile 

Paq’tnkek First Nation was established on March 3, 1820 and is located 24km east of 

Antigonish. The name Paqtnkek, meaning “by the bay”, is a distinction emphasizing the 

importance of the local bay and its resources to the Mi’kmaw people. Paqtnkek is 

governed by one Chief and five Councilors who are elected every two years. The Band 

has 574 registered members, the majority of whom reside on-reserve. Paqtnkek has a 

number of Own Source Revenue generating infrastructures including Tobacco, Gaming, 

a Gas bar and its Fisheries operation which employs 20 individuals who fish lobster, 

snow crab and herring using five communal vessels. Fifty percent of the Band’s revenue 

is Own Source Revenue. In addition to Own Source Revenue infrastructures, a number 

of independent businesses operate in the community. 

 

The Band operates a pre-school having 10-12 spaces available for its members. A 

community referendum took place to determine the feasibility of establishing an 

elementary school Kindergarten to Grade 6, however, the proposal was declined by the 

membership. Students residing in Paqtnkek attend East Antigonish Education Centre 

located 8kms from the community. The Band offers a number of employment-readiness 

and education-related programs including Adult Education. (Source: http://paqtnkek.ca/ 

,https://www.facebook.com/Paqtnkek/) 

 

Community Case Study 

The “children are our future” is an often recited sentiment within Aboriginal 

communities. There are no more pressing issues than those directed to overcoming the 

systemic challenges in securing positive, productive and sustainable education and 

employment opportunities for Aboriginal youth in Mi’kmaw communities in Nova 

Scotia. Aboriginal youth are the most important and growing labour force demographic; 

their education and employment experiences will drive the economy of Atlantic Canada. 

 

Paqtnkek Mi’kmaq Nation’s mission is “committed to improving the physical, spiritual, 

emotional, cultural and mental well-being” (http://paqtnkek.ca/wp-

content/uploads/2015/09/Strategic-plan.pdf) of the community. Chief and Council are 

concerned with fostering equal opportunity and nurturing self-reliance and self-

determination while protecting treaty rights and cultural heritage.  

 

http://paqtnkek.ca/
https://www.facebook.com/Paqtnkek/
http://paqtnkek.ca/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/Strategic-plan.pdf
http://paqtnkek.ca/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/Strategic-plan.pdf


  

71 | P a g e  
 

The urgent need to counter cultural genocide and heal from the intergenerational 

impacts of residential school and the vestiges of colonization is evident throughout the 

actions undertaken to address education and employment gaps. In the past five years, 

the community has actively and successfully pursued federal and provincial funding to 

conduct needs assessments and capacity building exercises. The leadership and 

members of the community are dedicated to finding innovative solutions to reduce 

reliance on social income assistance, improve education outcomes and remove barriers 

to post-secondary and employment opportunities by enhancing internal capacity, 

building on community assets and creating substantive and sustainable partnerships 

with public and private sectors. 

 

Employment 

The colonial experiences of Aboriginal peoples have historically alienated them from 

their traditional resources, criminalized livelihood activities, denied treaty and 

Aboriginal rights, and systemically marginalized Mi’kmaw from the workforce. These 

conditions created a reliance on social assistance and the persistence of welfare 

dependency. Since the failed experiment of Centralization in the 1940s, persistent 

dependence on social assistance is largely the result of inadequate government policies 

and broader systemic racism and discrimination in settler society. Discrimination is 

exacerbated by deficit models that fail to see the potential for excellence within 

Aboriginal employees, focusing instead on risk perceptions, addictions and literacy 

issues. Deficits can be internalized. There are some people who really want to work, but 

circumstances prevent them from getting or keeping a job. 

 

396 people live on reserve in Paqtnkek, approximately half of the adult population 

participates in the labour force. The Paqtnkek Band Office is the largest regular 

employer on reserve. Including those working in Own Source Revenue and adult care, 

and administration, the band office employs a total of 94 people. Approximately 30 

people are employed through Own Source Revenue enterprises and their 

administration. These ventures include fisheries with a fleet of four vessels, the 

entertainment centre and video lottery terminals, a gas bar, tobaccos sales and the 

community security. The Chief and Council help find short-term jobs for members 

working to top up their employment insurance contributions and eligibility. There is 

seasonal variation in employment opportunities. According to the Social Development 

Administrator, approximately 174 people receive income assistance over the course of 

12 months. 
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The current social income assistance policy is a deterrent to workforce participation. 

Most people apply for social income assistance as soon as they turn 18. Access to 

certain training programs, for example, some Mi’kmaq Employment Training Secretariat 

(METS) services, are conditional on being a recipient of income assistance. The 

transition from social assistance to employment can be a financial challenge when 

household expenses become the responsibility of the employed person. Starting wages 

are often not enough to cover living costs such as, power bills, rent, and food. If public 

transportation is available to attend work or school, clients will lose their travel dollars. 

Travel comes out of the METS budget.  

 
You have to pay for transportation plus a babysitter for five kids and groceries and 
after you do the calculations it is less than what you get on welfare and you 
question yourself if it is worth it. (BM#31) 

 

Indigenous Nations in Atlantic Canada (INAC) are conducting research to address these 

problems by assessing INAC’s social income assistance program to build a policy 

reflective of Aboriginal values and experiences to improve community health and 

wellbeing. In 2011, the federal government informed Chiefs in the Maritime Provinces 

that INAC planned to align social assistance rates with the provinces. This would 

significantly impact the rates for Aboriginal people and remove shelter, utilities and 

child benefits subsidies. A legal challenge was undertaken. The Supreme Court of 

Canada denied the leave to appeal. The federal minister of Indigenous Affairs is 

supporting gaps analysis research and community engagement processes to create a 

Mi’kmaq governed and designed income assistance program.  

 

In consideration of changes to the social income assistance policy, Paqtnkek identified 

five key social areas of concern: housing and heating; employment, education and 

training; food, transportation and budgeting; addictions, health and wellness; and 

youth, women and men, childcare and child welfare. These priority areas reflect daily 

challenges. They are intersecting issues and must be considered holistically when 

investigating pathways to labour readiness.  

 

Inadequate training / education attainment, lack of work experience, past criminal 

records and outstanding fine payments, difficulties in leaving the security of family and 

community for work at a distance, childcare, mental health challenges, transportation 
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and racism, are factors the community has identified as preventing people from 

participating regularly in the workforce.  

 
I do think we need to take into account the existing challenges that act as barriers, 
for example the crime rates and history are different in the communities. People 
need to deal with their criminal records in order to be gainfully employed. 
Transportation issues, where they lost their licenses, or they don’t have a license. 
Or it could be they are not able to pay dues or able to prioritize paying their dues 
because of poverty… We have come a long way financially. We are in position to 
build, we are in construction mode to meet with highway development. We are on 
our way to utilizing and maximizing the funds of the band and that can lead to 
further programming and hopefully we can develop partnerships. I would like us 
to think about specific initiatives, to get at the concept of community healing and 
personal healing. We have identified through the Skills Links that there are mental 
health issues so we have to figure out new and innovative ways to support our 
community. (BM#32) 

 

Paqtnkek is recognized as a highly trained community. In response to decades of 

underemployment, consistent reliance on social income assistance, and resulting 

poverty, Paqtnkek has participated in numerous training programs, with mixed success, 

to help community members become labour ready. Chief and Council identified, for 

example, a culinary arts training program as one where the commitments were very 

high but the outcomes for sustained employment were disappointing. Other programs 

have targeted entrepreneurialism in craft production, but these too have not resulted in 

sustained independent business development and few people have presented business 

plans to the Economic Development Officer. In terms of labour skills, the community has 

a number of plumbers, scaffolders, pipe fitters and carpenters, some of who have 

obtained Red Seal certification. Two pipe fitters have found employment in another 

province, but the majority of people trained in trades have a difficult time accessing 

apprenticeships in order to obtain journeyman status. 

 

Not all qualified people gain or maintain employment. Key obstacles to employment for 

these people are union memberships, affording the union dues and other fees, 

overcoming the cultural tensions within well-established networks, consistent access to 

job notifications, insecurity and low self-esteem, childcare costs and schedules and 

availability of reliable transportation. 

 
The culinary arts program started 20 years ago and people passed but there was 
no employability. We do not have the road carved out. That is the barrier. 
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Pipefitting was successful. The union finds you the job. You have to join the union. 
It was good for the time being. But when jobs get scarce there is already a 
hierarchy in the union and Aboriginal people are low in that hierarchy and have 
less job security as a result. (BM#33) 

 

Each Mi’kmaw community has an Employment and Training Officer (ETO) who is 

responsible for providing employment programs and services to members. These 

positions are funded by the Mi’kmaq Employment Training Secretariat (METS). METS 

coordinates approximately 8 programs to assist unemployed clients such as Skills 

Development (upgrading, literacy, life skills, occupational or skills courses and 

apprenticeship training); Work Experience (hands-on job experience and training that is 

UI eligible); Apprenticeship Programming (journeyman certification); Employment 

Assistance Service (to help organizations provide a wide spectrum of counseling and 

career services, assessments, self-esteem and motivation, labour market information, 

CPR/First Aid); Employment Maintenance Program (short term training, employer 

directed interventions to address labour market shifts and prevent job loss); Job 

Creation (provides meaningful work experience and skill maintenance during periods of 

unemployment); Self-Employment Assistance (developing business that are 

recommended as viable by the Economic Development Officer); and Project Based 

Training (specific training for skills transfer to cottage type industry, ideally by persons 

of Mi’kmaq decent) (http://www.mets.ca/index.php?page=3). 

 

METS has 3 other programs to help youth and employed people, including Mobility 

Exploration Program (financial assistance for verified job interviews and relocation 

150kms away); Special Needs Program (to assist those 15 years and older with physical 

and psychological barriers to employment who are not eligible under Worker’s 

Compensation or Sick Benefits under Employment Insurance Act); and Youth 

Employment Services (a program to assist youth in gaining work experience to make the 

transition from work to school). The Youth Employment Services program provides 

wage subsidies for summer work experience, youth internships, the self-employment 

student program and Skills Link. Post-secondary education institutions underutilize this 

important program. Instructors and professors can provide hands-on research training 

during the summer and receive wage subsidies between 50-75% for qualified students. 

 

The ETOs meet regularly to attend workshops and to get updates on available and 

forthcoming programs and services. In their home communities they work with clients 

to help them job hunt, build resumes and access training. The officer tries to help build 



  

75 | P a g e  
 

career plans. In Paqtnkek, the officer uses Facebook and social media to find 

opportunities, for client outreach and hopes to use a career cruising website – a skills 

and personality testing program - to link people with careers (http://paqtnkek.ca/wp-

content/uploads/2015/09/Strategic-plan.pdf). Encouraging people to participate in 

programming is a challenge. People respond well to incentives. Most clients are 

interested in trades, metal fabrication, heavy equipment, electrical, carpentry, 

cosmetology and cooking. There is an increasing interest in obtaining technological skills 

training. According to the band staff responsible for education and employment 

training, young people want to work, they want well-paying jobs, but they are not fully 

aware of the time commitments, the intensity of studying and the hard work that it 

takes to get those jobs. They are easily dissuaded from pursuing their dream jobs 

because the steps to employment are many and are daunting. 

 

Finding opportunities can be a challenge. In 2015, a job bank and information library 

called the Aboriginal Career Trail (ACT) was created and posted by the Confederacy of 

Mainland Mi’kmaq (CMM). The site is live with job listings from Career Beacon, links to 

the CMM bands, but it is not yet getting the intended uptake by community members. 

Instead of using Mi’kmaq specific websites people tend to use Jobs.com to search for 

employment (http://www.jobs.com/). 

 

A further challenge identified by the Paqtnkek program directors is the overlap in 

various programs “doing the same thing.” Because of the short term and pilot project 

funding models most favoured by INAC and the various government agencies that 

provide pockets of funding, often tied to hard deadlines aligned with fiscal year end 

budget reconciliation, it is hard to keep up with what programs are running and who is 

eligible for what. The communication network challenges persist. While the Aboriginal 

Career Trail was designed to improve information sharing, people do not seem to 

regularly use such tools.  

 

Make sure that the proper programs over the right time frame are delivered. 
Sometimes not everyone wants the same program or training. (BM#34) 

 

Access to technology and Internet connectivity are critical determinants of educational 

and employment health. Paqtnkek leadership argues that like food, shelter and heat, 

access to the Internet is a basic human right. Paqtnkek is a small rural community that 

lacks infrastructure and communications capacity. Concerted efforts are underway to 

address the technology shortfalls by becoming a designated non-dominant service 
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provider to get community members connected with education and employment 

opportunities through free or fairly priced internet access. 

 
At least two out of six students in [the Adult Education] class do not have 
computers at home and have low computer skills. (BM#35) 

 

METS has limited funds to support clients to access training. Training programs must be 

regional and must have labour market information supporting the field in order to be 

eligible. The student is required to include the information as part of their application. 

Paqtnkek has several graduates per year through the METS program. 50-60% of 

graduates will try out the career related to their training and decide it was not the path 

they wanted and will want to access further training in a different filed. Technically 

METS training funds can be accessed per client every 5 years. Employment Training 

Officers have some discretion if criteria are met to support those seeking additional 

training. 

 

Despite training, the employment rates of the community remain low. In 2015 the 

Paqtnkek Lukwaqn (work) received $269,000 from Service Canada for a three year 

project to address Aboriginal underrepresentation in federally regulated industries, 

namely banking, communications and transportation. Using a cross cultural and 

collaborative approach, the community team engaged with members and stakeholders 

to identify barriers, develop strategies and build a toolkit to help advance employment 

equity for Aboriginal peoples in these industries.  

 

The barriers identified by the Lukwaqn project were wide-ranging and complex, from 

personal to structural, and are applicable to other employment and education sectors 

beyond federally regulated industries. A key finding is that many Aboriginal hiring 

policies were developed without Aboriginal consultation and tended toward symbolic 

rather than substantive inclusion of Aboriginal employees and thus look good on paper 

but in practice do not result in meaningful and sustainable employment opportunities 

for individuals and families. 

 

The Lukwaqn project identified a need to engage corporations, municipalities, 

government services, small businesses and educational institutions in building better 

relationships with Aboriginal communities. There is a strong business case for investing 

in the training of Aboriginal youth, but communities are often excluded from local 
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employment networks and when there is any sense of scarcity of jobs – the exclusion is 

heightened.  

 

Much can be done in this era of reconciliation to create respectful inclusivity in all 

employment sectors as a matter of day-to-day business to reduce segregation and to 

honour Mi’kmaw treaty rights – this is required for systemic change to occur. Policy 

recommendations include directed apprenticeship programs, facilitating union 

membership, proactive job notifications and directed hiring, and regular cross-cultural 

education of non-Aboriginal employees and employers to help build safe and just 

workplaces. 

 

Also identified in the Lukwaqn project was the need for career education, aptitude 

testing and job readiness skills building for Paqtnkek youth and adults. To close this gap 

the Chief and Council sought funds to pursue alternative programming. 

 

The Skills Link program is part of Canada’s Youth Employment Strategy. It is designed to 

provide funds to help youth “develop a range of skills and knowledge to participate in 

the current and future labour market and to promote education and skills.” 

(https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/services/funding/skills-

link.html) Paqtnkek successfully applied to the Skills Link program and received short 

term funding from INAC in the fall of 2016 with an end date of March 31, 2017 

(https://www.aadnc-aandc.gc.ca/eng/1100100033627/1100100033637). Despite the 

short time line, they delivered a wide range of important programming and services to 

35 members of their community. These activities were specifically designed to address 

the barriers long identified by Paqtnkek as obstacles to employment and to provide 

much needed work experience placements. Participants for this cohort were selected 

from the deferred students list, those who could not get funding for education programs 

and others joined by word of mouth. Other cohorts, including an upcoming session 

funded by Service Canada, but administered by the Mi’kmaw Native Friendship Centre, 

have an application process. 

 

The 2016-2017 Skills Link funding subsidized wages and participants were matched with 

local employers based, where possible, on their career aspirations. Activities included 

psychological and personal inventory testing, driver education training, job interview 

skills training, resume writing, financial literacy, cultural programing, self-esteem 

building and healing exercises, and learning to dress for success. Program coordinators 
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are seeking the most culturally relevant personality and skills testing tools. The testing 

used for this cohort was Myers-Briggs. Further inquiry is required to determine which 

tools, if any currently available, are effective in accurately assessing the unique 

circumstances and aspirations of Aboriginal applicants 

(http://www.myersbriggs.org/my-mbti-personality-type/mbti-basics/). Once the 

classroom sessions were complete, the participants were given temporary placements 

on and off reserve to gain valuable work experience. It is too early to assess the 

employability impacts of the program. Skills Link program provides travel, childcare, and 

clothing allowances. Participants on social assistance are able to maintain their 

assistance while employed under the program. If employment continues after the 

program social assistance eligibility will change. 

 

The Skills Link program was instrumental in helping the program staff to understand the 

needs of their youth and the tools needed to help them succeed. A significant structural 

finding in the first round of the Skills Links (a second round funded by Service Canada 

was launched in spring 2017 in collaboration with the Mi’kmaw Native Friendship 

Centre) was that the funding timelines were too tight to establish the trust and rapport 

with the participants and to build relationships and sustainable partnerships with 

potential employers and other service providers. 

 

The Skills Link program revealed that very few of the participants have any aspirations 

for post-secondary education and do not see education as a tangible pathway to 

meaningful employment in their futures. This finding, as identified by the program staff, 

is linked to mental health issues associated with intergenerational trauma and the 

impacts of residential school. Participants indicted that they are dealing with debilitating 

stress and anxiety in volumes higher than the organizers expected. In its next steps the 

community hopes to build programming to support improved mental health and reduce 

day-to-day stressors that prevent people from accessing post-secondary education and 

engaging in meaningful work.  

 

The community would like to track the impacts of the various training programs and 

wants better labour force projections so they can be proactive in accessing and 

scheduling training to assure their members are first in line for employment. There are 

strong perceptions that training programs for on-reserve members are often an after-

thought and that employment is not guaranteed, is too short term and does not result 
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in secure opportunities for advancement. Whenever there is a downturn in industry, 

Aboriginal peoples are “the last hired and the first to be let go.” (BM#32, BM#36) 
 

We have a lot of individuals who do not really know what they want to do. 
Sometimes people are funded for training in an area that they have no interest or 
in a dying industry or it is not growing. For example, a student funded for culinary 
arts which was not something that he wanted to do and he was not successful. 
Send the students to hands on experience to ensure that they really are interested 
before funding. Ensure that they continue to move forward. (NBM#3) 

 

Training for human resources and management personnel is a future direction for 

Paqtnkek. As the community’s financial security expands, so too will the administration 

of their business, social and financial enterprises. Access to Aboriginal leadership and 

managerial skill development training that is culturally rooted and reflects community 

values and holistic approaches to thinking and doing are a desired next step. 

 

Additionally, Paqtnkek would like to train members to bid on contracts and learn how to 

develop business plans and timelines to be competitive in future construction and 

development projects. 

 

There is much more to be done in terms of providing career opportunities through pre-

employment training, internships and mentoring. Partnerships with local and regional 

employers are starting to form due to the hard work of Paqtnkek band staff and a 

general public desire to respond to the Calls to Action of the Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission (http://www.trc.ca/websites/trcinstitution/File/2015/Findings/Calls_to_ 

Action_English2.pdf). 

 

To meet the needs of their community, Paqtnkek Chief and Council and community 

members envision an on-site, culturally grounded, state of the art employment and 

training centre that can attend to the unique experiences and diverse aspirations of the 

community members. One model of an employment and training centre exists in the 

province. The Mi’kmaw Native Friendship Centre adopts a case management approach 

such that client’s aspirations, experience sets and qualifications are assessed and 

appropriate life skills (e.g., budgeting, food preparation), training and apprenticeship 

opportunities are sourced over an appropriate time horizon to support the attainment 

of the employment aspirations of the client.  
 

http://www.trc.ca/websites/trcinstitution/File/2015/Findings/Calls_to_
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Diluted in high school system, career exploration needs to be revamped to meet 
today’s working environment. Career exploration needs to be ongoing. To allow a 
youth to explore the world of work is to explore hands on training. (NBM#3) 

  

The Mi’kmaw Native Friendship Centre’s comprehensive approach includes fostering 

relationships with employers, assessing the marketplace for future job opportunities, 

sourcing various employment opportunities for the same developed skill sets, offering 

job matching services for clients and employers and supporting individual career 

cruising through immersed but short in duration hands on experiences.  

 

Education 

Paqtnkek has a day care and a preschool. Established in the 1980s, the preschool offers 

instruction in English and Mi’kmaw for 10-12 children per year. The preschool offers 

parental support services and are able to deliver education to special needs students. 

The cultural and language components of the curriculum are important building blocks 

for self-esteem and identity, but the community reports that such instruction is not 

adequately sustained when students leave the community to attend school in 

Antigonish County. The lack of cultural inclusion may contribute to feelings of 

dislocation and alienation in young people. Presently there are no primary or secondary 

education services on reserve.  

 

Mi’kmaw Kina’matnewey (MK) is a leader in Mi’kmaw education and provides services 

for elementary, secondary and post-secondary (http://kinu.ca/). They are involved in 

student services, sports, health and wellness programs, the Red Road Project, the 

Atlantic Canada First Nations Help Desk and education partnership programs. MK works 

to improve education quality, retention and completion through the First Nation School 

Success Program and is dedicated to language revitalization and maintenance. Paqtnkek 

is a member of MK, has jurisdictional authority over education and receives a financial 

contribution from the organization, but does not run an MK school. 

 

As in all Mi’kmaw communities, Paqtnkek has an Education Director who tries to deliver 

consistent support services. The Education Director coordinates the Finding Your 

Inspiration (FYI) program (funded for 3 years) for high school students. It is a 10-week 

program that helps student explore the labour market and consider their options in 

post-secondary education. Students receive some assistance in applying at different 

institutes depending on their career goals. Other programs include Techsploration to get 

more girls involved in sciences, math, engineering and computing, Canada World Youth, 
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are creating opportunities for volunteering. Programming is dependent on the funding 

directives of the federal and provincial governments. 

 

Approximately 107 students attend primary and secondary schools in the Antigonish 

region. 102 attend the East Antigonish Education Centre / Academy, 2 attend École 

Acadienne de Pomquet, and one is at John H Gillis. Students are bussed to school. 

Paqtnkek supports breakfast and lunch programs for these students. An afterschool 

program helps with homework, projects and extracurricular activities. At the schools 

there are Mi’kmaw teaching assistants. The East Antigonish has a Mi’kmaw language 

instructor on staff. A concern of the community is the lack of appropriate mentorship 

and guidance for students. 

 
I don’t think kids are mentored right from early school to high school to the 
transition to post-secondary. Guidance Councillors don’t have no way of pointing 
a child in the direction they want to go in. In reality if you look at the job 
availability in the country, the path they want to go it might not be there. People 
are graduating and there are not any jobs, so they have to go back to post-
secondary. What a person wants to do and what is available is not always the 
same, you have compromise. There are too many cracks on the road to getting 
there. The industry is always changing. You have to join the union and join the old 
boys’ club or you are not going to get a job. All of those things have to be mapped 
out at grade 8 or 9. You have to be able to say the job availability will be here or 
here at the time of graduation. Like the culinary arts thing – there was no path to 
job. (BM#33) 

 

The Paqtnkek Chief and Council identified education as a top priority and in 2015-2016 

undertook a community engagement process to consider the design and 

implementation of a holistic education strategy. Four directions emerged in the 

community engagement process: promotion, support, cultural identity and an 

educational centre. The community is concerned with the provincial education 

standards and whether they are reflected in meeting the needs of their students and 

they want to know why their students are not successful in post-secondary institutions. 

 

Two immediate priorities are to increase parental involvement in the education and 

employment aspirations of their children, and to have sustainable in-community social 

worker and guidance counselor services available. The intergenerational impacts of 

residential school are widely felt in Paqtnkek and generations of survivors have rejected 

the settler education system or feel rejected by it. Building intergenerational trust in 
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settler education and creating confidence that such education will lead to prosperous 

and meaningful employment is a significant task with complex psychological 

underpinnings that will not be addressed with pilot projects or make work programs. 

 

Services and supports for enhancing parental involvement in the education of their 

children are improving. There is a parent portal for text and email notifications 

regarding education issues. A variety of programs are offered such as “Parents as Career 

Coaches”, a MK program, to help parents navigate education and employment 

pathways, but attracting participation remains a challenge. According to the Education 

staff, the key to student success is parental involvement. Innovatively the community 

hosted a parent/ teacher night on reserve and it is hoped this will become regular 

practice. 

 

Paqtnkek had access to the services of a guidance counselor and social worker in an 

arrangement with the East Antigonish Education Centre. At the end of the contract the 

band wished to use their Own Source Revenues to pay for the much needed services. 

Unfortunately, the services of the workers were secured elsewhere and a significant gap 

in services remains. What is needed is a mental health support team who really 

understands the family dynamics and needs within Aboriginal communities. A team that 

can help families navigate the education and employment systems to find the options 

and opportunities for their children. Parents need assistance in helping their children to 

make independent decisions and access to the tools to help them obtain their goals. 

There are many single parent families in Paqtnkek and reports of increasing anxiety 

amongst people as young as eight, nine and ten years old. 

 

Parents on the whole would like to have better engagement with the public schools. 

Parent / teacher meetings that occur in the community were well received. Students 

would like access to more tutoring and culturally relevant programs. They are interested 

in arts based learning and opportunities for leadership and career path development 

such as job shadowing and career cruising. 

 

According to research participants, the current education system is not adequately 

attending to the unique circumstances of Paqtnkek students and is not preparing people 

to go off reserve for work. The Individualized Program Plan (IPP) in high schools are seen 

negatively as limiting student aspirations and streaming students into low earning 

career paths. The community does not like the no-fail rule and argue that it in fact sets 
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up their children for failure. “The schools tend to push people to particular programs. 

High school students do not really know what they want to do and they are being 

streamed into courses that will not lead to preparation to advanced education.” “More 

resources are needed for students particularly in guidance and mental health supports 

to help ensure they are not streamed.” “We have kids who are really smart and they 

need to be prepared for the outside world, once they got into university they flunked 

out.” “They need the extra push at the university level.” (BM#33, BM#37, BM#38, 

BM#39) A university recruiter commented that it is difficult to improve the pathway for 

Aboriginal learners at University without meaningful change in the program offerings in 

secondary education. 

 
We need to build more life skills for transitions out of the community. You cannot 
get guidance in high school. They are constantly being told they are not university 
material. (BM#33, BM#37, BM#38, BM#39) 
 
I found that two of my own kids, grade 9 and 10, were identified as IPPs; both 
were sick and tired of going to resource and managed to get off of IPP and then 
were struggling in Math and English and they [school] encouraged them to take 
Essentials which would be easier; when they got into Essentials that closed so 
many doors for them. Since then my daughter graduated from high school and she 
wanted to do nursing but those doors were also closed to her because of her math 
so she went to NSCC to take those courses and now is at CBU. It [high school 
program] closed off opportunities of what she wanted to do.” (BM#31)  

 

In 2016-2017, twenty-six people received post-secondary funding. Five or six attended 

Nova Scotia Community College, 12 attended university at Cape Breton, StFX or 

Dalhousie. Between 6-8 people received funding for METS post-secondary training. 

There are no public transportation services available for post-secondary students. 

Eligibility for post-secondary education funding is based on a criteria list. High school 

students get priority, returning students and next and deferred students are third. There 

are always more applicants than funds available. Paqtnkek Council uses Own Source 

Revenue funds to help subsidize students. Demands for books, travel, and tuition 

expenses exceed available funds. Funding is NOT guaranteed year-to-year producing 

additional anxiety. Students indicate they would like better orientation to universities 

and colleges, better access to childcare and many support the idea of bridging 

programs. 

 
When they are on reserve they always have someone they can depend on, but 
once they go out there they are just dropped off and they do not where to go. 



  

84 | P a g e  
 

Even something as simple as a dentist appointment, but they won’t ask. They 
know where to go, but they are scared to ask because they don’t want to be 
looked down on because they have dealt with racism all their lives. (BM#37) 

 

The consensus among research participants is, that universities and colleges can do alot 

more to help Aboriginal students from recruitment to orientation, from curricula design 

to completion and employment acquisition. “StFX should have a bridging program, even 

if it is just for one semester.” Students need help writing their papers and learning how 

to do research, and gathering tips on how to be a good student. According to the 

Education Director, students experience culture shock when they move from a close knit 

community, where everyone knows your business, to the anonymous isolation of 

attending university. Aboriginal students find it difficult to reach out for help or to ask 

questions because of a “fear they will be looked down upon. They have had to deal with 

racism most of their lives so they are afraid.” (BM#37) 
 

I felt cultural shock. I couldn’t understand what the professor was saying he was 
using such big words. We don’t know all these big words. I even thought I was 
good at English until I came here. Facing the reality that you are different in class 
and everyone is staring at you when they are talking about Aboriginal issues. 85% 
of the class is white and the rest of the class is other. I stand out. I sit in the front 
so I can pretend no one is behind me. Transition into being a minority. At home 
everyone is Mi’kmaw. (BM#40) 

 
First year students at community college and university suffer cultural shock in 
their first year out of high school. FYI (Finding Your Inspiration) is a really good 
program that gets students thinking about education but we need more high 
school students participating.” (BM#35) 

 

The Coordinator of Aboriginal Students Affairs at StFX is a member of the Paqtnkek 

community. The Chief sits on the StFX Board of Governors. StFX does collaborate with 

Paqtnkek to provide X Project, a student society that offers small group education 

assistance, recreational and leadership programs (http://people.stfx.ca/xproject/X-

Project/About_Us.html). In recent years, the program structure has been less responsive 

to community needs and a reconsideration of the roles and activities of the program is 

necessary. StFX has not provided any instruction for credit in Paqtnkek and recruitment 

does not have a strategic plan for working with Aboriginal communities. Cape Breton 

University has occasionally provided course for credit instruction on reserve. 
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University recruitment and support of Aboriginal students is siloed with little 

collaboration between departments. Although there are pockets of funding for 

Aboriginal students who attend university, university recruitment strategies are market 

driven and consequently are designed to “cast a wide net” in terms of the population. 

“There is a central organizing group that plans activities for all university communities. 

Smaller First Nations communities are often not on that list but some schools (e.g., 

Eskasoni) may approach on an individual basis” (NBM#2). It is recognized that Aboriginal 

students need to see or visualize themselves in the University community to 

demonstrate that they can thrive in that community but such recruitment materials do 

not exist primarily due to the impact of cost efficiencies. 

 

A significant issue beyond recruitment is the lack of infrastructure to support both 

the transition of Aboriginal students to University academic life and their retention 

to graduation. Without support beyond tuition relief through scholarships 

designated for Aboriginal youth, retention becomes an issue if other mechanisms 

are not in place. In universities, support for Aboriginal Students remains, to a large 

extent, in silos. For example, although student career centres have no specific 

programs that target Aboriginal students, centres advertise career opportunities for 

Aboriginal graduates and have training in Aboriginal mental health and career. The 

Aboriginal Student Advisors play a critical role in the transition and support of 

students to their academic lives. Many, but not all, colleges and universities offer 

bridging programs to support the transition. “The college environment is more 

conducive to learning than in universities. In part, because of a different philosophy 

and more robust support services made available including non-conventional 

approaches like night courses and programs.” (NBM#2) Universities in Atlantic 

Canada have embarked on “Indigenizing the Academy” projects to increase access 

for and retention of Aboriginal students. In the process of doing so, “we could 

improve on the training of staff for specific cultural training to support Aboriginal 

students. In indigenizing the University, if the training of faculty and instructors is 

not accomplished then we have lost an opportunity; training makes a difference 

along with willingness.” (NBM#1) “Indigenization of the Academy” will presumably 

require appropriate and sufficient support mechanisms available throughout the 

academic life of students. 

 
It is good to ask for help. I flunked out my first year and when I came back I used 
the services like the Tramble Room and the Aboriginal Student Advisor … the 
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Writing Centre helped me out a lot. I was the only one in my class that came to 
STFX. (BM#44) 
 
We need someone who is really there to help us with scholarships, transition, 
paying stuff or your own, time management…I had no idea what was going on. I 
kind of did but I really didn’t know. I had to learn about time management which I 
am still getting used to. We just need champions in our communities…role 
models… have people going into schools to motivate us. (BM#40) 

 

Comprehensive, regularly and consistent post-secondary readiness courses for parents 

and students, delivered in community may go a long way in helping with the transition 

from high school to college or university.  

 

The 94 Calls of Action of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission provide an excellent 

guideline for improving the pathways for Aboriginal youth from high school into post-

secondary. If we collectively hold each other accountable and work collaboratively to 

implement and sustain the education related Calls to Action, systemic discrimination will 

be eliminated, social justice will become a reality and improvements will be felt 

generationally.  
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VI.b.ii NOVA SCOTIA COMMUNITY CASE STUDY: WE’KOQMA’Q FIRST NATION 

Community Profile 

We’koqma’q First Nation is located at the foothills of Skye Mountain in Cape Breton. 

The waters nearby are known for the abundance of fish where the community hosts the 

largest fishing derby in Nova Scotia. We’koqma’qh is a rapidly growing community with 

a population increase of 8.7% in 2016. The community is governed by a Chief and nine 

Councilors. We’koqma’q has approximately 995 registered members, of which 

approximately 145 reside off-reserve. The Band operates a number of Own Source 

Revenue operations including Rod’s One Stop (gas bar, VLTs, ATM machine, tobacco, 

lottery, grocery, and sporting equipment), Waycobah Fitness Centre and Waycobah 

Gaming. We’koqma’q continues to be very active in the Fisheries having both a 

commercial fishery and eel fishery. To ensure the food fishery is conserved and 

protected for future generations, the community established a Guardianship Program to 

oversee all aspects of its fishery.  

 

The community operates a daycare and operates its own school for students attending 

kindergarten through to grade 12. Mi’kmaw language and Mi’kmaw culture feature 

prominently in the school’s curricula. The school operates according to provincial 

standards. We’koqma’q has developed strong partnerships with post-secondary 

institutions to assist members interested in pursuing training, trades and technical 

programs. (Source: http://www.waycobah.ca/, https://www.facebook.com/pages/Waycobah-First-

Nation/276158479179787) 

 
The We’koqma’q Context 

We’koqma’q is a community that has a significant number of band members who are 

currently on the post-secondary education and training pathway. This case study shares 

the perspectives of three key community leaders who are positioned in important roles 

in support of the linkages between education, training and employment. The case is 

meant to highlight their voices and to represent their perspectives on how their 

community is navigating the pathways from training and education to employment.  
 

To prepare young people for the future, through education and employment we 
do fund programs for post-secondary, whether it be community college or 
university. The other thing is we have the METS program which is the Mi’kmaw 
Education and Training Secretariat. That program provides in-house training. As 
well we do have the Adult Learning Program Level 3. We also do GED and we offer 
one session a night in the evening and during the day as well, 5 days a week. On 

http://www.waycobah.ca/
https://www.facebook.com/pages/Waycobah-First-Nation/276158479179787
https://www.facebook.com/pages/Waycobah-First-Nation/276158479179787
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average in a year there would be over seventy students pursuing post-secondary 
education and a similar number on more short-term training supported by the 
Mi’kmaq Employment Training Secretariat (METS). On average in a year there 
would be over seventy students pursuing post-secondary education and a smaller 
number on more short-term training supported by the METS. Historically we’ve 
been averaging 13-17 post-secondary graduates each year, and that could be 
anything from carpentry to nursing, or law, but more so in the regular bachelor 
programs and NSCC programs. I think that’s a major thing. Also we’re noticing a 
shift and there are smaller families because families are putting off having 
children. (BM#41) 
 
We’koqma’q has various of ways navigating the pathway from training to 
employment. One of the ways is through an agreement between METS (Mi’kmaq 
Employment Training Secretariat) and We’koqma’q which would be a sub 
agreement holder. Employment and Training Officers (ETOs) are responsible for 
providing employment programs and services to their band members. ETOS have 
a joint responsibility to both the band and the METS organization.  Such Programs 
that are provided under We’koqma’q Employment and Training Department are: 
Skills Development Program which assists clients to obtain skills for employment. 
Courses may include upgrading and literacy courses, life skills courses, 
occupational or skills courses including apprenticeship training etc.  The Work 
Experience Program is designed to assist unemployed clients or groups of people 
to receive hands-on job experience and training while earning a wage that is 
Unemployment Insurance eligible. (BM#42) 
 
The Apprenticeship Program assists unemployed clients who are interested in 
apprenticeship (journeyman) certification. Clients can be assisted with on-the-job 
training and skills training. (BM#42) 
 
Employment Assistance Service is a support measure or services provided to 
unemployed or about to become unemployed clients. Services such as counseling, 
career action planning, job search skills, case management and follow-up, needs 
assessment and such workshops as resume writing, building self-esteem, etc.  
The Mobility Exploration Program is used to provide financial assistance to clients 
who have confirmed offers of employment in another community and also to 
assist clients to attend a verified job interview. (BM#42) 
 
The Youth Employment Services/Programs has been developed to assist youth in 
gaining work experience that would allow them to make the transition from 
school to work. This objective is achieved by the following initiatives: - Youth 
Internship (Career Focus) - Summer Work Experience - Self-Employment Student 
Program. (BM#42) 
 
Another Pathway is through working closely with such organizations such as 
Mi’kmaq Economics Benefits Office (MEBON). We provide MEBONS our priorities 
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and needs in training for our community and we help with the recruitment process 
and they provide the funding, mentoring, job coaching, and monitoring. MEBONS 
also acts as a liaison between Mi’kmaq communities and industry.  
Another Pathway would be partnerships that our own Chief and Council have 
created. (BM#42) 
 
They have developed partnerships or relationships through time. One example is 
with the processing plants such as Arichat, Cheticamp and North Sydney. The 
band provides transportation to the employees to all three plants. Another 
example would be Nova Scotia Power and Lucas Tree - we had a number of our 
community members trained and they hired them. The people at Lucas Tree 
worked very hard in trying to understand the barriers and obstacles community 
faced and helped mentor the 5 community members in hopes for best outcome. 
Although they were not able to retain all workers, they try their best to help the 
individuals meet their potential. (BM#42) 
 
METS provides funding and services this would be like skills development, targeted 
wage subsidy, employment assistance, maintenance, work experience, mobility, it 
would assist them through funding for that. There’s funding services and non-
funding services. Someone can come here and ask for help to do resume. My 
clients through September to April would be the ones that are going to 
Community College or perhaps people that I would fund for less than 2 years. So 
postsecondary does 2 year programs. 15-20 clients per year that are just focused 
on college. Then there’s people that are just in between that go and take a 5 week 
course or 10 week course, and then I have a summer program which is students 
from university to high school and grade 11 and 12. So there are probably 70-100 
clients per year. (BM#42) 
 
Of particular importance for We’koqma’q is the incredible transformation that has 
occurred in the capacity building for the community in the past twenty years with 
significant improvements in the post-secondary education and workforce training 
participation rate and employment success. So the employment rate is 
dramatically different than twenty years ago. Even just our number of students 
attending post-secondary institutions. We were in the range of 24 and now up to 
68-72 depending on the year. That’s a dramatic change. Even our school 
attendance, the fact that we went from Grade 8, 9 and sending students off 
community, to having Grade 12. This was first in the sub-standard conditions of 
the old restaurant and then since nine years ago I would say we had one of the 
nicest schools in the province of Nova Scotia. We have a large number our 
teaching staff who are graduates of a Master program or are currently about to 
finish their Masters. Even just the programming, and how the students are getting 
jobs after they graduate has improved. At our school we have 86% of our staff and 
teachers are Mi’kmaw from this community. Twenty years ago, we didn’t have 
more than 3 staff members when the system was operated by the Federal 
government. Then we would have had the guidance councilor and two teachers. 
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The Mi’kmaw teacher and Primary as well as the Guidance Counselor So what a 
change. Then in ’95 Joanne graduated from St.FX and then it started from there, it 
started escalating. After that the StFX had the program to build on with the 
Northern McGill program, that’s when it really took off. In ’95 they graduated and 
started with StFX in ’96. (BM#41)  

 
 

Challenges Along Pathways from Education to Employment 

The community leaders have noted several social and external barriers that make the 

pathway to employment challenging for communities to overcome. These challenges 

include countering the long term effects of trauma and poverty, rural geography, 

changing the family and community story of work, and decolonizing the culture of social 

security.  

 

Trauma and Poverty 

Trauma and poverty are long term issues that have created ongoing issues for 

individuals. They have led to many people lacking access to many of the basic social 

advantages that individuals from mainstream Nova Scotia society would be more likely 

to take for granted. 
 

There needs to be an understanding that the non-Mi’kmaw person outside the 
community doesn’t have those barriers or obstacles or trauma connected to them 
like Mi’kmaw people do. It just takes so much to get somebody in the door, on a 
program, job coach them, keep them, retain them in the same job. We have 
transportation barriers, we transport our community members to these plants and 
everything’s paid for. So we’ve taken the transportation barrier/obstacle out. And 
we are recruiting and helping them through that process so about 60-70 workers 
in the last few years are working there where we wouldn’t have before because of 
helping them with those obstacles. A lot of them don’t have drivers’ licenses and 
don’t have the income to even buy cars or the credit to get vehicles. So there’s so 
many things just trying to get these workers to a plant. (BM#41)  

 

Rural Geography 

Barriers were also evident for post-secondary training because many students could not 

afford the high cost of travel and other additional expenses that are associated with 

accessing education from a rural location. 
 

The barriers are basically the cost of travel and babysitting or childcare. So those 
are the barriers we face. With the funding that’s provided for post-secondary, 
whether it be community college or university, the student's tuition is covered as 
well as their text books. As well, there’s a student living allowance and where 
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applicable a rent subsidy to help with the cost of their rent, in additions we have 
the Elmitek program, which is the onsite delivery of university courses from Cape 
Breton University programs which is good for getting students into the program to 
get their feet wet. Generally, after the first year they move on to a post-secondary 
institution, whether it be CBU or St.FX or Dal or whatever. (BM#41) 
 

Colonization and Work 

There is the need to change the work story that has been in existence because of 

colonization and the denial of access to basic economic determination for some time. 

Part of the issue facing communities like We’koqma’q is connected to the way social 

security has served to colonize. Communities are trying to de-colonize the culture of 

welfare.  

 
The government approach was having the welfare system in place. So the mindset 
came about that people didn’t have to work. Children didn’t see their parents 
working anymore. When my parents were growing up, and that would have been 
70 years ago, their parents worked really hard. They worked on farms, they 
worked in forestry, they worked in fishing, and they worked in basket making, 
beadwork, and so forth. But then when the social assistance came into the 
communities, that perspective was taken away, or replaced. So now we’re at a 
place where we need to bring that whole aspect back into our First Nation 
communities. (BM#43)  
 
 For many of our students social assistance was there at 18. Therefore they think 
sometimes at 18 they should be able to immediately become a lawyer, or a 
doctor, or a carpenter, because at 18 you got welfare. And that understanding has 
to be there that this immediate expectation may be there. And when we teach 
them, we need to understand it’s been a long impact of the residential school 
system on their parents or grandparents and this has also had an indirect effect 
on them. Social assistance is part of their lives today, and that legacy is going to 
be a lot larger than for students who have grown up without this legacy. This is 
especially so if your community is only in the early stages of becoming an 
independent player in this world. (BM#43) 
 
We have to be careful with technology because technology does the same 
expectation of bringing things to us immediately and it is even going to bring it 
sooner. Some kids would rather do a 2 year program than a 6 year program 
because the expectation is more immediate. So that may bring them to aim lower 
than their actual ability. (BM#43)  
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The community has built greater confidence in employability by striving for and 

achieving a higher success rate in post-secondary education and workforce training in 

the community.  
 

At one time the only real jobs were at the band office. That was it. There was 
nowhere else. Today, we have people working everywhere in Nova Scotia to 
Alberta. One of our graduates of culinary arts and science was working at a camp 
in Alberta and now she’s on a BC ferry as a chef. It’s such a difference. These 
changes reflect the people’s attitudes and opportunities that are now available.  
Their self-esteem has improved. It’s just a myriad of things that have changed. 
They’re no longer dependent on a social system and they can go and work 
wherever they want. It’s the confidence. What we’ve done is, we made that leap 
forward and met the criteria for Post-Secondary institutions, we’ve proven that we 
aren’t wasting money investing in PSE training with our successes. This realization 
has helped us because it made us realize that we do have a lot of successes and 
we started tracking them more thoroughly, so our data became better, so with 
our data becoming better it showed us where we can move for the next step to 
realize the educational needs and opportunities for our students once they 
graduate from Grade 12. (BM#41)  

 

 

Strategies to Build Education and Training Pathways to Employment  

There are a few notable strategies that We’koqma’q has been using to address the 

issues associated with employment. These can be categorized in three clusters. For the 

school, it is about building a successful band school system where success is measured 

by building programs that teach social relevance, engaging educators in working for the 

parents and with parents as partners, and working to deeply know students as Mi’kmaw 

learners. For the band, it is about coherent and consistent leadership in support of 

education and employment. For post-secondary education and training, it is about 

supporting learners to transition beyond life on the reserve and overcoming travel 

barriers, building and leveraging industry partnerships, overcoming policy disconnects, 

providing appropriate in community programming and creating career planning 

accountability for return on investment. 
 

Building a Successful Band School System 

Building a successful band school system has been perhaps the most significant strategy 

for creating a clear, coherent and confident long-term sustainable pathway to 

employment. The school is an economic engine for the community with over fifty 

employees from the community working there. It is also a place where highly skilled 

educators, mostly from the community, are dedicated to building deep and caring 
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learners who are confident in their abilities to succeed. As a band operated school with 

86% of employees from the community, there is a direct focus upon the cultivation of 

the self-determination of students.  
 

I think the first step when you want to teach students, especially Mi’kmaw 
children, how to develop their understanding what a career is, means that they 
need to understand how the career training is relevant to them. Because for 
many, many years, that part about a relevant education has been missing in our 
First Nation communities. (BM#43)  
 
 And now we have to look at education in 2017 from a different view than in the 
past because the traditional jobs are no longer there. When I grew up I wanted to 
be a teacher because everyone around me was a teacher. Everybody was doing 
those things. The future might be a computer or it might be something in a 
completely different format. So we need to ask children instead, what problems 
do they want to solve? What are the things that they want to do to make their 
society better? And then that approach to education becomes relevant to them. 
We need to let them become problem solvers. And so as a school we want to 
make sure that they learn to do coding, to learn to understand social skills and 
how to interact. Science and math will be important for the inventors of the future 
no matter how big or how small that may be. The other part is to make sure that 
our culture doesn’t get lost in this process. So, they have a double job. How can 
they remain who they are as Mi’kmaw people and to also be successful in the 
future with money and have some type of economic career success? Do we want it 
to be all about money? No. We want them to be about having the opportunity to 
solve things. So that’s the first step. We have to change that perspective and 
change the outlook, and move into what is going to be their job in making sure 
that our society stays together and to help solve some of the world issues that are 
going on. And Mi’kmaw women have a place in this because sometimes the 
traditional jobs are to be a teacher, be a mom, be a nurse. But there’s so much 
more now, such as engineering and technology. You might go on an oil field, but 
you may never touch the oil because you’ll be doing computing. (BM#43)  
 

To support P-12 students the school has focused on deeply knowing their students as 

learners and matching their aspirations with their skills. 
 

We want our student to explore the careers that are available to them. They have 
to have that opportunity in school. Having an O2 program here is so important 
because it gives the kids that opportunity to realize that everyone can participate. 
If they are in Grade 9 and up they get placed with a work experience in whatever 
interest are they have. So, if they want to go into anything from mechanics to 
traditional medicine, there’s value in all of this. We help them go as far as we 
possibly can to experience this. If we cannot provide these work experiences, we 
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bring in people who can talk about this with our students because we don’t want 
to close their aspirations down. But we’re very careful not bringing a false 
understanding of what may be available to them. If they wanted to go on an oil 
rig, that’s not going to happen here in the community, but we’ll find ways that will 
connect with this experience. (BM#43) 
 
It’s not just knowing that our students are Mi’kmaw, it’s really knowing who they 
are as a learner. And if you know that they can or cannot do something, you need 
to support them in that. And if they want to be a doctor they could go in that 
route but there’s other medical and health pathways that they can also take. 
Maybe you’re cleaning medical equipment that will eventually allow you to move 
into a different pathway of your choice. But right now, they may not be at the 
highest level so you have to be truthful with them. For a long time we made kids 
believe that they could do whatever they put their mind to. Yes, you want them to 
think that, but some of them, if they have a learning disability or, a mental 
disability, need to know the truth. Once they know this then you can really support 
them to be successful. It’s not about stopping them from going to the future but 
really about knowing your student. (BM#43) 

 

Knowing students also means taking seriously the role that educators play alongside, 

and sometimes in place, of the parent.  
 

I had a student last week that came in here because all their friends went into the 
other pathway of math, and he no longer wanted to stay in pre-cal math because 
all the friends had moved. We drew it all out on the board as to the interests he 
had. He said, “I don’t know.” I said, “Your father does this”, which was something 
more along the lines of engineering.” I helped him think about the level of math he 
would need for engineering. He knew it was pre-cal”. I said, “You made 90s here.” 
Those friends have different careers and different places they need to be. You 
want to be an engineer. You have to stay in pre-cal.” (BM#43) 
 
He felt he was not going to succeed because he had nobody to be with. I said the 
teacher’s there, and 2 or 3 other students are in there and the support you’ll have 
with the school. But I also explained we would need to let his parents know that 
he wanted to move to a lower level of math because of his friends. And that’s the 
type of conversation we need to have. Being truthful. Because that father, or that 
parent or grandmother would know exactly where they’re going to go. And I said 
“If your interest changes then let’s talk again. But right now, with 98 in pre-cal, 
you’re not going anywhere.” We have to make that judgment call because they’re 
still young. (BM#43)  
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Holistic Supports for Transitioning 

Post-secondary education and training leaders in We’koqma’q understand the 

importance of supporting learners to transition beyond life on the reserve and 

overcoming travel barriers. They also noted that building and leveraging industry 

partnerships, overcoming policy disconnects, and providing appropriate in community 

programming and creating career planning accountability were important community 

investments. 

 

Transitioning to the Workforce 

 Transitioning to life beyond the reserve was noted as an important aspect of the 

education and training process by band staff. There are clear examples in the 

approaches of working to provide support and to determine how to gradually remove 

this support as the individuals build work skills, employee confidence and economic 

stability. The challenge that is noted here is the complexity of determining when to do 

this and how to have this happen in ways that do not disable performance.  
 

If a child goes from Kindergarten to Grade in their own community, then she goes 
into a program, say that St.FX or CBU offers in the community, how do you expect 
community based programs with StFX or CBU to help them learn to go out of the 
community? They are so much in their comfort zone that they don’t even think. 
Because realistically there’s not enough jobs, whether it’s teachers or carpenters, 
there’s not enough jobs in the community. So you have to kind of lead them 
towards going out there whether it’s Halifax, Sydney, Port Hawkesbury, or out 
west. And a lot of our community members don’t want to leave because they have 
never experienced that transition. So that’s where I disagree with sometimes 
community-based programs, and having too much. I want them to be able to get 
used to socializing with non-Mi’kmaw and having different experiences. (BM#43)  
 

The band has developed a partnership to ensure transportation is available for students 

who need it so that they can attend Nova Scotia Community College (NSCC) courses in 

Port Hawkesbury. 
 

The Strait Transit usually leaves at 7:30, which is good timing. That’s made it 
much more convenient. Especially with us subsidizing their costs, that brings the 
student cost down. We’re ensuring that there’s a dependable transportation, 
weather permitting of course, but that overcomes one of the major barriers that 
students face for accessing NSCC Strait Campus. This is not available anymore for 
travel to the Wagmatcook NSCC campus because the Victoria County Council cut 
their subsidy. We thought, well for the amount of money that it would cost, we 
provided transportation as an investment in our students so that we could save 
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some money in the long term because students often drop out because of 
transportation issues. But if that barrier is removed, then you’ve made money. It’s 
the student success. If they drop out, due to transportation issues, then obviously, 
there are going to be repercussions. They will not be allowed back the following 
year. They have a waiting period, a cooling off so to speak, to get their direction. 
(BM#41)  

 

Industry-Community Partnerships 

The band has also been deliberate about building and then leveraging industry 

partnerships to support education and training and employment. Programming and 

training taking place in the community has been a very effective way to develop 

educational skills in ways that build capacity in a supportive environment that bolsters 

individual’s self-confidence. These programs also serve to overcome some of the 

financial and logistical barriers that may exist for participants.  
 

 In a way it would be kind of like the TYP program at Dal except there is the 
opportunity to earn more credits that can be used towards their Bachelor's 
degree. Although its community based, which I think is a good program for the 
fact that it gives people an idea of what’s required to be a university student. 
Funding for this comes from our budget that comes from the MK funding 
allocation for post-secondary education. We pay a nominal fee for professors, and 
travelling, and we work in cooperation with Wagmatcook. So that’s very helpful 
because it eliminates some of the worries of travel. Usually, it’s somewhere in the 
vicinity of 8 from our community and 8 from Wagmatcook in the Elmitek program. 
Students are able to obtain on site courses for the first and depending on the 
program of their choice even a second year based on the courses being offered 
that particular year.  So we’ve had a variety of courses that could be considered 
either as their core courses or their electives depending on the program that they 
want to go in. (BM#41)  

 
Well some of the successes, say for instance the Elmitek program, the cohorts that 
St.FX has done, the St. Thomas cohort for social work, have all been very 
successful and they’re filling gaps that were desperately needed. The cohorts are 
great and proved to be very successful over the last number of years. We must 
start tailoring programming so that we don’t oversaturate both the native and the 
non-native communities with too many post-secondary graduates in any one field. 
One example for instance, is we are reaching our saturation point with B.Ed 
graduates, and you see more going now entering Bachelor of Nursing programs. 
For instance, starting a pre-nursing cohort would be an awesome program. This is 
because sometimes they don’t have some of the prerequisite science courses that 
are required. We don’t currently have nurses who have graduated working in our 
community, most of our nurses are coming from outside the community. All of our 
nurses who are graduates, find that there’s not enough high needs at the 
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community level to develop new skills and to maintain their skill level. As a result, 
they choose to work in the Inverness hospital, the VG or the QEII hospital. 
 
So I see a nursing cohort as a cohort that would be very valuable first step in the 
Bachelor of Nursing program. The Crawford School of Business, I’ve seen a great, 
great increase in the number of students entering business related programs. I’m 
seeing is the number of students getting CPA's now, are increasing. They are now 
entering accounting firms. Even our own former accounting student is working in 
the Finance office at the MK. She first graduated from NSCC and then went on to 
university and she is soon entering CPA training. So we’re just on the verge of an 
even greater breakthrough in business. Then from the financial end, I think what 
we need to do is focus more on getting NSCC graduates to form little plumbing 
companies, carpentry companies, get them working in our communities to stop 
our financial leakage to outside companies.  Another area that I’ve seen great 
potential for forming a small business is a computer repair. Not necessarily sales, 
because you can’t compete with the big box stores, but if you’re out in the country 
you’re not going to drag your computer down to metro and I see that as not just a 
business for on the reserve, but also for off the reserve. In aquaculture, we’re just 
on the verge of growth. Before we would send fish down to Pubnico or the other 
end of the province to be processed whereas now we’re doing the processing on 
site, and we’re looking at different types of species to harvest such as elvers which 
we are shipping to Korea. We aren't talking about extremely high numbers. So, 
we’re looking at expanding that fishery as well as in the harvesting and processing 
of other species. We have our small entrepreneurs, which I think, should focus 
more on on-line sales of traditional crafts because the European market is 
phenomenal. There’s going to be a craft shop in the new strip mall at the 
Waycobah Gas Bar. Once they get the second berth in for the cruise ships they’ll 
double the volume of passengers touring our area opening opportunities for eco-
tourism. (BM#41)  
  

Community Partnerships with Industry 

The band has also found ways to develop partnerships with industry to create pathways 

for employment. These economic partnerships are enabling many individuals with less 

formal education to be trained and placed in lower skilled jobs.  
 

The CEO/Economic Development person, we don’t have an actual Economic 
Development job, but he would usually talk to the big industries and negotiate 
employment opportunities. For example, we had a project last year that we were 
working with Nova Scotia Power called Lucas Tree which came into the picture 
and they helped us do an employment program for our community. So the sub-
contractor ended up hiring some guys to work under Lucas Tree. We also have 
agreements with the different fish plants, they’ll hire, like 10-15 people this year 
and we work together on screening those individuals. (BM#42) 
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Another program that we have to look at is we also provide direct work 
opportunities with our fish plants in Arichat, Louisburg and Cheticamp where we 
provide transportation in the morning. One is the band controlled fish plant on the 
Trans- Canada Highway. We have a fishery that deals with elvers first and then as 
soon as the elvers are through we go into trout processing. Roughly 3000 pounds 
of trout are being processed per week with about 217 employees there. We have 
about 33 going to work in the fish processing plants in Cheticamp, Arichat and 
North Sydney. So there’s the opportunity for direct employment there. We look at 
education as a step towards employment, but also there’s the direct employment. 
You’re not obligated, if that’s not the route that you want to go directly to a job. 
We also have fishing boats. One large deep sea fishing, and we have our smaller 
boats, to fish lobster ground fish, and crab. (BM#42) 
 
Our employment training strategy has changed. At first we were, the METS and 
post-secondary, writing youth employment programming and projects for 
funding. Now it’s transferred to our CEO (who also has another hat as the 
Economic Development Officer) and NEO to look at finding programs. Now that 
could be educational programs that’ll lead to direct employment, it could include 
the summer student employment, it could be the summer worker employment, it 
could be the fisheries programming, employment programs. So, all of those come 
out of our EDO’s office, our CEO, and Chief and Council. The NEO looks at skill 
inventories. What employee opportunities are people looking hire? The fish plants 
were very happy to have us. In other fields, we had young people that are working 
with independent contractors such as the Department of Highways, which has to 
do traffic control, snow plow operators so they have employment with those 
companies and government departments. It’s not just fisheries, but the fisheries 
that’s the bulk of the percentage. (BM#42)  
 
If you take our fishery, we own 100% of the trout fishery and the elver fishery. 
Whereas Arichat, our boats come to, do the landings in Arichat. You see Cape 
Breton is an aging population. You go to almost any business now and you see 
foreign workers being brought in because they can’t find enough people. It’s 
become almost a crisis because everybody went to the west. Even our own 
community members, there’s a lot that have gone out west. The fishery jobs are 
growing every year and it is the only one that is opening up. (BM#42)  

 

A key strategy to achieve fuller employment was related to focusing on greater levels of 

individual accountability to develop and then to sustain their engagement in careers for 

the long term.  
 

Interviewing people and developing career plans and stuff like that. So in one case 
I told a client, who wanted to do security training that since they still had some 
months before they’d even get into the college, I’m was going to put them in with 
our security guys and see if they really like this, because it’s something similar to 
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what they were going to be doing. In the end, he ended up liking it. But he ended 
up sticking with them and he went to their training. So, I try to do things like that 
before just jumping into funding the training. (BM#42) 
 
I have started that with the summer students. They have to submit career plans 
now. At the college I saw a lot of gaps because of different communities, different 
age groups, different programs, and the difference between community-based 
and campus-based programs. When I got here I had a lot of knowledge and 
experiences seeing those different situations and I try to use that all the time. 
(BM#42)  
 
The attitudes and perceptions about work in the community are phenomenal with 
the percentage that we have as employees. Now, granted a lot like fisheries is 
seasonal, and the traffic control jobs are seasonal but the newly opened 
Waycobah Gas Bar jobs are full-time, that’s a vast expansion in staff there. We 
have a security company and we have contracts with Port Hawkesbury Paper and 
we have contracts for security at the Emera power line there in Newfoundland. 
First Strike trained us, and then we formed our own company. We have a security 
company in the community that works in areas like gaming. (BM#41) 
 
At one time the only real jobs were at the band office. That was it. There was 
nowhere else. Today we have people working in Alberta. One of our graduates of 
culinary arts and science was working at a camp in Alberta and now she’s on a BC 
ferry as a chef. It’s such a difference. And it reflects on people’s attitudes. They’re 
no longer relying on social. Their self-esteem has improved. It’s just a myriad of 
things that have changed. They’re no longer dependent on a social system and 
they can go and work wherever they want. (BM#41)  

 

Coherent and Consistent Band Leadership 

Because of consistent band leadership, there is considerable support for educators and 

other band employees in their work to build appropriate career paths for students. 

Chief and Council have clear unequivocal high value priorities associated with education 

and employment. Staff members are very aware of these dual priorities.  

 

I think this is the number one priority for the community and the direction the 
Chief and Council want to go in. They put their priorities on employment and 
education. One goes hand in hand with each other, one sometimes leads into the 
other but not necessarily. Education then leads into employment, but also right 
from high school employment. So there’s two levels there you have to look at. If 
we didn’t have the Chief and Council that we have, that priority we might not be 
advancing in so many areas as we are.  So they’re looking far down the line at 
everything and any opportunity that will improve the quality of life for the 
community. When you are starting your own companies that itself is an indicator 
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of our success. So when you look at those all together, it’s been a total win-win-
win situation. Good governance is definitely here. Education and employment are 
the two main items that our Chief and Council have focused on. The short-term 
employment that’s something of the past. We’re going more towards long-term 
and the impetus really came from our Chief and Council’s directives. (BM#41) 

 
 

Addressing Needs for Sustaining Employment in the Future 

Despite the successes of the We’koqma’q system, there are a number of structural 

changes that could redress some of the underlying issues that are serving to prevent the 

full realization of success. Changes that bring about more attention to the coordination 

of communication across the entire Nova Scotia Mi’kmaki region and to ensuring a more 

central role for key decisions to be shared from regional tables with Native Employment 

Officers (NEO).  
 

We have regional METS meetings, but we don’t have enough because we only 
have a certain amount of money to bring us together. So that’s become a problem 
for the NEOs themselves. So we actually started looking at other ways to try to 
make our own working group. Now, we’re going to a different level, to actually try 
to connect EDOs with the NEOs and that’s a big need. (BM#42) 

 
We also have relationships with such organizations as MEBONS – Mi’kmaw 
Economic Benefits Office. That’s another funding source. They also look at the 
needs of all the Mi’kmaw communities and they’ll ask us, what are our needs in 
We’koqma’q, and what’s your need in Eskasoni? Sometimes if there’s not enough 
numbers then we’ll do a joint training project with other communities. We have 
Wagmatcook and We’koqma’q carpentry students at NSCC which is a joint thing. 
So we always are working together. We’koqma’q and Eskasoni more so in 
tourism. (BM#42) 
 

One change that would potentially improve the coordination of employment strategy 

planning in communities would be to situate more regional information sharing around 

the NEOs. 

 

AAEDIRP and APC have responsibility to look at economic and social development all 

across the Atlantic. Some Mi’kmaw organizations such as Mi’kmaw Kina’matnewey and 

the Mi’kmaw Economic Benefits Office are aiming to have the same regional focus as 

Nova Scotia Mi’kmaki. There are compelling reasons to think that tasking NEOs with 

more of this responsibility might be a way to create additional opportunities for 

integrating their otherwise grassroots work within a larger region and thus sharing 
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services and programs. This could serve to connect some of the higher level strategizing 

that is going on at some negotiating tables such as those where the Chiefs and Mi’kmaw 

Economic Benefits Office sit with the grassroots knowledge that NEOs possess. Their 

focus on community members’ individual interests, wider community needs, and 

community labour force capabilities and capacity could be connected more closely with 

the strategies emerging at regional tables.  
 

There is still a big gap between larger agreements and these jobs. Actually 
Mi’kmaw Economic Benefits Office has been a big help in that area. So they are a 
separate organization and a separate funder, so they help us with training. In 
addition to such people as CEO’s, they are the ones that are actually going out 
there and talking to the industry partners like Irving. So when Economic Benefits 
Office does the training program, for example, a scaffolding program, we’ll have 
recruitment sessions in each community. We have a committee and we pick the 
best candidate by scoring them. So I am looking at building capacity from each 
community, not just our own. (BM#42)  

 

Another idea that We’koqma’q is considering, that has potential to be scaled up, is the idea of 

developing a community wide map of all of the career and training pathways of all community 

clients across departments. Such a community wide gaze at each individual’s skills, interests 

and activities could be shared across departments to provide a more transparent and holistic 

view of the current investments being made for each individual. This could also serve to assist 

departments that are not currently invested in particular individuals to see how the past and 

present investments have affected individuals and how this might inform the efficacy of future 

investments.  
 

I helped create a departmental plan this year for areas such as health, social and 
training, and it’s going to be for 5 years and all the departments were involved. So 
I’m going to try to have those connections with the school, with Education, and 
support their policy changes. What I was doing was showing them a graph about 
when this person walks in these are the kind of routes that this person fits in this 
category and is going to be in that category for a while. I never even presented it 
to Chief and Council yet. I’ll be doing that this month but the CEO has it. I have the 
stats for it saying that, “these are how many people that don’t have Grade 12, 
these are how many people that don’t have driver’s licenses, this many people 
have university but are not working, these are the connections and they’ll be able 
to see that and why the things I’m trying to do now because of those stats. I don’t 
think even the band seems to understand it. I have been asked to take on a HR 
role connecting the human resource to the training. I’m trying to take additional 
training in conflict resolution and all that I think I can do more for the community 
if you let me do what I want to do. I think there’s a fear in cost related to what I 
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want to do in terms of certifying these guys and the band is worried about things 
like that. I have one example of one guy that because they didn’t support them 
through his journey he cost more that. But I said if you just follow the suggested 
policies I have. (BM#42) 

 
It is important for each department to work together to support each person’s 
journey. Something sparks something in them. Soon as they get some kind of 
ticket, like, forklift, they feel proud. They have something to put in their binder or 
their resume. You build their resumes up and at the end some of them actually say 
“Geeze, I want to go get my Grade 12, how can I do that Do I go to GED or ALP?” 
So I think something like that is the first step instead, before even ALP or GED. 
(BM#42)  

 

We’koqma’q is an example of a community that is beginning to think more holistically about 

return on investment for training for their communities. 
 

We had a student at the beginning when I started here that wanted to be a 
doctor. We knew – but they still went to St.FX and they did the nursing, and we 
knew the commitment you needed in nursing, and we knew we would let them 
learn by experience. But we don’t have that time and we don’t have the money for 
that. It’s making hard choices. For We’koqma’q, the commitment is there to 
provide funding for all that need it. In post-secondary our budget hasn’t changed 
since the 70s. So, for a community that has a high graduation rate, those are 
going to be challenges. The more expensive a program is that money is taken 
away from a budget. So you need to say – if I’m sending somebody to become a 
doctor, I better make damn sure that they’re going to be a doctor! They can’t go 
and play for 2 or 3 years and walk out. (BM#43)  

 

Another strategy that has potential to address the needs of communities is related to the idea 

of establishing a university liaison to work to support universities in addressing community 

needs. 
 

It would be good for universities to have a liaison per community to understand 
where that person has come from. What are some of the issues or challenges or 
strengths there? Can I call that community and say, “OK, I need a tutor because 
the university doesn’t have that resource.” They have to come from the 
community. My other thing is making sure that the expectations from each 
university and what the community is doing connects. For example, that 
universities see the importance being placed on developing careers in trades. If we 
are doing things like welding that has to be shared with the schools. Matching 
students with where careers are going. And I really think that we really have to 
start seeing that if we’re doing digital learning here, the university has to advance 
it more. Teachers that graduate from the education program need to be the top of 
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the line. It has to be a partnership where the university has expectations and 
where the community or the band needs to say work with our director of post-
secondary. Can you imagine the student success if you had a post-secondary 
director and a community liaison that understood the university and understood 
the students? (BM#43) 

 
And have experts from science come and say this is what we’re doing in science. 
Where are you guys? Are we meeting or are we parallels apart? The kids need to 
see that there’s a place out there where I can go for higher learning that 
understands who I am. Having someone like a Dean of Science here talking to 
students and engaging in an activity together and learn from one another. Most 
of our kids have two perspectives – the Mi’kmaw way and what’s going on in 
society today. I think it’s extremely important to keep the partnership and the 
communication open at all levels about how the universities in Canada look at 
First Nation education and the First Nation people. You know raising a flag is 
extremely important but being wrapped around that flag is more important. We 
no longer can be tokens. We need to be a part of this process. Because we have 
something to offer just like you have something too, and if we both offer what we 
need we are just going to make Canada a better place for everybody. (BM#43)  
 
I graduated from St.FX, and my mom went there. I could see the door squeaking 
open when I went there. Now at this point, you opened it all the way. So that’s 
important. It’s when people in the universities have this whole global view and 
understand that every person in this big world has a place in it. (BM#43) 
 
The best thing my parents told me when I was growing up was you’re going to be 
given a lot of knowledge from everywhere, from all cultures, your own culture, 
and you take the best of it and make it your own. And I think that’s the wealth of 
information we need to give our kids. (BM#43)  
 
Well some of the successes, say for instance the Elmitek program, the cohorts that 
St.FX has done, the St. Thomas cohort for social work, have all been very, 
successful and they’re filling gaps that were desperately needed. The cohorts 
programs are great and our partnerships have proven to be most beneficial for 
providing the training most needed in all our communities.  (BM#41) 
 

Closing Comments 

There is a great deal of hope and optimism amongst community leaders in We’koqma’q about 

the past accomplishments and the foundation that has been built for the future. 
 

The community’s young people’s future is phenomenal. We’re just opening the 
door. There’s going to be more companies formed. Even in our housing. 
Apartment buildings and things like that that are being built. We’re looking at 
leakage studies and where can we plug the gaps. For instance, we hire contractors 
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to come in. Well, why not form our own companies? There was an apprenticeship 
meeting, and we were looking at how some communities have successful 
entrepreneurs and how did they do it. How did they make the jump from being an 
employee to being the employer? And how has it impacted both your employees 
and also the community? And there’s a lot of success stories out there, not just in 
our community but in other communities as well. (BM#41)  
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VI.c.i. PRINCE EDWARD COMMUNITY CASE STUDY:  

ABEGWEIT AND LENNOX ISLAND FIRST NATIONS AND NATIVE COUNCIL OF PEI  

 

Community Profile 

i. Abegweit First Nation  

Abegweit First Nation was created in 1972 and consists of three geographically 

separated reserve communities: Morell Reserve #2, Rocky Point Reserve #3, and 

Scotchfort Reserve #4. It is governed by a Chief and two Councillors who are elected 

every four years. Abegweit has approximately 300 Band members including 

approximately 100 off-reserve members. In 2016, Abegweit employed 128 community 

members and 42 non-community members in positions ranging from Band 

Administrative functions to Band-owned enterprises. The community owns and 

operates several businesses including a commercial fishery (i.e., lobster, snowcrab, rock 

crab, mackerel, tuna and silverside), Abegweit Biodiversity & Enhancement Hatchery, 

Epekwitk Gardens & Preserves, Epekwitk Gas Bar, Redstone Truck & Marine, and an 

early years childcare centre. 

 

Band members from kindergarten to grade twelve attend provincially run schools 

(approximately fifteen different schools) across the province. The Band administers a 

post-secondary education program for its members who are attending university 

regardless of whether the member resides on or off-reserve. The Band also provides a 

wide range of education services including access to upgrading and GED programs on 

reserve, after-school tutoring programs and homework clubs. (Source: 

http://www.abegweit.ca/, https://www.facebook.com/abegweitfirstnation/ 

https://www.facebook.com/abegweitfn/) 

 

ii. Lennox Island First Nation  

Lennox Island First Nation is located in Malpeque Bay off the northwest coast of PEI. The 

Island is connected to PEI by a short causeway and a bridge. It is governed by a Chief 

and three Councilors (two on-reserve and one off-reserve) who are elected every four 

years. Lennox Island has approximately 400 on-reserve and 500 off-reserve members. 

Minigoo Fishery, a seasonal employer located on Lennox Island, was the first lobster 

processing plant owned and operated by Aboriginal people in Canada.  

 

On-reserve members attend schools in their own community from kindergarten to 

grade 6 (i.e., John J. Sark Memorial School). The curriculum within the school includes 

http://www.abegweit.ca/
https://www.facebook.com/abegweitfirstnation/
https://www.facebook.com/abegweitfn/
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Mi’kmaq language and culture, music and religion. Band members residing off-reserve 

attend provincially run schools. After completion of grade six, on-reserve members are 

bussed to provincially run schools for grades seven to nine (i.e., Hernewood 

Intermediate School) and for grades ten to twelve (i.e., Westisle Composite High 

School). The Band Council also offers assistance to its members who are attending post-

secondary institutions. (Source: http://www.lennoxisland.com/, https://www.facebook.com/Lennox-

Island-First-Nation-167193346689819/?ref=br_rs) 

 

Community Case Study 

A study of three communities was consolidated into one case study. The communities 

were Abegweit First Nation, Lennox Island First Nation and the Native Council of PEI 

(NCPEI).  

 

A number of themes emerged from both the focus groups and individual interviews. The 

interrelated themes recurred regardless if the conversation’s focus was employment or 

education. The reoccurring themes included: (in alphabetical order) addiction, 

celebration , children need support at a young age, consistency, communications, 

community, culture, dysfunctional families, education, elders, expectations, funding 

(short-term to solve-long term problems), frustration, governance, health, inadequate 

funding of programs, Indian Act, intergenerational trauma, language, lateral violence, 

leadership, mental health, off-reserve, on-reserve, racism, residential schools, role 

models (mentors), safety (need to feel safe), self-value, spirituality, sports, social 

services, stable chief and council structure, streaming into non-academic pathways, 

support, transportation and window dressing. 

 

In spite of the challenges identified by the communities, advances clearly indicate a 

positive trend credited to the leadership and management of all three communities. The 

advances, however, are not sustainable without continued support.   

 

In PEI, except for kindergarten and elementary school, all middle school and high school 

education is completed off-reserve. With the exception of a couple of schools, there is 

limited support for Aboriginal students within the provincial school system. Schools 

located near reserves have some support services in place and the level of service is not 

the same across all schools. A large part of the Aboriginal population does not reside on 

reserve and it is impossible to predict which schools they will attend. As an example, 

one high school (that is a potentially designated school for both on and off reserve) has 

http://www.lennoxisland.com/
https://www.facebook.com/Lennox-Island-First-Nation-167193346689819/?ref=br_rs
https://www.facebook.com/Lennox-Island-First-Nation-167193346689819/?ref=br_rs
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no support policy as evidenced through a school administrator’s statement that, “we 

treat all students the same.” While local efforts are working to address issues related to 

the teaching of Aboriginal history, schools across the province are not Aboriginal 

friendly. A recent survey conducted at the University of Prince Edward Island (UPEI) 

found the majority of students entering directly from the province could not provide 

even the most basic understanding of the Aboriginal people of PEI. 

 

Over the last decade, the Chiefs and Councils have made significant advances in 

improving education and employment. A number of factors were critical in that 

improvement. The Councils and Chiefs worked closely together across social services, 

education and job employment constantly communicating also sharing both positive 

and negative experiences. This co-ordination between departments has allowed for 

maximum benefits to clients within the community. It is essential that coordination 

across service areas exist. The cross communication between departments has allowed 

training programs to link directly to education needs. The participants shared a range of 

examples where the exchange of information between departments allowed for more 

effective service to their clients.  

 

Education has become an important part of the community. This focus on education has 

been facilitated by integrating into client needs social, educational and job opportunity 

programs. One of the steps taken to develop self-esteem has been the promotion of 

culture within the community. The integration of culture has been key to developing a 

positive approach to education. The support provided by the local communities, MCPEI 

and NCPEI has been instrumental in helping develop business and educational 

opportunities. The benefits derived by working across service lines have provided 

advancement for the community. During a focus group meeting, participants from 

different departments voiced how more effective services had become due to the open 

communication between departments. Clients who voiced multiple concerns were 

immediately put in contact with other service areas. The dual focus on education and 

employment has impacted reliance on social assistance. 

 

Ten years ago, students when they turned 18 were down to the welfare office to get 

their cheque. This is no longer the case on the reserve. (BM#51) 

 

As discussed by a number of interviewees, one of the education support programs 

implemented ten years ago with local school support has direct links to increased 
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enrollment in college / university. Support services including tutoring and study support 

services for young children in elementary were provided in schools and in the 

community. A theme revealed through the interviews was the importance of having 

support programs from Kindergarten to grade twelve. Some of the schools are making 

substantial strives with limited funding. The evidence from interviews is that 

Kindergarten to grade twelve support programs work if adequate funding is available. 

The provincial and federal governments need to support the Aboriginal community with 

programs that provide long-term funding. The local government needs federal financial 

support to ensure that the Call to Action 8 (TRC, 2015) is provided across the province.  

 

Addiction / Mental Health 

Addiction and substance abuse is a major concern both on and off reserve. Not only is it 

necessary to deal with the issue of addiction and abuse, but pathways need to be 

developed to address the historical issues that created the problem. Mi’kmaq 

Confederacy of Prince Edward Island (MCPEI) has taken a client approach that crosses 

boundaries allowing for individualized programs utilizing multiple resources.  

 

Kindergarten to Grade Twelve Education 

Many of the elementary education programs providing on-reserve support for 

education and developed ten or more years ago added substantial value to the 

community. Unfortunately due to limited federal and provincial funds these programs 

were discontinued thereby jeopardising some of the early education advances that have 

been made in the communities.  

  

Many of the initiatives to develop advanced learning need to start at a young age. 

Programs are often put in place and then stopped due to lack of funding. UPEI started a 

project providing support and mentoring for students in grade 3 and 4.  

 
It worked out really well, we did it for three and a half, almost four years, where 
we took our mentors, our students from UPEI and went on reserve and tutored 
Grade 3 and 4 students. Now, it ended up being more, then, then what we did was 
extended it a bit to go into the schools, and we did tutoring and mentoring in the 
schools, and we ended up getting phone calls, not just from Morell, but from, we 
did a lot in Charlottetown as well, at some of the elementary schools in 
Charlottetown with um, Aboriginal students that were experiencing some 
difficulties, mostly around social emotional, as you guys know, right? The 
intention for me is, was always to let these students know that they belong at 
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UPEI, right, that they have some connection to the university, or to Holland 
College. (BM#52) 

 

The project ran for three to four years and was discontinued due to a lack of funding. A 

similar program was successfully delivered by one of the high schools and many of the 

current graduating students who were part of these early projects experienced an 

increase in enrollment in post-secondary education. The secondary school mentoring 

program was however cancelled due to lack of funding. These early childhood 

mentoring programs should be seen as strong contributors to future success. The lack of 

consistent and long-term funding of such critical programs creates inconsistent 

education results. The navigation and mentorship inherent in these programs is crucial. 

 
Well, all it takes is one person out of the community to kind of steer you the right 
way, and that’s what it was for me. It was that one person out of the community 
that took me and steered me the right way. (BM#53) 
 
He knows how that affected me, and he wants to break that cycle. So he wants to 
be a mentor for the unit to say, you don’t have to quit school; you know, stop 
walking the two worlds. You don’t have to choose. There is a middle, nice fine 
middle, where you can still be part of your Aboriginal community and be proud of 
it. (BM#54) 

 

Another gap identified in the kindergarten to grade twelve system is a dedicated 

teacher/support person to help Aboriginal students navigate through their K-12 context 

and through to a successful transition to post-secondary school. A recommendation is to 

have three people hired (one per county) in either the Department of Education, Early 

Learning and Culture or the PEI Public Schools Branch to do this critical work. 

 

Curriculum 

As stated, by those interviewed, many factors impact potential pathways and it is not 

just about creating programs, attention needs to be directed towards both the 

curriculum and teacher training. Teacher training for both existing and new teachers 

needs to address Aboriginal culture and knowledge. UPEI teacher training programs do 

infuse Aboriginal history and ways of knowing, but more can be done to ensure the 

knowledge is shared with all PEI teachers. With respect to curriculum, this study 

reconfirms what was clearly identified as issues by the TRC. The following account is but 

one example of the ongoing problem that still exists within some PEI provincial schools.  
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A parent of an Aboriginal child shared the following experience. A current grade 8 

textbook refers to the Aboriginal people of Atlantic Canada as “savages and cannibals.” 

This was part of the current 2017 lesson plan and while the context remarked how 

Aboriginal people were perceived by the new settlers, no effort was made to correct 

this obvious outrageous impression. When the Native student challenged this as racist, 

the teacher became uncomfortable and moved on to another topic highlighting the 

attempt to remove the Aboriginal population by providing blankets infected with 

smallpox. The persistent student asked the teacher respectfully if it would be possible to 

explain the role of the TRC. The teacher stated that while familiar with the term she/he 

only knew it had something to do with residential schools. Further, Native spirituality 

was referred to by the teacher and in the text as a cult and at this point the Native 

student felt that continued discussion was pointless.  

 

Until the federal and provincial governments implement article 62 and 63 subsections (I 

to IV) of the TRC this type of misinformation will continue to be in the classroom. Other 

than John Joe Sark Elementary school (Grades K-6) in Lennox Island First Nation, all 

students in PEI on and off reserve go to provincial schools and the majority of Aboriginal 

communities do not encounter support systems available for Aboriginal students. 

Efforts are underway to develop curriculum, including a Grade 9 unit co-developed 

between the PEI Department of Education, Early Learning and Culture and UPEI. While 

there is Aboriginal curriculum development occurring, a lack of adequate teaching 

material and limited funding for educators exist. 

 

Support for Parenting 

Support services need to be put in place for both parents and children. Understandably, 

emotions run high when participants discuss such horrific acts and behaviours that were 

committed in the name of helping Aboriginal people. Families were destroyed, culture 

was lost, self-value was removed and abuses have scarred multiple generations. The 

following statement from a participant clearly outlines the importance of having support 

programs for both parents and children. 

 
I should be saying there’s a lot of families dropping out because of their families or 
whatever, we find that intergenerational trauma. So, we have the legacy of the 
residential schools, the sixties scoop took away people from their communities, 
and you see that people never learned how to be good parents. So people within 
the residential school were never with their families, so they didn’t learn how to 
do that. (BM#55) 
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The participants of this study highlighted multiple incidents of intergenerational trauma 

and the clear need for the TRC’s Call to Action 5. We call upon the federal, provincial, 

territorial, and Aboriginal governments to develop culturally appropriate parenting 

programs for Aboriginal families.”(TRC, 2015) While the progression and improvements 

are clearly apparent, without consistent and adequate funding, these necessary 

programs cannot be maintained. It is important to note that the Calls to Action clearly 

states ‘Aboriginal families,’ and therefore to be effective, must include both on and off 

reserve people. A plan needs to reflect the benefits of education within the cultural 

setting. The current stable leadership both on and off reserve in PEI has made education 

a priority for the Aboriginal population. To ensure sustainable education results, support 

programs will need to be available for families. As one participant stated, “And definitely 

the family life, the family view on education reflects the student’s attendance.” (BM#56) 

 

Elders do engage with children in Elementary schools in Aboriginal communities. For the 

families who can afford it, this occurs in private schools such as Montessori where they 

have an Elder to come in and provide instruction to the students. Support programs 

need to be in place for both families and within school systems from Kindergarten to 

Grade twelve.  

 

Intergenerational Trauma 

Intergenerational trauma has impacted both on and off reserve Aboriginal people. 

 
Like, people think of the Aboriginal community and they don’t realize that our 
culture is so much more different than the non-Aboriginal community. Regardless 
of whether they were on reserve or off reserve, there is so much difference because 
we have so much un-healthiness within our community. It’s very hard for us to try 
and change our thinking process because we have a whole different thought 
paradigm. (BM#57) 
  
Because we have that... that violence in our history and it’s created such a rift 
within our own community. So much alcoholism, so much drug abuse, so much 
violence that it's just… it’s transcended the generation. (BM#58) 

 

MCPEI is tackling the problem with strong communications and coordination between 

departments of social services, education, employment and their youth programs along 

with a revitalization of community spirit and culture. Aboriginal organizations 

supporting on and off reserve people have tried to help their clients as much as possible 
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although funds and facilities are limited. Elders are active at a multitude of levels 

providing support and guidance for many who are seeking to find their path.  

 

Re-education of Educators 

A few schools have the cultural awareness to provide support to the Aboriginal 

population. Not only is it necessary to more effectively educate the next generation of 

educators, a program needs to be put in place to re-educate existing educators.  
 
And I remember being in high school and sitting there with the counselor and 
telling him I want to go to University, I want to better my life. But I didn’t even 
know this man and he was a white man of course. And he didn’t know me but 
right then and there he told me I couldn’t do it because I wasn’t smart enough. 
(BM#59) 

 

Educators going through the process today hopefully would never make such 

statements, but some of the educators may have been in the school systems for ten 

years or more without having been re-educated on the current philosophy or processes.  

 

Trust at the Government Level 

To have effective trust, the Aboriginal community needs to be at the table to 

collaboratively address TRC’s Call to Action 62 (iv) “Establish senior-level positions in 

government at the assistant deputy minister level or higher dedicated to Aboriginal 

content in education.” (TRC, 2015) 

 
We need to build up the class within our own community to understand that when 
they’re approached by government official it’s not supposed to be scary, there’s a 
lot of mistrust there and we need to have our own community presenting toward 
these issues forward; as opposed to having some government official say, we’re 
talking about... well, I’ll go back to the environment because it’s easy... but we’re 
going to talk about the environment and the issues that you feel are more 
important. Well, I can tell you at the top of my head what I think is more 
important, but I'd more sooner feel comfortable knowing that I, I have the 
education behind me, the knowledge behind me, to give you the actual issues, and 
to be addressed, to be addressed appropriately. And right now at, at a provincial 
level and a federal level the non-Aboriginal community has representation and 
those people are the ones that usually are in for the consultation process. The 

Aboriginal community doesn’t have that. (BM#60)  

 

For the government to regain the trust of the Aboriginal community, it needs to be seen 

actively working with positive action programs to address the wrongs of the past. The 
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burden is clearly on the government to seize the opportunity to rebuild the trust they 

have lost. 

 

Lateral Violence 

Lateral violence continues to be a problem and is linked back to historical programs and 

processes developed by government bodies. For Aboriginal students who are fairer or of 

blended heritage, it is often easier to not self-identify as Aboriginal and the systemic 

racism does not always directly impact them. Language has been lost, spirituality is 

hidden and instead of being proud of their heritage life it is easier kept secret. Students 

feel lost between two worlds and when faced with rejection by both worlds, often 

withdraw into themselves or fall prey to other social destructive processes. Many 

examples exist of Aboriginal on Aboriginal violence.  

 
It’s like if you didn’t live on reserve you are not a Native. You get that all the time. 
Dad used to go selling crafts on reserve and he’d take me around and whenever I 
was alone the kids, your peers, the same age would literally beat you, like they 
jump you and beat you up. As opposed to the white kids who would just make fun 
of you. … To talk more on this, it was three years ago, I was in xxxxxxx, and I got 
jumped, as an adult for not being from that reserve. So, it continues and goes on. 
(BM#61) 
 
 “A lot of the Aboriginal youth kind of attack each other, they are really cliquish.” 
(BM#62).  

 

The challenges of walking in two spheres are well documented in Preston (2014) and 

continue today.  

 

Sport 

This is the year of the North American Aboriginal Games 2017 (NAIG) and this program 

reaches out to children 13-18. Due to the effort of a number of dedicated staff and 

volunteers, PEI will be sending a team of 27 athletics to compete in the games. Sport is 

well recognized as an important element to teach lifelong cultural, social and work skills. 

The NAIG games are specifically and rightfully highlighted in TRC’s Call to Action 88. 

MCPEI and NCPEI both have highlighted the importance of building self-esteem in the 

youth population. The NAIG games and sport participation were identified by 

participants as providing the lifelong skills necessary for both education and labour 

readiness. 
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Culture & Language 

This study has found the strength of community is the background for strong 

educational aspirations. The development of language and culture is key to self-esteem. 

Community pride needs to start at an early age. In PEI a strong cross section and 

support system has existed with Elders maintaining the language and culture. Our 

interviews with participants demonstrate that culture and language continue to be a 

priority for both the on and off reserve population. The Mi’kmaq people in PEI have 

been very active in revitalizing the language. Public and private schools, as part of 

inclusiveness, arrange for Elders to provide teachings to young students. While some 

Aboriginal members have registered in the new Montessori school, for most, the cost is 

restrictive. The challenge is building a structure that is sustainable. 

 
But the good news at the Montessori school is that they’re having the Elders from 
out there come in and teach all of the students everything and making it all 
inclusive. So I mean, if I could afford to send my three boys there, damn right I’ll 
send them there, but I can’t afford that. (BM#63) 

 

Indian Act 

The Indian Act of 1876 had the specific goal to control and assimilative the Aboriginal 

population into Canada. The Act and Bill 31 by its very structure is in conflict with the 

United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Aboriginal Peoples and for this reason the 

TRC has Calls for Action 43 and 44. While promised as part of the current government’s 

platform if elected, it has not become law therefore some form of compromise would 

be necessary. Needless to say, this is a contentious issue and has created cautious 

optimism at best for many Aboriginal people.  

  
Within the Indian Act to this day right now, um, we’re complete... every Aboriginal 
person sitting at this table who holds a status card is a ward of the state. My 
children, I may have had my children but I… they can come in and take my children 
whenever they want. (BM#64) 

 

The concept of pathways for both education and work is not plausible if families live in 

fear of the government. If a recent survey completed at UPEI is reflective of Canadian 

society, then the bulk of the non-Aboriginal population is blatantly unaware of even 

recent Aboriginal history.  
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Celebration 

PEI has been very progressive and found that celebration is a key ingredient to achieving 

success. After so many hardships and a difficult journey, celebrating worthy 

achievements is necessary. Aboriginal organizations have made significant progress over 

the last ten years and much of that is attributed to the steady and consistent leadership 

that has formed on and off reserve. Community planning and the celebration of both 

individuals and events have strengthened the Native communities on the Island. There 

are still many obstacles to overcome, but PEI has seen an improvements year over year. 

 
Every year we make it a big celebration and it’s, it’s like a graduation feel and we 
invite dignitaries in and we have a lunch and we have, um, the band provides a 
little award for the graduates. (BM#65) 

 

College / University Education 

Many of the factors that contribute to Aboriginal students taking the college / university 

path are based on the experiences and factors already identified. Further to this, in 2016 

UPEI took an assertive approach to meeting some of the criteria of the TRC, in 

particular, around promoting the culture and making the students feel welcomed and 

safe on the campus. The Mawi’omi Centre on the UPEI campus welcomes and guides 

students through their educational journey. 

 

The challenges are not dissimilar to the earlier obstacles such as funding. To create an 

even more welcoming context, the campus will require more investment. Outreach 

programs, mentorships and on campus support are key to having productive and 

engaged Aboriginal students. This is done to some degree at UPEI, however, there is a 

barrier to access, as the identification of Aboriginal students is difficult.  

 
The systems, the privacy laws, as they currently stand now, don't allow for that 
readily sharing of information. And so I have to go in the back door to get the 
names, uh, because there are certain students that are eligible. (NBM#4) 

 

Closer partnership with universities is needed. An active recruitment program should 

also be engaged. Within UPEI, a need was expressed to overcome the administrative 

barrier of accessing the names of Aboriginal students to be able to extend a welcome to 

them before they entered campus. Furthermore, it was frequently expressed that 

Aboriginal history, culture and ways of knowing should be included in stand-alone 

courses in post-secondary contexts as well as included in many other university courses. 
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A required Aboriginal course for all university students was noted as being important to 

institute. 

 

Labour Readiness 

A number of successful enterprises have been created in PEI; those enterprises range 

from fisheries to technology. It is however becoming apparent that many youth are 

seeking alternative careers. On reserve a big challenge is the availability of work and 

most of the work that does exist is seasonal. Communities have indicated that attitudes 

toward work are changing. With the individual pathway training programs that have 

been put in place the success rates are increasing. The linking of social services, 

education and employment services has created a more energised and ready workforce. 

The Chiefs, Councillors and staff are fully aware that much more is yet to be done, but it 

is a journey that has no specific end. 

 

Fishing continues to be big business on and off reserve, but as times change many of the 

youth are looking for opportunities outside of some of the traditional business areas.  

 
We also recognized when we first got the boats, the captains of the boats were 
non-Aboriginal and they were nice enough to agree to stay on as captains to, um, 
teach or to train our members to be on the boats. (BM#66) 

 

It is important to actively promote entrepreneurship as well in the development of the 

arts. The quality of individuals in communities exists. It is a matter of continuing to meet 

the new challenges that come up year to year. Education and labour readiness are well-

focused areas for PEI Aboriginals.  

 
We run a Pathways program which is all around career exploration, so it’s 
learning those teambuilding skills and, and just what they might be interested in 
and then a lot of job placements. So, working one on one with clients, where, they 
have an interest, they have something that they desire or goal that they want to 
achieve through post-secondary and then we try to place them in, a position that 
will gain experience. (BM#67) 

 

Student from grade 9 to grade 12 are all given the opportunity to have a summer job. 

The Confederacy works with the students to help develop their labour readiness skill 

sets through training and mentorship. NCPEI provides work to off-reserve youth through 

various programs.  
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Yeah, it really raised the bar for education in the community over the past, you 
know, five or ten years, for sure. And the other thing that, um, is provided as an 
opportunity in the community is every returning student from grades 9, right up 
into post-secondary is provided with summer employment opportunities in the 
community. So they have that to go to, to build their resume, to build their skills, 
to build their experience so that is really key in the gaining work experience and 
providing them with an opportunity; it’s there for that and mentorship is provided 
for those needing additional soft skills. (BM#68) 

 

The MCPEI and NCPEI are taking a pro-active approach to job creation by partnering 

with many businesses on and off reserve. They provide training to their clients while 

educating the employers. Aboriginals are seen as valuable players in the market place. 

In light of the TRC’s Call for Action 92, PEI is taking an active step in promoting the value 

of Aboriginal workers. 

 

It is impressive to see what has been accomplished on and off reserve. While there is 

much more to do, the future looks positive given more investment and focus. 

 

Further Employment Barriers 

For some Aboriginal youth, completion of high school is not valued, which is, of course, 

a barrier to employment. 

 
They don’t realize that Grade 12 is so important, that's the key to every 
application you make, and if you do so they’re dropping out in grade 10 or 11 or 
12 then a whole lot of pathways is just shut down immediately right after that. 
(BM#69) 
 
If you go out seeing that your parents never graduated from high school and they 
are maybe doing okay, then yeah, why bother”? (BM#70) 

 

For off-reserve Aboriginal people, funding for College programming is available. For 

university bound students, however, there is funding only for their last year. This is a 

definite barrier to post-secondary education. 
 
We get anywhere from $100,000 to $150,000 a year to put our students 
through... or our community members through post-secondary. It, unfortunately, 
it only pays for your last year of university, we don’t understand why. (BM#71) 

 

Another pressing issue for Aboriginal peoples is access to educational assessments. The 

government needs to build a process that allows both on and off reserve Aboriginal 
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people to have access to proper psycho-educational assessments.  

 
It took me like three months to get over the fact that, oh my God, there’s so much 
wrong with me. But when I studied university then I was able to get free tutors, I 
was able to get the adaptable technology that I needed, and all that other stuff. 
This is not open to everybody, so a lot of off-reserve people who aren’t connected 
with our bands here aren’t going to be able to get it must they have $3500 to go 
get the test done. (BM#72) 

 

Educational assessments are frequently happening far too late in the educational 

system for Aboriginal people and instead of being assessed early, are assessed so late 

that the process itself prevents the individual from a timely transition to a post-

secondary institution. For many off-reserve people the cost of assessment makes post-

secondary education inaccessible. 

 
I love the idea that we’re going from Grades... from high school up; but for finding 
disabilities and what not, you need to start early. Not in grade 12. You don’t want 
to be diagnosed in Grade 12. And then have your prospects of going to University 
gone because you’ve only made 50% and you have to wait until you're at a 
mature stage. (BM#73) 

 

Closing Comments  

The support demonstrated by the Chiefs, Councilors, staff, bands and support 

organizations of MCPEI and NCPEI are major contributors to the development of the 

communities. Aboriginal entrepreneurs are on the rise and more and more success 

stories are being shared within the community. The Aboriginal community works closely 

with the government to make positive improvements and understands the limitation of 

funds. Community planning is actively being pursued as an opportunity to expand upon 

existing successes. The growing volume of successes represents an opportunity for the 

government and educational institutions to step forward as a strong partner in building 

successful pathways for both education and labour readiness. 
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VII. EMERGING THEMES FROM COMMUNITY CASE STUDIES  

 

From the exploration allowed by the community case studies, the research teams in 

each province identified patterns of themes which emerged across all three Maritime 

Provinces.  

 

An overall theme which emerged, perhaps expectantly, from our analyses of the 

pathways to labour readiness was the reoccurrence of themes which had been 

identified in research studies and public policy documents over many studies and over 

many years. The themes of inadequate and short term funding, lack of culturally 

relevant programming in curricula, systemic discrimination, legacy of residential schools, 

lack of preparation in high school for post-secondary enrollment, lack of data to track 

Aboriginal students’ progress in post-secondary educational institutions and lack of 

support for the transition from high school to post-secondary education programs, for 

example, are well documented in prior research studies and reports (see Orr, 2008 and 

Bruce et al, 2010 for a review ). 

 

Although those themes continue to persist in this study, many, if not all, of the themes 

have received significant attention from the proactive and innovative leadership in First 

Nation communities. Unlike prior studies, significant progress on these issues is evident 

in the community case study analyses. Further progress may take generations (e.g., 

systemic racism) to change, may require revised funding models or may require a larger 

scope of coordination both within and among communities. Perhaps what is most 

evident is that the innovative and proactive work of First Nation communities needs to 

be met with the same innovation and willingness by both educational institutions and 

employers to support First Nations individuals and communities. In effect, educational 

institutions and employers need to address the Calls to Action of the Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission Report (2015). 

 

Emerging themes revealed through the individual community case studies are 

aggregated across the studies conducted in three Atlantic Provinces. The themes 

emerging from those case studies include structural (i.e., impact of effective leadership, 

programs not leading to sustained employment opportunities), systematic (i.e., poverty 

and reliance on social assistance, mental health and addiction, discrimination) and 

cultural (i.e., lack of culturally sensitive programming) influences along the pathway to 

labour readiness.  
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Structural Influences 

Structural influences are embedded in the infrastructure of the environment or 

community. Structural influences require changes in the configuration of that 

infrastructure, in the communication and coordination channels or in the funding 

model. Structural influences revealed in the community case studies included the 

impact of effective community leadership, inadequacies in allocation, amount and term 

of the funding model, insufficient transition support mechanisms from high school to 

post-secondary education to employment opportunities, lack of coordination of training 

programs, support mechanisms and longitudinal support, and insufficient data tracking 

across and within First Nation communities. 

  

i. Community Leadership 

First Nation community members are dedicated to finding innovative solutions to 

reduce reliance on social assistance, improve education outcomes and remove barriers 

to post-secondary and employment opportunities by enhancing internal capacity, 

building on community assets and creating substantive and sustainable partnerships 

with public and private sectors. There is an abundance of evidence to demonstrate that 

community leadership has made education and employment dual priorities. 

Communities have been both innovative and proactive in marshalling resources 

dedicated to initiatives related to education, skills training and internships/placements 

(e.g., summer positions for youth, developing partnerships with employers), in 

coordinating with regional and provincial organizations to offer targeted training 

programs (e.g., skills links program offered by the Friendship Centre, regional training 

programs) and in providing community members with transition supports (e.g., 

parenting resources, transportation options, addictions programs). Admittedly, 

inconsistent band leadership resulting in changing priorities is not effective. Effective 

leadership has been and will continue to be a critical component in the progress of First 

Nation communities with respect to education, employment, health and economic 

development. 

 

ii. Geography 

The geography of First Nations communities is most often situated in rural locations. 

The location creates barriers for education attainment and employment opportunities. 

Rural communities are most often characterized by a lack of access to public 

transportation. Further, rural locations generally offer scant, if any, post-secondary 
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education opportunities and limited employment and internship opportunities; 

transportation to those education programs and employment opportunities is therefore 

necessary. Many of our community case studies’ participants explicitly expressed an 

interest in staying in their communities for a whole array of reasons, including the desire 

to contribute to their community, to be close to family members, because of the 

comfort and security of living in a known community and because of difficulty in 

accessing and paying for transportation. The costs of transportation are not trivial. The 

cost of owning a car includes loan or lease payments, registration and licensing fees, 

insurance premiums, and gas expenses. The cost of transit includes the costs of bus 

passes, fees for the hire of private vehicles, intermittent, seasonal and inflexible 

schedules and coordination of inconsistent transport with community members. First 

Nation communities in rural areas have recognized the persistent nature of the issue of 

transportation necessitated by location and have made a considered and increasing 

effort to offer employment services, training programs, part-time positions and a broad 

range of Band positions in the community. Communities have also addressed the issue 

of transportation by providing transportation to schools (e.g., community college) and 

to places of employment (e.g., fish processing plant). Further, entrepreneurial 

community residents provide “Uber-style” private transportation to community 

members for fees.  Although communities have responded to the barrier imposed by 

the need for transportation, both access to and the cost of transportation to post-

secondary programs, to internships and job placements, and to job sites and offices 

remains a financial and psychological barrier. 

 

iii. Funding Model  

The funding model adopted by both national and regional governmental funding 

agencies creates barriers at various points along the pathway to sustained employment 

as the funding is both inadequate to support post-secondary educational pursuits and is 

too short term in time and focus to establish sustained employment. The level of 

funding provided to communities to support individual post-secondary educational 

pursuits has not changed in a measurable way in decades. Even with subsidies provided 

by Own Source Revenues, funding is insufficient for an individual student to cover 

tuition, books, accommodation, childcare, transportation and living expenses. Without a 

sufficient level of funding for post-secondary programs, communities are forced to 

implement restrictive and exclusionary funding priorities. Funding for students is often 

prioritized in order of recent high school graduates, returning students, students 

changing programs etc., and may be prioritized by discipline as well (e.g., supporting 
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business education over arts programs). Further, given the earnings gap between First 

Nations and non-native employees and the impact of generational poverty, many 

parents are not able to financially support their children’s post-secondary education 

pursuits. The lack of funding in amount and consistency creates a barrier for continued 

educational pursuits. The TRC (2015) supports a revision to the funding model in the 

11th Call to Action “We call upon the federal government to provide adequate funding to 

end the backlog of First Nations students seeking a post-secondary education.” 

 

The funding model to support job placements and internships, industry and employer 

partnerships and employment opportunities is too short term and too narrow in focus 

to allow for a pathway to meaningful employment. The funding models most favoured 

by INAC and various government agencies provide pockets of funding which are often 

tied to hard deadlines aligned with fiscal year end budget reconciliation. First Nation 

communities have taken advantage of those opportunities however those models are 

too short-term in time and focus to establish sustained employment as they only allow 

for short term programs with short term placements. Employees who transition from 

those short term programs are often faced with short-term low paying entry level 

positions which are insufficient to pay union dues, childcare, transportation and other 

costs (e.g., utilities costs) otherwise paid on their behalf through social assistance 

programs. That financial reality encourages diversion from the pathway to sustained 

employment to social assistance. A funding model needs to allow for support over a 

longer period for a full transition to employment. Establishing trust and rapport with the 

participants to build relationships and sustainable partnerships with potential 

employers and other service providers requires a multi-year strategy. A multi-period 

approach to funding would allow communities and other agencies to more effectively 

support individuals through internships and into employment opportunities.  

 

iv. Transition Support 

Transition from high school to post-secondary programs and institutions and from post-

secondary programs to employment opportunities can be fraught with tension and 

difficulty for any person. For Aboriginal people the tension and difficulties are 

exasperated because of cultural differences, funding inadequacy, isolation from home 

communities, lack of preparedness from high school, distrust of the educational system 

rooted, in part, on experiences from residential schooling, inconsistent parental 

involvement and lack of role models. There are numerous barriers along the pathway 

for which students, interns and entry level employees, in particular, require support to 
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overcome. Without that support their aspirations and plans for sustained employment 

may be derailed.  

 

Transition support mechanisms need to be in place early in students’ academic lives. A 

focus on careers and post-secondary education in the later years of high school is 

ineffective especially if high school students are streamed into courses that are not 

preparatory for post-secondary education. The practice of streaming Aboriginal 

students in high school is a persistent problem that is painfully apparent when the 

students arrive at an educational institution and lack the required courses for a desired 

degree program (e.g., chemistry course for nursing program). Promoting education and 

creating an awareness of pathways to employment is necessary beginning in lower 

grades (e.g., UPEI in Grades 3 and 4 classes, X-Project). Secondary schools need to foster 

an understanding of the pathway(s) to achieve employment aspirations, feature 

mentors along the pathway in an effort to shape aspirations and provide counseling 

based on aptitude and interests instead of race. Currently, most Aboriginal students 

entering post-secondary programs are unaware of the demanding expectations of 

course work, financial stressors, the planning required for enrollment and registration, 

the impact of the culture differences and the isolation of living outside of their 

communities. Comprehensive, regular and consistent post-secondary readiness courses 

for parents and students delivered in community are necessary to support transitions 

from high school to college or university. There are a variety of levels of supports 

available at post-secondary institutions (e.g., Aboriginal student advisor, dedicated 

study and meeting space for Aboriginal students) but there remains a lack of First 

Nation strategies regarding recruitment, financial services and residence services. Post-

secondary institutions, universities and colleges, have significant but unrealized roles 

and responsibilities in helping Aboriginal students from recruitment to retention from 

curricula design to completion and employment acquisition.  

 

The transition into employment direct from high school or from post-secondary 

programs also requires appropriate support mechanisms. Transition to the work 

environment requires an understanding of the expectations of the employer, sourcing 

appropriate tools, securing transportation and child care, and navigating a “culturally 

void” environment. A transition support program should recognize the need to support 

individuals in building work skills, employee confidence and economic stability. 

Supporting the transition is a statement reported in a recent report focused on 

strategies to modernize youth employment. Youth “need help to navigate the system; 
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not only through one-on-one advocates, but also through role models and individuals 

who can offer personal support , as well as expose them to a broader range of 

possibilities including entrepreneurship. In remote or rural communities where career 

choices appear limited to teacher, nurse or tradesperson, how do you learn what a 

green tech or e-commences worker does?” (Bednar et al, 2017, p. 20). 

 

v. Employment Opportunities 

There is an identified lack of sustained long-term employment opportunities available to 

Aboriginal people. This lack of opportunity is driven by the short-term and part-time 

nature of placements, the lack of linkage between training programs and the demand 

for employment and the desire to work in the community. There is an obvious 

concerted effort in communities to initiate training programs and negotiate work 

placements. The programs and placements, however, are often short term in nature, do 

not lead to sustained employment, are repetitive in nature (e.g., multiple skills links 

program offered by multiple agencies) and do not develop the skills capacity needed for 

employment. Often training programs offered in communities and post-secondary 

education programs do not necessarily lead to employment because the demand for 

that job has waned. There is an overwhelming interest in securing meaningful work in 

community for a host of reasons including the desire to support the community, 

intimidation about working outside of the community, and the costs of working outside 

of the community (e.g., fees, taxes, transportation). The majority of new jobs with bands 

are only offered on a part-time basis and there are limited relevant long-term work 

opportunities compared to the demand from community members. 

 

To address the issue of employment opportunities, bands have found ways to develop 

partnerships with industry to create pathways for employment. These economic 

partnerships are enabling many individuals with less formal education to be trained and 

placed in lower skilled jobs which are a viable option if post-secondary education is not 

a possibility. Several agencies offer funding for internships and summer placements but 

funding is often underutilized because of lack of awareness and guidance. Also 

contributing to the lack of sustained employment opportunities is the hierarchy of union 

structures and the development of Aboriginal hiring policies. In the trade employment 

environment, seniority results in Aboriginal employees who are more likely to be more 

recent hires to be the first to be laid off. Aboriginal hiring policies were often developed 

without Aboriginal consultation and tended toward symbolic rather than substantive 
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inclusion of Aboriginal employees and do not result in meaningful and sustainable 

employment opportunities.  

 

vi. Co-ordination  

Coordination within communities and between service agencies (e.g., Mi’kmaq 

Economic Benefits Office, Native Council, Native Friendship Centre) is needed to allow 

for both the sharing of services and knowledge, generation of joint training 

programming, development of relationships with employers and assisting in the holistic 

transition to sustained employment. Improved coordination throughout would allow for 

a more seamless transition with appropriate supports for members of all communities 

without the need to build the same transition support infrastructure in all communities. 

As was observed in the community case studies, opportunities for meetings of 

Education Directors, Adult Education Teachers, Economic Development Officers, etc. 

have begun. In addition to coordination, the lack of a tracking system (e.g., database) 

has been identified as an issue. There is an expressed need to track the impacts of 

training programs, post-secondary education, placement completion and employment 

success in an effort to be proactive in accessing and scheduling training programs, 

identifying placement opportunities and nurturing industry partnerships. 

 

Systemic Barriers  

Systemic influences are difficult to change as they are engrained in the fabric of the 

wider community. The community case studies revealed several systemic barriers faced 

by Aboriginal people including racism, the legacy of residential schools, lack of non-

traditional mentors, generational poverty and addictions and mental health. 

 

i. Racism 

Racism by the wider community toward Aboriginal peoples persists. The attempts to 

assimilate by stripping Aboriginal people of culture, language, and means of living 

occurred over generations. Alienated from traditional resources, criminalized livelihood 

activities, and denied treaty and Aboriginal rights systemically marginalized Aboriginal 

people and intentionally alienated them from post-secondary educational institutions 

and from the workforce. The lack of appropriate historical context and learning in 

education programs continues to perpetuate racism and misinformation about First 

Nations people and their history, achievements, and culture. Parts of the Indian Act 

continue to propagate the attitude that Aboriginal people are second class citizens. 

Discrimination is exacerbated by deficit models that fail to see the potential for 
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excellence with Aboriginal employees, and consequently focus instead on negative risk 

perceptions, addictions and literacy issues. The resilience of First Nations persons to 

persist in the face of destructive discrimination is obvious. The issue of racism is 

exemplified by decisions of secondary school educators who make program streaming 

decisions based on race and ethnicity rather than on cultural and academic 

appropriateness and by employers who adhere to negative stereotypes in justifying 

their unwillingness to hire Aboriginal employees.  

 

ii. Legacy of Residential Schools 

The history of residential schools has impacted many facets of the lives of Aboriginal 

people. Intergenerational trauma persists as a result of the forced assimilation and 

abuses (physical, sexual, emotional) experienced. The intergenerational impacts of 

residential schools have understandably caused survivors to reject the settler education 

system or feel rejected by it. Building intergenerational trust in current settler-rooted 

education systems and creating confidence in the education system should lead to 

prosperous and meaningful employment but is a significant task. 

 

As a result of residential schools, generations of parenting were lost. Based on their own 

experiences, the completion of high school is often not valued by some survivors and 

their descendants. Parent involvement, however, is key to student success along the 

pathway to labour force readiness. An exit from high school before completion 

significantly limits the opportunities for employment especially in a knowledge economy 

in which unskilled jobs are in decline. The TRC (2015) indicated that the involvement of 

parents in education is a priority. It allows for “Enabling parents to fully participate in 

the education of their children” (Call to Action 8). Service and supports designed to 

enhance parental involvement in the education of children are improving. An array of 

services from portals to programs is available to help parents navigate the educational 

and employment pathways. Participation and use of the services and programs however 

remains low as consistent and reliable delivery and community buy-in take time to 

establish.  

 

iii. Mentors 

Students from First Nation communities are often the first ones in their families to 

attend post-secondary education programs and institutions. Aboriginal students with 

family members who attained a post-secondary education are more likely to be 

supported in attaining training and education and are more likely to model after their 
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parents or family members. Concerns exist over the lack of family support and mentors 

to model aspirations for the attainment of post-secondary education and for securing 

sustained employment and careers. As the number of Aboriginal graduates from post-

secondary programs who transition to sustained employment increases, more role 

models will emerge to shape aspirations and provide an awareness of the pathways to 

employment. Aboriginal role models are an untapped resource that needs to be 

revisited in building better pathways to labour readiness. 

 

v. Inter-Generational Poverty 

Generations of First Nations people live in poverty. The elimination of traditional 

sources of income (e.g., fishing, hunting) stripped First Nations people of both culturally 

and financially significant activities. The substitute for traditional sources of financial 

independence by social assistance, meant as a temporary measure, arguably created a 

relentless dependency on social assistance. Recent and greater confidence in education 

and employability has resulted in reportedly less reliance on social assistance and a 

change in perspective about its purpose. While the dependency on social assistance is 

waning, its reliance remains significant often because registration in some employment 

programs is only available to social assistance recipients and entry level wages dissuade 

employees from continuing their employment as wages are often not enough to over 

living costs such as power, rent, food, transportation much of which are funded while 

receiving social assistance or while in a training program. The continued dependence on 

social assistance has caused generations of Aboriginal people to live in poverty without 

the resources (e.g., financial, technological, confidence) to assist themselves or their 

children in attending post-secondary education programs or in having exposure to 

career choices from which they can draw aspirations and set achievable goals.  

  

vi. Mental Health (and Addictions) 

 Mental health issues are associated with intergenerational trauma, the impacts of 

residential schools, internalization of marginalization caused by discrimination, and 

isolation from family while in the foster care system. Community members, especially 

youth, are dealing with debilitating stress and anxiety in volumes higher than expected. 

Tangentially, addictions to gambling, alcohol and drugs is a societal issue that is arguably 

exasperated by other structural issues like racism, the aftermath of residential schools 

and the lack of mental health services. First Nation communities have identified mental 

health and additions services as a priority area for the development and delivery of 
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services. In many communities, sports programs are being promoted as means to deal 

with mental health and addiction issues in youth. 

 

Cultural Sensitivity 

i. Curriculum Revision 

Programming that is sensitive to culture, language, tradition and history is of 

importance for both learning and teaching. Aboriginal students and their non-native 

classmates are not made aware of the history, achievements and traditions of First 

Nations people in Atlantic Canada. The curriculum in schools in Atlantic Canada is mostly 

void of the history of Aboriginal people in Canada. The limited inclusion of Aboriginal 

history often refers to First Nations’ ancestry as savages and cannibals. Teachers in 

secondary school have not been schooled in Aboriginal history and the resource 

material made available contains little reference to such history. Only recently has there 

been an awareness of the existence and the atrocities committed in the name of 

colonization and residential schools. Curriculum in secondary and post-secondary 

educational institutions needs to introduce information and resource materials to 

provide a history of Atlantic Canada that includes the history of First Nations people. In 

addition to the inclusion of First Nations’ history, the curriculum needs to be revised to 

include culturally sensitive programming and a revitalization of Aboriginal language(s). 

Language is infused with history, culture and tradition and its revitalization is important 

in culturally sensitive programming. Language programs are being introduced in the 

community setting, as modern language offerings at post-secondary institutions and in 

community-based schools. The TRC (2015) supports the inclusion of First Nations 

language in the curriculum of educational institutions as evidenced by Call to Action 

10iv. “Protecting the right to Aboriginal languages, including the teaching of Aboriginal 

languages as credit courses.” 

 

ii. Culturally Sensitive Programming and Awareness 

Lack of cultural inclusion contributes to feelings of dislocation and alienation in 

students. Evidence from schools with culturally sensitive programming provided by 

Aboriginal teachers is encouraging. Communities with their own schools allow for 

building programs that teach social relevance, engaging educators in working with 

parents and youth, and understanding students as Aboriginal learners. There is evidence 

that on-reserve schools provide meaningful and culturally relevant programming and 

allow for the development of support and transition supports for youth to both post-

secondary education and employment. Building a successful band school for one 
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community in our case analyses has been the most significant strategy for creating a 

clear, coherent and consistent long term sustainability pathway and evidence of 

success. A community based school is not the only strategy to implement culturally 

relevant programming. Other culturally sensitive inclusions are Elders in both secondary 

and post-secondary schools, post-secondary and secondary promotional materials and 

visuals in schools that include images of Aboriginal people, and teaching using 

traditional perspectives. 
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VIII. NEW DIRECTIONS AND POTENTIAL RESEARCH OPPORTUNITIES 

 

The community case analyses reveal themes that represent structural, systemic and 

cultural influences and challenges for First Nation communities in preparing their 

community members for the employment opportunities in the Canadian economy. 

Although many of the themes were recurring structural influences (e.g., role for 

effective community leadership, impact on employment opportunities and costs of 

geographic location, inadequate funding model), systemic barriers (e.g. racism, 

intergenerational poverty, legacy of residential schools, lack of mentors), and cultural 

sensitivities (i.e., need for culturally sensitive programming), there has been, through 

innovation and effective prioritization, significant progress made by First Nations 

communities in addressing these issues. First Nation communities have offered a 

multitude of skills and placement programs to community members, forged 

partnerships with public and private companies to develop internships and job 

placements for community members, deployed resources from Own Source Revenue to 

better support post-secondary educational pursuits, offered Adult education classes in 

the community, partnered with community colleges and universities to offer courses in 

their Community and built schools to directly offer culturally relevant programming to 

communities. At a regional and provincial level, agencies (e.g., Native Friendship Centre, 

Native Council) have developed skills programs that are delivered across communities, 

created job banks and job matching databases and provide support programs (e.g., 

drivers’ licenses, resume writing, etc.) for Aboriginal interns and job seekers.  

 

It is clear from our research and analyses that First Nation communities are both 

proactive and innovative in their approach to preparing community members for post-

secondary education attainment and sustained employment. First Nation communities 

have addressed, in large part, the challenges identified in prior studies on labour force 

readiness. First Nations communities will need to continue to be innovative and 

proactive. We have identified future directions for those communities to further 

address the identified barriers and challenges and have identified research 

opportunities to support those changes. We also reinforce the requirement for 

educational institutions and employers to play their role in addressing challenges. “The 

time has come to work in partnership with Aboriginal communities and youth so that 

they have the resources they need to overcome the profound barriers they face” 

(Bednar et al, 2017, p. 26). 
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New Directions  

i. Longer-Term Support Leading to Sustained Employment  

Communities have been proactive in accessing pockets of funding to deliver skills 

programs and negotiate placements and internships. In an attempt to build the 

employment capacity of community members, they have also offered summer 

employment and numerous part-time positions. The programs and placements have, 

however, been short-term in nature, a direct result of the funding model of provincial 

and national funders. A longer term time horizon for skills programs and placements 

would allow for individuals to build depth in appropriate skill sets, in on the job 

experiences and norms, and in employer relationships needed for the job market. 

Further, more coordination with regional and provincial agencies (e.g., Joint Economic 

Development Initiative, Native Friendship Centre) to develop joint community training 

programs, an employee-employer job match database, and a repository of employment 

related resources would allow for economies of scale so that each community does not 

have to develop programs, databases and placements on their own. Further, gathering, 

sharing and evaluating data might reduce the significant data gap that currently exists. 

Data collection should include “outcome-based factors such as wage growth, job quality, 

cost-per-employed, job tenure as well as collecting longitudinal data for program 

evaluation” (Bednar et al 2017, p. 31). 

 

ii. Transition Support 

More support mechanisms for the transitions from high school to post-secondary 

education to employment opportunities are necessary. Those supports need to exist in 

middle school or earlier to prepare students to achieve their aspirations, become more 

aware of the large scope of career opportunities available (i.e., opportunities not limited 

to nursing, teaching and fishing) and set reasonable expectations for course 

requirements and required effort. Support for the transition from high school to post-

secondary education should include more funding, increased resources (technological, 

informational) for parents to support their children during the transition, and identified 

community and on-campus advocates/mentors to assist with the adjustment to post-

secondary education including workload expectations, cultural differences, tenancy 

requirements, etc. Support for the transition from either secondary or post-secondary 

programs should include additional individual funding (e.g., transportation, childcare, 

union dues, tools), assessment of skills assets and deficits (e.g., resume preparation, 

driver’s license), and the assignment of an advocate/mentor over a significant amount 

of time to support the transition process. This approach is echoed in a 2017 report on 
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modernizing youth employment in Canada which introduces the need for “wrap-

around” support for Aboriginal (and other vulnerable populations in Canada) “through a 

client-centred approach using a case management process and continuum of supports 

tailored to meet their complex, varied and evolving need” (Bednar et al, 2017, p. 25). 

The “wrap around” support requires multi-year funding in order for communities and 

organizations to support individuals through to sustained employment (Bednar et al, 

2017). 

 

iii. Building Appropriate Skill Capacity in Community Members  

The disappointment in Aboriginal individuals who cannot find employment in the area in 

which they received training or in the Community due to lack of opportunities or only 

find employment in part-time or seasonal employment or are laid off in economic 

downturns or because they are unable to meet employer expectations or are unable to 

survive financially on entry level compensation given transportation, childcare and 

utility costs is palatable. To reduce that disappointment, First Nations communities need 

to offer training and placement opportunities for which there is job demand, to better 

understand the job demands in a changing employment landscape, to provide transition 

support including financial resources (e.g., clothes, tools, childcare) and employer 

expectations training (e.g., timeliness, work effort), to identify and nurture partnerships 

with potential employers who may offer internships and placements, to foster 

relationships with private industries to generate jobs on and off reserve, to identify 

leakage gaps which may direct new employment opportunities in the community, and 

to provide successive employment opportunities with increasing levels of skill 

requirements and experience for summer students. Policy recommendations include 

directed apprenticeship programs, facilitating union membership, proactive job 

notifications and directed hiring, and regular cross-cultural education of non-Aboriginal 

employees and employers to help build safe and just workplaces. 

 

iv. Culturally Inclusive Curriculum 

Culturally inclusive curriculum includes increased content of Aboriginal histories, 

traditions, culture and achievements, access to Aboriginal teachers and programs, 

visuals in schools (and communities) of Aboriginal images, Elders in residence in all 

educational institutions, and the integration of Aboriginal knowledge and teaching 

methods in the classroom. Further, the inclusion of Aboriginal people in provincial and 

regional education departments (see TRC (2105) Call to Action 62i) and in program and 
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curriculum design at educational institutions would assist in the implementation of 

culturally relevant programming. 

 

Educational institutions, both secondary and post-secondary, arguably have the 

resources and the infrastructure to incorporate culturally sensitive curriculum in their 

programs. Educational institutions, especially universities and community colleges, have 

introduced the concept of “indigenization” (a term most Aboriginal people do not like) 

of the institution. Early attempts to make post-secondary institutions more accessible to 

Aboriginal students have been more symbolic (e.g., flags, allocated pockets of funding) 

than comprehensive in nature and some post-secondary institutions are further along in 

making their institutions accessible to First Nations students (e.g., Elders in resident, 

Aboriginal Student Advisors, Aboriginal Language Offerings). There remains a lack of 

First Nation strategies regarding recruitment, financial services, residence services, and 

curricula development. Post-secondary institutions, universities and colleges, need to 

play a significant role in assisting Aboriginal students from recruitment to retention from 

curricula design to graduation and securing employment. The TRC (2015) reinforced the 

role of post-secondary institutions to “develop culturally appropriate curricula” (10iii), 

to “teach Aboriginal languages as credit course” (10iv), and to educate instructors “on 

how to integrate Aboriginal knowledge and teaching methods into classrooms” (62ii). 

  

v. Enhancing Treaty Rights and Building Better Relations Settler Society   

Institutional change is only one part of the equation to generating equality and closing 

the education and employment gaps. The Truth and Reconciliation Commission along 

with other Aboriginal Inquiries provide roadmaps for building better relationships 

between Aboriginal and settler societies. Settler societies have obligations as treaty 

people and as human beings to recognize the unique rights and entitlements of the 

ancestors of the people who were here first. Fostering responsibility to acknowledge 

Aboriginal rights and to work toward collaborative strategies to adjust the imbalances in 

all sectors must be at the heart of any sustainable action plan to build better pathways 

to labour readiness that are respectful of Aboriginal people’s rights and futures. 

 

Research Opportunities 

There are a number of research opportunities that would support structural, systemic 

and cultural change. 
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1) Identify the multitude of reasons contributing to the income gaps between 

Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal employees and the changes required to reduce or 

eliminate that gap; 

2) Compare and contrast the strategies utilized to implement the pertinent Calls to 

Action contained in the Truth and Reconciliation Commission Report (2015) by 

universities and community colleges in Atlantic Canada; 

3) Capture the aspirations and awareness of career options of middle school Aboriginal 

youth;  

4) Synthesize the components of successful implementations of culturally sensitive 

curricula in secondary school education systems;  

5) Identify and prepare an economic assessment of the cost and benefits of various 

models of transportation (e.g., band sponsored transit, “Uber-style” private vehicles, 

car sharing services modeled after Zipcar) to support post-secondary programs and 

employment;  

6) Analyze the pathway from high school to sustained employment of one (or two) 

individual(s) from each province; 

7) Explore knowledge economy business strategies that promote the development of 

new businesses and employment opportunities near or within Aboriginal 

communities; 

8) Analyze community planning processes/strategies that take into consideration 

infrastructure, community needs and future aspirations for Aboriginal communities; 

and 

9) Identify gaps in preparedness for employment (employability) and determine ways 

to bridge the gap. 

 

In addition to research opportunities, critical next steps are to: 

1) Engage research participants in a workshop to generate a comprehensive action plan 

to drive structural change;  

2) Present a plan to decision makers at post-secondary institutions for consideration in 

their work plans; and  

3) Deliberately address the Calls to Action of the TRC (2015) to close the education and 

employment gaps. 
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IX. CONCLUSION 

 

The job market in Atlantic Canada offers employment opportunities in an expanding 

knowledge economy. Most of those employment opportunities will require post-

secondary training and skill acquisition while employment opportunities that require 

little to no training will continue to be in decline. First Nation populations that are 

characterized by growth and a younger average age are expected to contribute 

significantly to the market demand for employment. First Nations populations, however, 

are also characterized by lower graduation rates from high school, lower skill acquisition 

levels especially in desired disciplines (e.g., engineering, chemistry, business) and lower 

university completion rates. The TRC (2015) recognizes this situation in its Calls to Action 

(7, p. 1) “We call upon the federal government to develop with Aboriginal groups a joint 

strategy to eliminate educational and employment gaps between Aboriginal and non-

Aboriginal Canadians.” This study analyses the pathway from high school to sustained 

employment to determine both influences and challenges along the pathways that led 

to the education and employment gaps. 

 

The pathways from high school to sustained employment for Aboriginal people are 

characterized by unique influences and challenges that are structural, systemic and 

cultural in nature.  Analyses of case studies of select communities throughout the 

Maritime Provinces revealed a number of recurring themes (e.g., inadequate funding 

model, need for transition services along those pathways, racism, generational policy, 

the need for culturally appropriate curricula) along that pathway. Based on prior 

studies, many, if not most, of these themes are recurring over many studies and over a 

long time frame. The difference captured in this study is that obvious and measurable 

progress has been made by First Nation communities and regional and provincial 

support agencies in addressing these themes. First Nation communities have been both 

proactive and innovative and they will have to continue to be proactive and innovative. 

It is apparent that additional progress in reducing or eliminating the structural, systemic 

and cultural themes must be driven by the initiatives of educational institutions who 

offer secondary and post-secondary education, employers who offer internships and 

sustained employment, government agencies who deliver programs and shape the 

funding models, and society generally. First Nation communities have invested 

substantial resources in their own communities, however, they are not responsible for 

nor can they address independently all themes as revealed. The TRC (2015) makes it 

clear that society and its stakeholders must meet those communities with at the very 
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least the same effort. Education institutions arguably have the resources and 

infrastructure to play a significant role in reducing the unique challenges and barriers 

Aboriginal students face. 
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APPENDIX A: Community Profile - Paq’tnkek First Nation 

 

Community Description Paqtnkek Mi’kmaw Nation was established on 
March 3, 1820 in Antigonish County and is located 
24km east of Antigonish, Nova Scotia. The name 
Paqtnkek, meaning “by the bay”, is a distinction 
emphasizing the importance of the local bay and 
its resources to the Mi’kmaw people. 

Population - Size 574 registered  
Stable residency (people do not tend to move 
away) 

Population – Average Age Median age 20.7 (male) 23 (female) 

Geographic Size 218.3 hectares at site 23 (Afton / Pomquet) 

Average Household Income Median household income - $20,291 (NS $53,606) 

Governance – Size of Council Chief and Council (5 Councilors), 2 year terms 

Governance – Indian Act Indian Act 

Governance – Tribal Council Tribal Council – Confederacy of Mainland Mi’kmaq 

Independent Local Businesses Tmaqn Verity, Leather Craftsmen, Mary Lafford’s 
Native Crafts, Rustic Kitchen (catering) 

Forms of Own Source 
Revenues 

Tobacco, Gaming, Gas bar (expansion plans to 
include a store to offset losses), Fisheries, 50% of 
band’s revenue is Own Source Revenue, Asset 
management review assessments 

Fisheries Enterprise Cultural heritage fishery, 20 employees fish 
lobster, snow crab, herring, 5 communal vessels, 
Non signatory to Marshall access 

School Access - Elementary Pre-school (since early 1980s) 10-12 spaces 
Held community referendum to determine the 
feasibility of establishing an elementary school K-6 
(declined) 

School Access – High School Students attend East Antigonish Education Centre 
8kms away 

Adult Education Adult education programs (GED equivalency) 

Communication – Form Active FaceBook, Web site 

Prominent Cultural Activities Powwow 

Centres (e.g., Health, 
Community Hall) 

Health Centre 
Community Hall/Gymnasium 
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APPENDIX B: Community Profile - We’koqma’q First Nation 

Community Description We’koqma’q First Nation is at the foothills of Skye 
Mountain. The community hosts the largest fishing 
derby in Nova Scotia. We’koqma’q is a rapidly 
growing community with a population increase of 
8.7% last year. Current population stands at 851 
people. Economic and social development remains 
a priority for the community as Chief and Council 
work to enhance We’koqma’q’s natural attributes. 

Population - Size 995 registered population 
Female lone parent household 75 (of 240) 

Population – Average Age Median age 20 (male) 22 (female) 

Geographic Size 908 hectares Cape Breton 

Average Household Income Average total income $17, 097 
Median household incomes $26, 475 

Governance – Size of Council Chief and Council (9 Councilors) 

Governance – Indian Act Indian Act, First Nations Election Act 

Governance – Tribal Council Union of Nova Scotia Indians 

Independent Local Businesses Negemow Basket shop 

Forms of Own Source Revenues Rod’s One Stop: gas bar, VLT, ATM machine, 
tobacco, lottery, grocery, sporting equipment, 
Waycobah Fitness Centre, Waycobah Gaming 

Fisheries Enterprise Divisions, Commercial: lobster, shrimp, crab, 
groundfish, elver (active licenses) 35 employees, 
Inactive licenses (tuna, whelk, urchin, mackerel, 
herring), “Food, Social & Ceremonial”- guardian 
employment, Signatory to Marshall access, Best 
management practices & habitat research 

Business - Other Cold Water Fisheries - Trout farm, Owned by Cold 
Water, staff are We’koqma’q members 

School Access - Elementary Day care and 2008-School - Elementary and 
secondary (K-12); Mi’kmaw language and culture 
curricula, Provincial standards 

School Access – High School 2008-School - Elementary and secondary (K-12) 
Mi’kmaw language and culture curricula, Provincial 
standards 

Adult Education University & College partnerships for training, 
trades and technical programs 

Communication – Form Social Media 

Centres (e.g., Health, 
Community 

Health Centre 
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APPENDIX C: Community Profile - Esgenoôpetitj First Nation  

 

Community Description Burnt Church is located on the north coast of New 
Brunswick (the Gulf of Saint Lawrence). Burnt 
Church is 50 feet [15 m] above sea level.  

Population - Size On-Reserve: 1250 ; Off-reserve: 463 Total: 1713 

Population – Average Age Average Median: 27.9; Male: 28.4; Female: 27.4 

Geographic Size 985.5 Hectares 

Average Household Income Before Tax: $30,688; After tax: $36,468; Various 
details in source 3 link provided below.  

Community - Other Not applicable 

Governance – Size of Council 12 member Council, 1 Chief  

Governance – Indian Act Governed under the Indian Act 

Governance – Tribal Council Governed by the Mawiw Council of NB.  

Independent Local Businesses Four D’s Grocery; DEA office supplies; New Dawn 
Contracting; Various convenience stores 

Forms of Own Source 
Revenues 

Esgenoôpetitj First Nations Gaming Complex and 
Smoke Shop.  

Fisheries Enterprise Baie Chaleaur Fisheries  

School Access - Elementary Esgenoôpetitj K-8 Schools; Provincial schools  

School Access – High School Miramichi Valley High School 

Adult Education GED Program 

School Access - Other Esgenoôpetitj school for sports and recreation; 
School related activities  

Communication – Form Social Media; Community notices (paper); email; 
Radio 

Prominent Cultural Activities Annual Powwow; School related cultural activities 

Centres (e.g., Health, 
Community Hall) 

Esgenoôpetitj Wellness center; Esgenoôpetitj 
Fisheries building; Esgenoôpetitj Learning Center; 
Esgenoôpetitj Band office; Esgenoôpetitj Gaming 
complex for various community events  

Other Esgenoôpetitj Parent Involvement Committee 
(EPIC) 
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APPENDIX D: Community Profile - Elsipogtog First Nation  

 

Community Description Elsiogtog First Nation, formerly called the Big Cove 
Band, is a Mi'kmaq First Nations band government 
in New Brunswick. The First Nation's territory 
comprises Richibucto Reserve #15, lying 8 
kilometres (5.0 mi) southwest of Rexton, New 
Brunswick on the Richibucto River off of Route 
116. It also comprises Soegao Reserve #35, lying 5 
kilometres (3.1 mi) west of Moncton 

Population - Size The registered Elsipogtog population is 3,313, with 
2,587 living on reservations and 726 living off 
reservations  (2016)  

Population – Average Age n/a 

Geographic Size Elsipogtog 1,667.3 hectares (4,120 acres) 
Soego 35 104.732 hectares (258.80 acres) 

Average Household Income Per capita income $12,866 
Median household income $20,832 

Governance – Size of Council 1 Chief 12 councilors 

Governance – Indian Act Yes 

Governance – Tribal Council No 

Independent Local Businesses Small business (e.g., grocery stores) 

Forms of Own Source Revenues Grocery Store, Fisheries, Forestry, Gaming 
Agreements. Gasoline Tobacco Tax Agreements 

School Access - Elementary K4, K-8  

School Access – High School No 

Adult Education Yes 

School Access - Other Learning Center 

Communication – Form Monthly Community Newspaper  

Communication - Other Social Media 

Prominent Cultural Activities Annual Powwows, School Cultural Activities for 
community 

Centres (e.g., Health, 
Community Hall) 

Health Center, Church, Community Hall, School, 
Arena 

 
  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mi%27kmaq
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/First_Nations
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Band_government
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_Brunswick
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rexton,_New_Brunswick
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rexton,_New_Brunswick
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richibucto_River
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_Brunswick_Route_116
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_Brunswick_Route_116
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APPENDIX E: Community Profile - Tobique First Nation 

 

Community Description Tobique First Nation is one of six Wolastoqiyik or 
Maliseet Nation reserves in New Brunswick (NB). 
Tobique is the largest of the Wolastoqiyik and Maliseet 
Nation reserves in NB with a population of 
approximately 2500. 
The Tobique Reserve is located on the north side of the 
Tobique River. The reserve comprises two lots (The 
Brother's # 18, 4 ha; Tobique # 20, 2724 ha). The 
Tobique Reserve, established in 1801 with nearly 20,000 
acres, was granted after a petition to the government 
by band members. Over the years, the reserve was 
reduced by surrenders to squatters and a major 
surrender in 1892. Roughly two-thirds of members of 
the Tobique First Nation reside on the reserve lands. 

Population - Size 2,364 

Population – Average Age n/a 

Geographic Size 2724 hectares 

Average Household Income n/a 

Governance – Size of Council 1 Chief and 12 Council members  

Governance – Indian Act Election System - either under the Indian Act election 
system, the First Nations Elections Act, a custom system, 
or under the provisions of a self-governing agreement. 

Governance – Tribal Council Mawiw Tribal Council  

Governance - Other Affiliated with Wolastoqiyew Tribal Council Inc. for 
Aboriginal and Treaty Rights based issues.  

Independent Local Businesses Approximately 10 

Forms of Own Source 
Revenues 

Fisheries, Forestry, Day Care, Casino, Gas Bar 

Fisheries Enterprise Negootguk Fisheries 

School Access - Elementary Mah-Sos School (K-4 to Grade 5) 

School Access – High School Southern Victoria High School 

Adult Education GED 

School Access - Other Andover Elementary and Perth-Andover Middle 
School 

Communication – Form www.tobiquefirstnation.ca  

Communication - Other Facebook 

Prominent Cultural Activities Annual powwow 

Centres (e.g., Health, 
Community Hall) 

Nekootgook Wellness Centre; Paul Pyres 
Community Centre; Tobique Employment and 
Training Centre; Youth Centre 

 
  

http://www.tobiquefirstnation.ca/
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APPENDIX F: Community Profile – Woodstock First Nation 

  

Community Description Woodstock First Nation is located in the province of 
New Brunswick on the shore of the Saint John River. 
The community is south of Hartland and north of 
Fredericton on the west side of the river. (Source: 
http://www.woodstockfirstnation.com) 

Population - Size 345 (Source: Aboriginal and Northern Affairs 
Canada) 

Population – Average Age 35.3 (Source: Aboriginal and Northern Affairs 
Canada) 

Geographic Size 159.8 hectares (Source: Aboriginal and Northern 
Affairs Canada) 

Average Household Income $22,786 

Governance – Size of Council 7 Council members 

Governance – Indian Act Woodstock 

Governance – Tribal Council Saint John River Valley Tribal Council 

Forms of Own Source 
Revenues 

Gas and tobacco, gaming, logging 

Fisheries Enterprise The Woodstock First Nation began commercial 
Fisheries operations in the fall of 1996, four years 
prior to the Marshall Decision. Since that time, the 
community has expanded operations into a multi-
faceted enterprise of harvesting scallop, lobster, sea 
urchins, swordfish and tuna. (Source: 
woodstockfirstnation.com) 

School Access - Elementary Woodstock Centennial Elementary School – off 
reserve 
Southern Carleton Elementary School – off reserve 
Woodstock Middle School – off reserve 

School Access – High School Woodstock High School – off reserve 

Adult Education GED 

School Access - Other Head Start, K4 

Communication – Form Community Newsletter, social media 

Prominent Cultural Activities Community Powwow 

Centres (e.g., Health, 
Community Hall) 

Band Hall, Early Childhood Development Centre, 
Health Centre 
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APPENDIX G: Community Profile – Oromocto First Nation  

 

Community Description Oromocto First Nation is located in the province of 
New Brunswick on the shore of the Saint John 
River. The community is near CFB Gagetown and 
north of Fredericton.  

Population - Size 285 (Source: Aboriginal and Northern Affairs 
Canada) 

Population – Average Age 30.0 (Source: Aboriginal and Northern Affairs 
Canada) 

Geographic Size 32.0 hectares (Source: Aboriginal and Northern 
Affairs Canada) 

Average Household Income $19,563.00 (Source: Aboriginal and Northern 
Affairs Canada) 

Governance – Size of Council 5 Council members 

Governance – Indian Act Oromocto 12 

Governance – Tribal Council Saint John River Valley Tribal Council 

Independent Local Businesses Great Spirit Canoes, Chief Fuels Inc. 

Forms of Own Source Revenues Gas and tobacco, gaming, forestry 

Fisheries Enterprise n/a 

School Access - Elementary Assiniboine Ave. Elementary – off reserve 
Gesner Street Elementary – off reserve 
Hubbard Avenue Elementary – off reserve 
Summerhill Street Elementary – off reserve  
Harold Peterson Middle School – off reserve  
Ridgeview Middle School Grades 6 - 8 – off reserve  

School Access – High School Oromocto High School – off reserve 

Adult Education GED, periodic training programs (trades) 

School Access - Other University of New Brunswick, St. Thomas 
University 
New Brunswick Community College, Head Start, K4 

Communication – Form Community Newsletter, text updates, social media 

Prominent Cultural Activities Oromocto Powwow 

Centres (e.g., Health, 
Community Hall) 

Band Hall, Health Centre, Education Building 
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APPENDIX H: Community Profile – Kingsclear First Nation 

 

Community Description Kingsclear First Nation is located along the Saint 
John River, approximately 15 km west of the City of 
Fredericton, New Brunswick. (Source: 
http://www.kingsclear.ca) 

Population - Size 692 (Source: http://www.kingsclear.ca) 

Population – Average Age 28.7 (Source: Aboriginal and Northern Affairs 
Canada) 

Geographic Size 374.7 hectares (Source: Aboriginal and Northern 
Affairs Canada) 

Average Household Income $16,604 

Governance – Size of Council 10 Council members 

Governance – Indian Act Kingsclear 11 

Governance – Tribal Council Saint John River Valley Tribal Council 

Forms of Own Source 
Revenues 

Gas and tobacco, gaming  

Fisheries Enterprise Salmon monitoring, 1 community lobster license. 

School Access - Elementary Woolastook Elementary School – on reserve 
George Street Middle School – off reserve 

School Access – High School Fredericton High School – off reserve 

Adult Education On Reserve training programs: GED, periodic 
training programs (LPN, ICT, etc.) 

School Access - Other University of New Brunswick, St. Thomas 
University, 
New Brunswick Community College 

Communication – Form Community Newsletter, social media 

Prominent Cultural Activities Community Powwow, school-based cultural events 

Centres (e.g., Health, 
Community Hall) 

Band Hall, Health Centre, Elders Residence 
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APPENDIX I: Community Profile - Abegweit First Nation  

 

Community Description Abegweit First Nation was created in 1972 and 
consists of 3 geographically separated reserve 
communities; Morell Reserve #2, Rocky Point 
Reserve #3, and Scotchfort Reserve #4.  
In 2016, Abegweit First Nation employed 128 
community members and 42 non-community 
members in positions ranging from Band 
Administrative functions to Band-owned 
enterprises.  

Population - Size 
Approximately 300 (In 2015, 209 people on-reserve 
and 100 off-reserve) 

Population – Average Age 44% under 25 median age 30.1 (2011) 

Geographic Size 140 acres (54.6 hectare) 

Average Household Income $13,000 – $35,000  

Governance – Size of Council Custom band governed by 1 Chief and 2 Council 
members for 3 geographically separated reserve 
communities: Morell Rear Reserve #2, Rocky Point 
Reserve #3, and Scotchfort Reserve #4. Political 
term of office is 4 years 

Governance – Indian Act Either under the Indian Act election system, the 
First Nations Elections Act, a custom system, or 
under the provisions of a self-governing 
agreement. 

Governance – Tribal Council Mi’kmaq Confederacy of PEI (MCPEI) is the 
common forum and united voice for the 
advancement of Treaty & Aboriginal rights for the 
Lennox Island and Abegweit First Nations. The 
Chiefs of Abegweit and Lennox Island share the 
Chair and Co-Chair duties for MCPEI.  

Independent Local Businesses Commercial Fishery (lobster, snowcrab, rock crab, 
mackerel, tuna and silverside), Abegweit 
Biodiversity & Enhancement Hatchery, Epekwitk 
Gardens & Preserves, Epekwitk Gas Bar, Redstone 
Truck & Marine, and an Early Years Childcare 
Centre.  

Forms of Own Source 
Revenues 

Fisheries, Gas Bar, Daycare 

Business - Other Community Economic Development Program 
(CEDP) 
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School Access – Elementary / 
High School, Post-Secondary 

Kindergarten to Grade 12 for students living on 
reserve.  
Currently have students in approximately 15 
schools throughout the province of PEI.  
Administers a Post-Secondary Education Program 
for their First Nation university students living on 
and off Reserve. 

Other Education Programs The MCPEI Education Program  
The First Nation Student Success Program  

Communication – Form http://www.abegweit.ca/ 

Communication - Other Facebook (Arts & Culture) 

Prominent Cultural Activities 
Abegweit First Nation Annual Mawiomi, Mi'kmaq 
Language, Songs 

Centres (e.g., Health, 
Community Hall) 

Abegweit First Nation Mi'kmaq Wellness Centre  
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APPENDIX J: Community Profile - Lennox Island First Nation  

Community Description Lennox Island is located in Malpeque Bay off the 
northwest coast of PEI. The Island is connected to 
PEI by a short causeway and bridge. Approximately 
450 residents call this special place “home” while 
countless thousands of others can trace their roots 
back to this fair soil. 

Population - Size 392 on reserve 486 off reserve (2011) 

Population – Average Age 44% under 25 median age 30.1 (2011) 

Geographic Size 534.2 hectares  

Average Household Income $13,000 – $35,000  

Governance – Size of Council Lennox Island Tribal Council consists of 1 Chief and 
3 Council Members (2 on-reserve and 1 off-reserve) 

Governance – Indian Act Either under the Indian Act election system, the 
First Nations Elections Act, a custom system, or 
under the provisions of a self-governing agreement. 

Governance – Tribal Council Mi’kmaq Confederacy of PEI (MCPEI) is the common 
forum and united voice for the advancement of 
Treaty & Aboriginal rights for the Lennox Island and 
Abegweit First Nations. The Chiefs of Lennox Island 
and Abegweit share the Chair and Co-Chair duties 
for MCPEI. 

Governance - Other n/a 

Independent Local Businesses Megadealsrus located in Summerside, PEI 
(Computer Company) 

Forms of Own Source 
Revenues 

Fishery, Eco Tourism 

Fisheries Enterprise Minigoo Fisheries is 100% owned and operated by 
the Lennox Island First Nation. It is the only lobster 
processing plant in Canada owned and operated by 
Aboriginal people. Lennox Island currently has 32 
boats in the commercial and traditional lobster 
fishery and harvest oysters, snow crab, clams and 
countless other fish resources.  

School Access - Elementary In 1981, Lennox Island opened John J. Sark 
Memorial school (4 classrooms - a kindergarten and 
combined classrooms for grades 1-2, 3-4 and 5-6.) 
Between 40-50 students attend the school which 
also employs 10 staff. The curriculum within the 
school includes Mi’kmaq language and culture, 
music and religion. 
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School Access – High School Off Reserve – Students are bused to Hernewood 
Intermediate School (grades 7 – 9) and Westisle 
Composite High School (grades 10 – 12). The Band 
Council also offers assistance to members who are 
attending post-secondary institutions.  

Other Education Programs The MCPEI Education Program,  
The First Nation Student Success Program  

Communication – Form http://www.lennoxisland.com/ 

Communication - Other Facebook 

Prominent Cultural Activities Powwow, Mack Theatre, Mi'kmaq History, Mi'kmaq 
Language 

Centres (e.g., Health, 
Community Hall) 

Lennox Island Health Centre; Eagle Nest Gym; Eco 
Tourism Centre; Lennox Island Cultural Centre  
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APPENDIX K: Invitation to Participate – Focus Group  

 
Invitation to Participate  

 
Research Topic  
Labour force readiness: The pathway for Aboriginal youth from high school into post-secondary 
education and workforce engagement  
 
Contact of Principal Investigator 
Mary M. Oxner PhD CA CFA, Associate Professor, Gerald Schwartz School of Business, PO Box 
5000, St. Francis Xavier University, Antigonish NS B2G 2W5  
P: (902) 867-5373 E: mmoxner@stfx.ca 
 
Research Description 
The purpose of this research is to study the pathway of Aboriginal youth from high school to 
employment. This study investigates the support and challenges to that employment. You will 
be asked a series of questions in a focus group by the study’s researchers. Those researchers will 
be assisted by a research assistant. You can participate in either English or Mi’kmaw or Maliseet. 
The study will take about one hour. Results of this research will be available on-line at 
http://www.apcfnc.ca/economic-development/aaedirp/reports-and-publications/.  
 
Confidentiality 
The focus group will be audio recorded. The interview will be subsequently transcribed. The 
transcription will be done by the research assistant who has signed a confidentiality agreement. 
Within a focus group, confidentiality is somewhat limited. Conversations in the focus group 
need to remain confidential among participants. The audio recordings and transcriptions will be 
kept for five years in a protected filing cabinet and computer. No names or identifying 
information will be used in connection with this research.  
 
Voluntary Participation 
Participation in the focus group is voluntary. You have the right to refuse this invitation. You 
have the right to withdraw at any time. There are no negative consequences on refusal or 
withdrawal. You may request that the audio recording be stopped at any time. You may also 
request to have any or all of your responses erased. The benefit of participating in this study is 
to affect changes in education and labour programs and policies. There is no known harm 
associated with participating in this research.  
 
You can contact the researcher using the contact information above. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
Mary Oxner         Dated: February XX, 2017  

http://www.apcfnc.ca/economic-development/aaedirp/reports-and-publications/
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APPENDIX L: Invitation to Participate – Interview  

 
Invitation to Participate  

 
Research Topic  
Labour force readiness: The pathway for Aboriginal youth from high school into post-secondary 
education and workforce engagement  
 
Contact of Principal Investigator 
Mary M. Oxner PhD CA CFA, Associate Professor, Gerald Schwartz School of Business, PO Box 
5000, St. Francis Xavier University, Antigonish NS B2G 2W5  
P: (902) 867-5373 E: mmoxner@stfx.ca 
 
Research Description 
The purpose of this research is to study the pathway of Aboriginal Youth from high school to 
employment. This study investigates the support and challenges to that employment. You will 
be asked a series of questions by the study’s researchers. Those researchers will be assisted by a 
research assistant. You can participate in either English or Mi’kmaw or Maliseet. The study will 
take about one hour. Results of this research will be available on-line at 
http://www.apcfnc.ca/economic-development/aaedirp/reports-and-publications/. 
 
Confidentiality 
The interview will be audio recorded. The interview will be subsequently transcribed. The 
transcription will be done by the research assistant who has signed a confidentiality agreement. 
The audio recordings and transcriptions will be kept for five years in a protected filing cabinet 
and computer. No names or identifying information will be used in connection with this 
research.  
 
Voluntary Participation 
Participation in this interview is voluntary. You have the right to refuse this invitation. You have 
the right to withdraw at any time. There are no negative consequences on refusal or 
withdrawal. You may request that the audio recording be stopped at any time. You may also 
request to have any or all of your responses erased. The benefit of participating in this study is 
to affect changes in education and labour programs and policies. There is no known harm 
associated with participating in this research.  
 
You can contact the researcher using the contact information above. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
Mary Oxner        Dated: February XX, 2017 
 
 
  

http://www.apcfnc.ca/economic-development/aaedirp/reports-and-publications/
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APPENDIX M: Consent Form 

 
Participant Consent Form 

 
I have received a copy of the Invitation to Participate for the research project titled “Labour 
force readiness: The pathway for Aboriginal youth from high school into post-secondary 
education and workforce engagement”, have had an opportunity to read the information 
provided or it has been explained to me, and have had all questions that I may have had 
answered. 
 
I agree to participate in this research project, understanding that I am doing so voluntarily, that 
confidentiality will be maintained, and that I have the right to withdraw from the study at any 
point using the means outlined in the Invitation to Participate. 
 
Please sign two copies and keep one for your personal records. 
 
Signature:  
 
Date: 
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APPENDIX N: Interview Questions Guide 

 
Thank you for meeting with us today. We appreciate your participation. Your participation is 
voluntary. If you want to end the interview you may do so at any time. The interview will be 
audiotaped and will be transcribed by a research assistant. The confidentiality and anonymity of 
your responses will be maintained by using synonyms (e.g., participant #23). 
 
You have had an opportunity to review the Invitation to Participate. Do you have any questions? 
If you do have questions during or after the interview, please ask. Your Invitation to Participate 
includes contact information if you have questions following the interview. 
 
The focus of our study is on the pathway from high school to employment. We are interested in 
your perspective of supports and hurdles along this pathway. 
 
Open-Ended Questions: 
 
1. Describe your role in securing employment for Aboriginal Youth?  

a) What do you do to prepare young people for future education and employment? 
b) How might a successful young person be described in your community? 
c) What are attitudes and perceptions about work in your community? 
d) What attitudes and perceptions about social assistance (i.e., welfare) in your 

community? 
e) How would you describe the aspirations of youth in your community? 
f) What causes aspirations about education and employment to change for Aboriginal 

Youth? 
g) What worries you about your own future? About your community young people’s 

future? 
h) What advice do you give to your own children about their future? 
 

2. What are the current supports available for Aboriginal youth in attaching education, training 
and guidance? Attaining (sustained employment)? 
a) What helps you know about opportunities? How do you go about finding out what 

opportunities exist? 
b) Where do you/young people get their information about employment and job 

opportunities? 
c) Who do you/ young people talk to about their futures and their aspirations? Who are 

seen as mentors in the community? 
d) What gets talked about at home regarding you future? 

 
3. What are the most effective supports available for Aboriginal youth in attaining education, 

training and guidance? Attaining (sustained employment? 
 

4. What are the challenges for Aboriginal youth in attaining education, training and guidance? 
Attaining (sustained) employment? 
 

5. What do high schools do to support education, training and guidance of Aboriginal youth? 
Employment of Aboriginal youth? Who in high schools provides the support? 
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6. What should high schools do to support education, training and guidance of Aboriginal 
youth? Employment of Aboriginal youth? Who in high schools should provide support? 

 
7. What could high schools do to support education, training and guidance of Aboriginal 

youth? Employment of Aboriginal youth? Who in high schools could provide support 
 

8. What do Colleges and Universities do to support education, training and guidance of 
Aboriginal youth? Employment of Aboriginal youth? Who in Colleges and Universities 
provides support? 
 

9. What should Colleges and Universities do to support education, training and guidance of 
Aboriginal youth? Employment of Aboriginal youth? Who in Colleges and Universities should 
support? 

 
10. What could Colleges and Universities do to support education, training and guidance of 

Aboriginal youth? Employment of Aboriginal youth? Who in Colleges and Universities could 
support? 
 

11. What does your community do to support education, training and guidance of Aboriginal 
youth? Employment of Aboriginal youth? Who in your community supports? 
 

12. What should your community do to support education, training and guidance of Aboriginal 
youth? Employment of Aboriginal youth? Who in your community should support? 

 
13. (For Urban Centres/Communities only) Contrast the challenges to education of rural and 

urban youth. Challenges to employment? 
 

14. We would like to gather a profile of your community? 
a) What is your community’s governance structure (e.g., no of councilors, associations)? 
b) What are the Independent business that operate in your community? 
c) What is your community’s own source revenue?  
d) Describe your community’s access to secondary schools. 
e) What is the most prominent forms of communication in your community (e.g., text, 

Facebook)? 
f) What major projects are being currently being undertaken in your community? 
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APPENDIX O: Focus Group Questions Guide 

 
Thank you for meeting with us today. We appreciate your participation. Your participation is 
voluntary. If you want to leave the focus group or refrain from answering certain questions you 
may do so. The focus group will be audiotaped and will be transcribed by a research assistant. 
Confidentiality within a focus group is limited. Conversations in the focus group need to remain 
confidential among participants. 
 
You have had an opportunity to review the Invitation to Participate. Do you have any questions? 
If you do have questions during or after the focus group, please ask. Your Invitation to 
Participate includes contact information for questions at any time. 
 
The focus of our study is on the pathway from high school to employment. We are interested in 
your perspective of supports and hurdles along this pathway. 
 
Open-Ended Questions: 
 
1. Describe your role in securing employment for Aboriginal Youth?  

a) What do you do to prepare young people for future education and employment? 
b) How might a successful young person be described in your community? 
c) What are attitudes and perceptions about work in your community? 
d) What attitudes and perceptions about social assistance (i.e., welfare) in your 

community? 
e) How would you describe the aspirations of youth in your community? 
f) What causes aspirations about education and employment to change for Aboriginal 

Youth? 
g) What worries you about your own future? About your community young people’s 

future? 
h) What advice do you give to your own children about their future? 
 

2. What are the current supports available for Aboriginal youth in attaching education, 
training and guidance? Attaining (sustained employment)? 

a) What helps you know about opportunities? How do you go about finding out what 
opportunities exist? 

b) Where do you/young people get their information about employment and job 
opportunities? 

c) Who do you/ young people talk to about their futures and their aspirations? Who are 
seen as mentors in the community? 

d) What gets talked about at home regarding you future? 
 

3. What are the most effective supports available for Aboriginal youth in attaining education, 
training and guidance? Attaining (sustained employment? 

 
4. What are the challenges for Aboriginal youth in attaining education, training and guidance? 

Attaining (sustained) employment? 
 

5. What do high schools do to support education, training and guidance of Aboriginal youth? 
Employment of Aboriginal youth? Who in high schools provides the support? 
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6. What should high schools do to support education, training and guidance of Aboriginal 

youth? Employment of Aboriginal youth? Who in high schools should provide support? 
 

7. What could high schools do to support education, training and guidance of Aboriginal 
youth? Employment of Aboriginal youth? Who in high schools could provide support 
 

8. What do Colleges and Universities do to support education, training and guidance of 
Aboriginal youth? Employment of Aboriginal youth? Who in Colleges and Universities 
provides support? 
 

9. What should Colleges and Universities do to support education, training and guidance of 
Aboriginal youth? Employment of Aboriginal youth? Who in Colleges and Universities should 
support? 

 
10. What could Colleges and Universities do to support education, training and guidance of 

Aboriginal youth? Employment of Aboriginal youth? Who in Colleges and Universities could 
support? 
 

11. What does your community do to support education, training and guidance of Aboriginal 
youth? Employment of Aboriginal youth? Who in your community supports? 
 

12. What should your community do to support education, training and guidance of Aboriginal 
youth? Employment of Aboriginal youth? Who in your community should support? 

 
13. We would like to gather a profile of your community? 

a) What is your community’s governance structure (e.g., no of councilors, associations)? 
b) What are the Independent business that operate in your community? 
c) What is your community’s own source revenue?  
d) Describe your community’s access to secondary schools. 
e) What is the most prominent forms of communication in your community (e.g., text, 

Facebook)? 
f) What major projects are being currently being undertaken in your community? 

 
 

  



  

159 | P a g e  
 

APPENDIX P: RELEVANT “CALLS TO ACTION” FROM TRC (2015) 

 

The relevant “Calls to Action” as summarized in the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission Report (2015) and as they relate to this study, by category, are: 
 
Education and Employment Gaps: 
7. We call upon the federal government to develop with Aboriginal groups a joint strategy to 
eliminate educational and employment gaps between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal Canadians. 
 
10. ii. Improving education attainment levels and success rates. 
 
92. ii. Ensure that Aboriginal peoples have equitable access to jobs, training, and education 
opportunities in the corporate sector, and that Aboriginal communities gain long-term 
sustainable benefits from economic development projects. 
 

Funding: 
10. i. Providing sufficient funding to close identified educational achievement gaps within one 
generation. 
 
11. We call upon the federal government to provide adequate funding to end the backlog of 
First Nations students seeking a post-secondary education. 

 
Culturally Sensitive Curriculum: 
10.iii. Developing culturally appropriate curricula. 

 
23. We call upon all levels of government to: iii. Provide cultural competency training for all 
healthcare professionals. 
 
24. We call upon medical and nursing schools in Canada to require all students to take a course 
dealing with Aboriginal health issues, including the history and legacy of residential schools, the 
United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Aboriginal Peoples, Treaties and Aboriginal rights, 
and Aboriginal teachings and practices. This will require skills-based training in intercultural 
competency, conflict resolution, human rights, and anti-racism. 
 
62. ii. Provide the necessary funding to post-secondary institutions to educate teachers on how 
to integrate Aboriginal knowledge and teaching methods into classrooms. 
 

Language: 
10. iv. Protecting the right to Aboriginal languages, including the teaching of Aboriginal 
languages as credit courses. 
 
16. We call upon post-secondary institutions to create university and college degree and 
diploma programs in Aboriginal languages. 

 
Support: 
10. vi. Enabling parents to fully participate in the education of their children. 
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63. iv. Establish senior-level positions in government at the assistant deputy minister level or 
higher dedicated to Aboriginal content in education. 
 
89. We call upon the federal government to amend the Physical Activity and Sport Act to 
support reconciliation by ensuring that policies to promote physical activity as a fundamental 
element of health and well-being, reduce barriers to sports participation, increase the pursuit of 
excellence in sport, and build capacity in the Canadian sport system, are inclusive of Aboriginal 
peoples. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 


