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Executive Summary
“Preparing the Lodge: Decolonising Academic Assessment and Learning for Indigenous
Learners” emerged from a collaborative venture between Canada Bridges and St. Mary’s
University to build culturally relevant and useful educational programs focused on literacy and
essential skills for Indigenous learners. Acknowledging that the ways in which Indigenous
learners are assessed are often pedagogically and culturally inadequate, a major purpose of the
on‐going partnership is to find new tools and ways to assess learning that are appropriate,
culturally safe, and that would inform the building of relevant programs.
In “Preparing the Lodge,” we sought community wisdom, counsel and support for ways in
which to assess Indigenous learners; to determine how best to build relevant programs; and
which pathways are wanted and needed to support learners and to bridge learning gaps.
Canada Bridges and St. Mary’s University share a mission of education and social justice and are
responding to the recent recommendations from the Truth and Reconciliation Commission and
The Federation for the Humanities and Social Sciences commitment to contribute to
reconciliation.
The four proposed objectives of the project involved developing capacity, building foundations,
understanding appropriate assessment, and determining partnership feasibility. A number of
key outcomes resulted from the project: a cultural safety workshop for St. Mary’s University
faculty and staff with a simulation of colonisation through the Kairos blanket exercise; a public
symposium, Ookaskaspaatassin – Knowledge Sitters, exploring the questions “what is
knowledge?” and “what is truth?” through ethical engagement in research from different
perspectives; the deepening of relationship between St. Mary’s University and Canada Bridges
and the beginnings of relationship building for St. Mary’s University and Old Sun Community
College forged from the relational trust built between Canada Bridges and Old Sun; relationship
building between St. Mary’s University and University nuhelot’įne thaiyots’į nistameyimâkanak
Blue Quills; admission process improvements for self‐declared FNMI learners at St. Mary’s
University; greater understanding of the current literature on assessment practices for
Indigenous learners and possible gaps in research; new literacy assessment materials created
for “Igniting the Fire: Indigenous Literacy Through the Arts.”
Respectfully and humbly, we attempted to walk a path in pursuit of right relations as we
listened, shared dialogue, consulted, and learned from each other during the project. This is our
account of the process and the outcomes from the partnership. In keeping with the purpose of
holistic learning and honouring principles of engaged and Indigenist learning, we offer our
insights using a variety of voices and presentation.
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Introduction
“Preparing the Lodge: Decolonizing Academic Assessment and Learning for Indigenous
Learners” emerged from a collaborative venture between Canada Bridges and St. Mary’s
University to build culturally relevant and useful educational programs focused on literacy and
essential skills for Indigenous learners. Such pathways programs will build learners’ capacity to
move forward in education or workplace endeavours. Acknowledging that the ways in which
Indigenous learners are assessed are often pedagogically and culturally inadequate, a major
purpose of the on‐going partnership is to find new tools and ways to assess learning that are
appropriate, culturally safe, and that will inform the building of relevant programs.
In “Preparing the Lodge,” we sought community wisdom, counsel and support for ways in
which to assess Indigenous learners; to determine how best to build relevant programs; and
which pathways are wanted and needed by the community to support learners and to bridge
learning gaps. Canada Bridges and St. Mary’s University share a mission of education and social
justice and are responding to the recent recommendations from the Truth and Reconciliation
Commission and The Federation for the Humanities and Social Sciences commitment to
contribute to reconciliation. At the time of the project, the Truth and Reconciliation
Commission had yet to release its report, so we were guided by the five core Touchstone
Principles articulated by the Federation: recognizing Aboriginal self‐determination; the need to
take a holistic approach to promoting reconciliation; respecting Aboriginal cultures and
languages; the need for structural interventions to address marginalization and historical
wrongs; and non‐discrimination: ensuring that non‐Aboriginal staff and partners are supported
in working in respectful ways.
‘Aboriginal scholars, students and non‐Aboriginal allies are demanding greater respect
in the humanities and social science research community for Aboriginal knowledge,
cultures and languages,’ says Cindy Blackstock, Associate Professor at the University of
Alberta and Director for Equity and Diversity on the Board of the Federation for the
Humanities and Social Sciences. ‘With the Truth and Reconciliation Commission set to
release its final report this week, the historical moment demands that the academy take
up the call to action. Reconciliation is everyone’s business and we look forward to
working with members and partners in pursuit of right relations.’ (Federation for the
Humanities and Social Sciences, 2015)
One of the objectives of this project was to determine the feasibility of a longer‐term
partnership between St. Mary’s University, Canada Bridges, and Siksika Nation for a transitional
and life readiness program for low‐income adult Indigenous learners. Throughout “preparing
the Lodge,” Canada Bridges and St. Mary’s University have developed a strong working
relationship and are currently exploring additional initiatives that correspond with their
intended purpose.
Another desired outcome of the project was a feasibility report on a proposed transitional and
life readiness program and an assessment of how well such a program might meet the needs of
low‐income, adult Indigenous learners. However, it became apparent during the early months
of the project that a feasibility study in isolation held little meaning. What was more meaningful
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was rich dialogue with a variety of community, agency, and educational representatives about
how to build deep and meaningful understanding and relationships between Indigenous and
non‐Indigenous peoples and institutions: how to become allies working together for
decolonising educational purposes and practices. Without such a foundation, even the best‐
planned and well‐intentioned program would fail.
Respectfully and humbly, we attempted to walk a path in pursuit of right relations as we sat in
circle together to listen, share dialogue, consult, and learn from each other during the project.
This is our account of the process and the outcomes from “Preparing the Lodge.” In keeping
with the project’s purpose of holistic learning and honouring principles of engaged and
Indigenist learning, and desiring to convey a tangible sense of the process and the nature of the
interactions that threaded through the project, we offer our insights in this report through a
variety of voices and modes of presentation.

Developing Capacity
Developing capacity was one of the foundational objectives of the project and focused on
increasing awareness of Indigenous knowledge and assessment methods for Canada Bridges
staff and St. Mary’s University faculty, staff, and students. Canada Bridges has been deeply
involved in partnership with the Siksika community, responding to community invitations to
offer capacity‐building programs aimed at unveiling youth potential. St. Mary’s University has
been engaged, under the guidance of its First Nations, Métis, and Inuit Advisory Council, in
beginning the journey toward reconciliation by creating space for dialogue with Indigenous
scholars and teachers and inviting consideration about the impact of Canada’s history of
colonisation on Indigenous learners and the university’s role in responding to this dark legacy in
a socially just manner. “Preparing the Lodge” was seen as an essential part of that journey to
learn how to build a place that will offer Indigenous students a profoundly safe learning
environment. Thus, the first step was to look inward, to become aware of our own involvement
in Canada’s history, to understand more deeply the detrimental effects of residential schools on
Indigenous peoples and the reverberating impacts on contemporary learners. Because places of
learning are comprised of more than their teachers, and because we are all responsible for
making changes toward reconciliation, two major events were planned to include not only
academics, but staff, students, agency members, government representatives, and community
members.
Learning to be Allies: We are all Treaty People. Cultural Safety in Adult Educational Institutions,
November 10, 2015
To develop internal, institutional capacity, a cultural safety workshop for St. Mary’s University
faculty and staff was hosted in November 2015. St. Mary’s University set aside one of its fall
Reading Days to offer an Indigenous Cultural Safety workshop, signalling its importance for the
whole institution by enabling all faculty and staff to attend. Nearly 100 people participated,
over 80% of faculty and staff, including the President through all departments of the university:
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Finance, Security and Maintenance to Academics, Student Services, Campus Ministry and
Advancement and Communications.
Donita Large, Adult Educator from the Saddle Lake First Nation, and First Nations, Métis, and
Inuit Graduation Coach for high school students in the Edmonton Catholic School District,
facilitated the workshop. Sharing her experience working with residential school survivors and
stories of her father’s time at residential school, Donita invited participants into a dramatic
participatory simulation of Canada’s history of colonisation and its detrimental impact on
Indigenous peoples. This Kairos blanket exercise (http://kairosblanketexercise.org/) enacted
the political and historical policies and actions that attempted to assimilate Canada’s First
Peoples and so extinguish their identity. The Kairos script was adapted to the local context by
using language from Treaty 7 and reflecting the neighbouring Siksika, Tsuut'ina, Stoney Nakoda,
Piikani and Kainai Nations. Participants were powerfully called to acknowledge their
relationship with Canada’s colonial history by taking the roles of First Peoples displaced from
their homes and land, children sent to residential school, the Prime Minister delivering an
official apology, or authors of the Indian Act.

In order to help grapple with and interrogate this knowledge, which was new for many, small
group discussions were facilitated following the simulation. Many participants were powerfully
affected by the exercise and thoughtfully considered how the experience raised awareness of
potential barriers for Indigenous students attending St. Mary’s University, a Liberal Arts
University founded in the Catholic intellectual tradition. A growing recognition of the
contemporary impact of colonialism created receptivity for the second part of the workshop: a
presentation of Donita’s work on cultural safety within education.

To us the answer is not about incremental change, it is not about
just concrete action, it is also repairing the relationship. And the
way to repair the relationship between us and Canada is to have
this country acknowledge that its richness and wealth comes from
a one‐sided interpretation of the treaties. There has to be
henceforth a double understanding of what those treaties
represent – Ovide Mercredi, Crown & First Nations Gathering,
2012. From Nov. 2015 Kairos Exercise at St. Mary’s University.

Donita challenged participants to consider the role of the university and how to choose
appropriate educational models: “is cultural safety applicable when working with Indigenous
learners? Is cultural safety a model we can utilize as a staff?” (personal communication,
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November 10, 2015). Situating the dialogue within The Truth and Reconciliation Commission of
Canada’s work on Indian Residential Schools, Donita noted a shift of consciousness in Canada in
which Canadians are awakening and realizing that this is nott just FNMI history, but this is
Canada’s history. Citing UNESCO’s Fifth International Conference on Adult Education, Article 15
in the Hamburg Declaration on Adult Learning, it is asserted that “Adult learning should reflect
the richness of cultural diversity and respect traditional and Indigenous peoples' knowledge and
systems of learning,” (n.d.). Far more than cultural awareness is needed for truly respectful and
safe education. “A central tenet of cultural safety is that those people who receive the care
decide what is culturally safe or unsafe” (Papps & Ramsden, 1996, as cited in Smye, Josewski, &
Kendall, 2010, p. 8).

“Participating in this activity is replacing guilt with knowledge.”
“Understanding is key to developing true relationship and respect.”
“This allowed for more open dialogue.”

Building Foundations
At the project’s onset, St. Mary’s University sought guidance from its FNMI Advisory Council,
which pointed the way to Indigenous Elders and communities for consultation. Dr. Tara Hyland‐
Russell, Vice President Academic and Dean, Michelle Scott, FNMI Liaison, and Jacqueline Shaw,
Research Assistant, met with Genevieve Fox, Superintendent, Siksika Board of Education, to
begin the process of furthering relationships with Siksika Nation. Genevieve suggested
increasing our knowledge about Blackfoot culture and Treaty 7 through experiential study of
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the Blackfoot exhibit at Glenbow Museum and a close reading of The True Spirit and Original
Intent of Treaty 7 and Betty Bastien’s Blackfoot Ways of Knowing: The Worldview of the
Siksikaitsitapi. Genevieve also affirmed the Advisory Council’s recommendation to seek the
expertise of scholars at Blue Quills First Nations College (now University nuhelot’įne thaiyots’į
nistameyimâkanak Blue Quills), acknowledged leaders in Indigenous assessment practices.

On a brilliant fall day in 2015, Tara, Michelle and Jacqueline travelled to Blue Quills in St. Paul,
Alberta; our visit was facilitated by Dr. Ralph Bodor and Dr. Leona Makosis, whom Michelle and
Tara had met at a Calgary event in June about Indigenous assessment.2 With Ralph as our host,
we met with Vince Steinhauer, President; Sharon Steinhauer, Coordinator of Social Work
Programs; and James Lamouche, Director of Research. A former student from when Blue Quills
was a residential school gave us a tour of the campus and explained the historical sit‐in in 1971
when Elders and community members took over the school from the Federal government. We
attended a Cree Identity class and engaged in dialogue about learning, assessment, and
research from an Indigenous perspective. Blue Quills embodies a cultural and spiritual way of
being – a holistic approach that permeates the university.

We were honoured and humbled, entering into ceremony with
University nuhelot’įne thaiyots’į nistameyimâkanak Blue Quills. When
we sat in circle to begin the pipe ceremony with Vince Steinhauer,
President of Blue Quills, he asked us what we knew of the prayer flags
and tobacco and why we were presenting them to him as gifts. When
Vince asked his oskâpêwis (helper) to hang the flags in the lodge, this
moment crystallized for us the reciprocity and responsibility that
entering into relationship means.

Sculpture at entrance to Blue Quills

We experienced a deepening realization that Indigenous perspectives of relationship, respect,
and reciprocity fundamentally challenged our understanding of appropriate assessment
practices for Indigenous learners. While the scholars at St. Mary’s University are well trained in
2

Ralph is an ally of Blue Quills and professor of Social Work with the University of Calgary, based in Edmonton, and
Leona is the former president and current Elder of Blue Quills.
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the protocols governing ethical research through the framework established by the Tri‐Council
Policy, there was little experience in thinking about research and assessment from an
Indigenous perspective or understanding protocols from Indigenous communities. We used the
cultural safety framework that Donita had offered to shape a diverse and public dialogue about
ethical perspectives on research.
Ookaskaspaatassin – Knowledge Sitters. Engaging Ethically: Research & Indigenous
Communities, February 17, 2016
With the assistance of Dr. Norman Knowles, Director of Research and Grants at St. Mary’s
University, Ookaskaspaatassin – Knowledge Sitters used a teaching circle format to invite
learning and dialogue about the values and perspectives underlying notions of ethical research.
Guiding questions for the day were: “What is truth?” and “What is knowledge?” To explore
these questions from different vantage points, Susan Zimmerman, Secretariat on Responsible
Conduct of Research Tri‐Council Policy Statement, presented on ethical research involving
Indigenous peoples (Chapter 9 of the TCPS 2), the document that governs academic research at
accredited Canadian universities, and Dr. Leona Makokis shared her personal learning journey
and elaborated on the history of Blue Quills. Alongside Leona, Dr. Ralph Bodor discussed his
role as an ally and his experiences with research and ethics from a personal and professional
perspective. The day began in ceremony and was held in circle as Tara and Michelle sought to
hold the day, from beginning to end, in a way honouring of Indigenous ways of learning and
being.
Small group discussions, conversation over lunch, feedback from participants after the
symposium, and the account of the Ceremonial Witness to the Symposium revealed how
significantly the ways in which truth and knowledge are positioned and valued shape what is
accepted as appropriate and valid research protocol, process, and outcome. The right of
Indigenous communities’ protocols above those of the TCPS 2 was clarified and there was much
learning as participants shared their experiences of all sorts of relationship to research and
researchers. One of the participants shared that “as researchers, we learned the importance of
understanding knowledge from multiple perspectives, including interrogating one’s own
assumptions and biases, and deliberately engaging in decolonizing research” (personal
communication, November 10, 2015). For a detailed report of Ookaskaspaatassin – Knowledge
Sitters, including the account of the Ceremonial Witness, please refer to Appendix A.

Understanding Appropriate Assessment
The focus on ethical research with the Indigenous community was not a negation of the
importance of understanding appropriate assessment methods for Indigenous learners but
rather a realization that ethics in research is a building block for understanding Indigenous
cultures and worldviews. Because assessment is culturally based (Estrin & Nelson‐Barber, 1995;
Nelson‐Barber & Trumbull, 2007), an appreciation of Indigenous cultures and worldviews is
paramount. The centrality of relationship, respect, and reciprocity in Indigenous cultures
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impact research and assessment. Today, the leading views concerning assessment emphasize
assessment for learning (Sawa, 2009; Wiliam, 2011) and assessment as learning (Sawa, 2009),
ideas which are in harmony with Indigenous learning traditions.
While Tara and Michelle focussed their attention on Ookaskaspaatassin – Knowledge Sitters,
Jacqueline continued to research assessment methods, particularly those developed for
Indigenous learners from Indigenous perspectives. Jacqueline proceeded in a typically Western
academic fashion and searched for and reviewed scholarly articles and other relevant
documents on the subject. Jacqueline began this research with little knowledge but came to a
much greater understanding of assessment in education generally and assessment from an
Indigenous perspective specifically. The following is an excerpt from the literature review (see
Appendix B):
Culture is an inherent attribute of assessment practices; it is impossible to separate
culture from assessment. It is possible, however, to develop assessment tools that are
culturally sensitive. Indicators or criteria established for assessment purposes must
reflect cultural values. Basically, assessment is an on‐going learning process that
involves continual feedback from educators and allows students the opportunity to
reflect on their learning. Peers may also play a role in this learning process, either by
providing feedback or as an instructional resource. Feedback and self‐reflection
promote learning, and thus, on a foundational level, assessment is learning. (n.p.)
The literature review provides a synthesis of the research, elaborates on Indigenous assessment
practices, and, hopefully, contributes to the body of knowledge about appropriate assessment
with Indigenous learners.
Determining Partnership Feasibility
One of the objectives of this project was to determine the feasibility of a longer‐term
partnership between St. Mary’s University, Canada Bridges, and Siksika for a transitional and
life readiness program for low‐income, adult Indigenous learners. Canada Bridges and St.
Mary’s University have developed a strong working relationship and are currently exploring
additional initiatives that correspond with their intended purpose.
The approved application projected a feasibility study based on a survey of Aboriginal learners,
scholars, and educators to track our progress. However, once immersed in the project, it
became evident that a feasibility study, a decidedly Western method of assessment, was
incompatible with the spirit of Indigenous relationships. Therefore, we gauged our progress
based on the relationships that were initiated and nurtured with Indigenous learners and
communities throughout the duration of the project. We relied on self‐reflection and
conversations with others to ensure that we were constantly moving towards an Indigenous
worldview and ethic.
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Developing a relationship with Siksika Nation was an important aspect of “Preparing the
Lodge.” Canada Bridges has a partnership with various groups in Siksika, and, since St. Mary’s
University was now partnered with Canada Bridges, Jennifer Kohlhammer, Operations Director
for Canada Bridges, graciously arranged introductory meetings for the morning of October 27th,
2015. One of the meetings was with Amelia Crowfoot Clark, President, and Fritzi Woods,
Registrar, both of Old Sun Community College; the other was with Bruce Dobbin, Principal,
Stacey Running Rabbit, Post‐Secondary Liaison and Lead Teacher, and Denise Pederson, Lead
Teacher, of Siksika Outreach School. For Tara and Michelle, the intent of the meeting was to
determine ways St. Mary’s University might assist students in making the transition from Siksika
to post‐secondary learning in Calgary. These meetings were highly informative, with both
groups showing some interest in collaborative possibilities, but also concern based on previous
experience, and a desire to protect students and the Siksika way of life.
The meeting at Siksika Outreach School was informative, with Bruce Dobbin sharing his
experience about the reality of barriers, such as accessing adequate and affordable housing and
childcare, faced by students when transitioning into the city. Throughout the conversations, the
importance of partnerships and collaboration in order to achieve our shared purpose was
brought forward, as well as attention to the awareness of the deep‐rooted impacts of
Residential Schools and the legacy of colonisation that remains today.
That same afternoon, Michelle and Jacqueline observed an Unveiling Youth Potential class
facilitated by Kristin Fedorak, Resource Network Director, Canada Bridges, at Siksika. The
opportunity to personally witness the work of Canada Bridges strengthened St. Mary’s
University partnership with Canada Bridges and also provided an opportunity to engage with
learners from the Siksika community. On October 30th, 12 participants from Canada Bridges
“Unveiling Youth Potential” program came to St. Mary’s University for a tour. Michelle
introduced them to faculty and academic advisors; they shared lunch together and were
encouraged to ask questions about St. Mary’s University and future goals. Following this, one of
the students applied to the General Studies program at St. Mary’s University, an attainment of
a specific goal to facilitate post‐secondary pathways for young people that was articulated in
the dialogue between Siksika and St. Mary’s University. This student’s application also
prompted the development of a new process now in place with the Registrar’s Office, Director
of Admissions, and Michelle to ensure that all applications from Indigenous learners are
assessed appropriately. An additional benefit is that this process supports the development of a
personal relationship between key student services staff at St. Mary’s University and
prospective students from Indigenous communities.
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On June 7th, 2016, Tara, Michelle and Steven Showalter, FNMI Partnership Initiative
Assistant, attended the Siksika Knowledge Camp at Old Sun Community College. One of
the first people Michelle encountered was the student who will be attending St. Mary’s
University in the fall! We also ran into Gaylene Weasel Child, a member of the Siksika
Nation, and recent graduate from St. Mary’s University Bachelor of Education program.
Pictured below: Gaylene Weasel Child, Tara Hyland‐Russell, Michelle Scott, Steven
Showalter.

At a community event, Michelle spoke with Lorelee Waterchief at the Old Sun Community
College booth, chatting about the Siksika Blackfoot language app3. During their conversation,
Michelle assured Lorelee that at no point would St. Mary’s apply for funding that had previously
been reserved for Indigenous colleges and universities. This meeting in community opened the
door to greater understanding and the possibility of a respectful and reciprocal relationship.
The partnership between St. Mary’s University and Canada Bridges has evolved and promises to
be long‐term. We have found that we share common values and a similar purpose and, based


3

© Old Sun Community College, Siksika Board of Education and available for both android and Apple

devices.
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on a foundation of respect, work well together. Much of the learning that we have recognized
in developing relationships throughout this project, we have also seen reflected in the
relationship between our two organisations. Lindsay Mitchell, former Executive Director of
Canada Bridges, beautifully articulated the key elements of this learning following a facilitated
reflection on our partnership and relationship, as well as those that we have formed with
others throughout this project between the core team members from St. Mary’s University and
Canada Bridges on April 20, 2016. Please see Appendix C.
In May and June, 2016, St. Mary’s University piloted “Igniting the Fire: Storying the Urban
Warrior,” an arts‐based literacy course for low‐income, adult Indigenous learners. The
knowledge acquired through the Preparing the Lodge project was applied to the program
development, recruitment, and assessment phases of this pilot project, and we hope to
incorporate this knowledge, where appropriate, into the Humanities 101 Program at St. Mary’s
University.
These are our stories, as we remember them. Thomas King says, “The truth about stories is
that that’s all we are” (2003, p.2). We hope that we have told our stories with care, with
critically reflective minds, and with eyes that reflect an Indigenous gaze:
Indigenous humanity along with its experience and awareness of struggle in this country
now represents a ‘gaze’ upon the Western world. This gaze projects from the memory
of a people and is, in essence, the continuum of a story and a history. It is the social,
political and historical consciousness about existence, and a place in the universe that is
valid and imbued with purpose and hence our cultural/political claims revolve around
identity and issues of knowledge and power. (Ermine, 2007, p. 199)
We recognize that this is just the beginning of our journey, and with humility and heart, we will
continue to seek out learning with and from our Indigenous Elders and community, and non‐
Indigenous allies and colleagues to work towards decolonising academic assessment and
learning for Indigenous learners.
Project Activities and Time Line
July 2015
 St. Mary’s University’s FNMI Liaison Michelle Scott and research assistant Jacqueline
Shaw consulted with educators while enrolled in graduate classes: “Theories and
Practices of Anti‐Racist Education”and “Indigenous Life‐Long Learning” at the University
of Saskatchewan in Saskatoon
August 2015
August 14th
 Dr. Tara Hyland‐Russell, Vice President, Academic and Dean, Michelle Scott, and
Jacqueline Shaw consulted with Genevieve Fox, Superintendent, Siksika Board of
Education, to discuss first steps in the project
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Genevieve’s recommendations are noted in this report and addressed

September 2015
 Michelle made arrangements with Dr. Ralph Bodor, Associate Professor, Faculty of
Social Work, University of Calgary, to visit Blue Quills First Nations College (now
University nuhelot’įne thaiyots’į nistameyimâkanak Blue Quills)
October 2015
October 1st and 2nd
 Tara, Michelle, and Jacqueline joined Ralph at Blue Quills First Nations College (now
University nuhelot’įne thaiyots’į nistameyimâkanak Blue Quills)
October 3rd
 Tara, Michelle, and Jacqueline met with Donita Large, a member of the Saddle Lake First
Nation, and First Nations, Métis and Inuit Graduation Coach for high school students in
the Edmonton Catholic School District, proposing to create and implement a cultural
safety workshop for faculty and staff of St. Mary’s University
October 27th
 Tara, Michelle, and Jacqueline joined Jennifer Kohlhammer, Operations Director,
Canada Bridges at Siksika Nation to meet with Amelia Crowfoot Clark, President, and
Fritzi Woods, Registrar, both of Old Sun Community College. An impromptu meeting
with Dr. Vivian Ayoungman ensued
 With Jennifer, Tara, Michelle, and Jacqueline also met with Bruce Dobbin, Principal,
Stacey Running Rabbit, Post‐Secondary Liaison and Lead Teacher, and Denise Pederson,
Lead Teacher, Siksika Outreach School
 Michelle and Jacqueline observed a class facilitated by Kristin Fedorak, Resource
Network Director, Canada Bridges, part of Canada Bridges/Siksika Employment ‘Youth
Pre‐Employment Program’
October 30th
 Michelle welcomed 12 students from the Unveiling Youth Potential Program, Siksika, to
St. Mary’s University for a tour
November 2015
November 10th
 Hosted Learning to be Allies: We are all Treaty People. Cultural Safety in Adult
Educational Institutions, for all staff and faculty at St. Mary’s University
January 2016
January 19th
 Met with Calgary Learns, Bow Valley College, Canada Bridges, and St. Mary’s University
to discuss possible overlap between the objectives of Bow Valley College’s project and
the objectives of Preparing the Lodge
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February 2016
February 5th
 St. Mary’s University hosted a second campus tour with Canada Bridges’ Unveiling Youth
Potential students
February 17th
 Ookaskaspaatassin – Knowledge Sitters. Engaging Ethically: Research & Indigenous
Communities, takes place and is attended by Canada Bridges staff, St. Mary’s University
faculty, staff and students, scholars, researchers, and community
April 2016
April 20th
 Lindsay, Alyssa, and Jennifer of Canada Bridges and Tara, Michelle, and Jacqueline of St.
Mary’s University met to discuss in‐depth the work that has been completed and their
partnership
April 25th
 Michelle visited with Lorelee Waterchief at Calgary Connections event
May 2016
 Michelle incorporated an Indigenous perspective in the recruitment and assessment
process with candidates for “Igniting the Fire: Storying the Urban Warrior”
May 19th
 Tara and Michelle visited with Amelia Crowfoot Clark, Fritzi Woods, Dr. Vivian
Ayoungman, and Lorelee Waterchief of Old Sun Community College. The discussion
focused on possible transfer credits and future collaborations
June 2016
June 7th
 Tara, Michelle, and Steven Showalter, FNMI Partnership Assistant, attended
Kipaitapiyisinnooni Aakohtskonata’psoop: Our Way of Life Will Make Us Strong (Culture
Camp) at Siksika
September 2015 to June 2016
 Jacqueline researched, synthesized, and wrote the literature review on Indigenous
assessment methods
 Canada Bridges and St. Mary’s University met periodically to discuss the project – its
process and progress
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Ethical Research involving Indigenous People: Reflections on Chapter 9 of TCPS2
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Mike Lickers, Ceremonial Witness
Witnesses are responsible for ensuring that the community knows of the event and to vouch for the
integrity of the ceremony for future reference. As a witness, it is your responsibility to remember these
events and pass on the knowledge. Those who accept the invitation to bear witness have a responsibility
to remember and to take the story forward. It means opening yourself to the truth of others, allowing
yourself and others to be changed by it. In essence, relating what was said or done, not what you think
was said or done. Everyone who attends community is a witness. We share a collective responsibility to
make things better and to act upon our learning while listening to others, because if we do nothing,
nothing will change.
As an integral part of Ookaskaspaatassin, we invited Mike Lickers to be the ceremonial witness
for our event. (Mike Lickers, a Mohawk scholar, was adopted into the Kwakiutl First Nation and has been
transferred the rite to perform the duties of ceremonial witness from his adopted family.)
Witness account of the day as presented orally and transcribed:

This experience you’ve just had here would last for four days in the Potlatch, so you’ve really
got to think and remember all of the lessons we have shared in the short period of time. It’s
not just one witness, there are multiple witnesses. I encourage everyone here to take that
responsibility. You wake up in the morning in ceremony, not just arriving here. Waking up is
ceremony.
Some were gifted and blessed with the opportunity to take part in a pipe ceremony if we
chose to do so; others that were sitting in this space could hear us and be a part of that as

you walked through the door and smudged; that was equally created as a safe spot. So we’ve

been given an opportunity and responsibility, not only for our peers, the people here in this

room, but our relatives; much like these young people here brought forward to us. And as

soon as that flag was hung up, our responsibilities changed. When you entered the course
today, your responsibility was equally imperative in holding knowledge that you will take

forward. So, we created a sacred space of knowledge, and have a duty and responsibility to
not only hold that knowledge, but to share it. So from the onset of the pipe ceremony and
walking into this space, this allowed the conversation with Susan to talk about the TCPS2.
The first version was released in 1998, which our fearless leader Dr. James Frideres was a

part of and sat on the chair for it, and it rolled into the second version including chapter nine
in recognition of the constitutional rights for Indigenous people in 2010. From that, we
developed the first study of its kind in the world dealing with human research and prayer. And
that’s some darn cool stuff to be responsible for, not only that, but we get the chance to carry
it forward.

The second part we discussed was the four principles contained within the document: 1)
values and relationship 2) what is research? 3) the knowledge to understand, protect and
participate and 4) engaging with the community. This is a reciprocal process and also an

opportunity to share and understand. Research is integrity It holds researchers accountable for how we conduct ourselves.
Chapter nine had similar focuses as chapters one to eight but through a different lens. One
of the key points of chapter nine is the community engagement aspect, the consideration of
what is ethical when performing research. It’s also applicable that Susan said (and this is
something that could be more covered on our side) that chapter nine is not only intended to
address Aboriginal issues, but the fact that other communities could potentially use chapter
nine as a framework for how they can also research. There was a conversation about the
steps that St. Mary’s University is taking to engage the community and also about the
context of written and verbal agreements before the consensus. TCPS2 is a rich document,
not only chapter 9, but requires that the participant’s perspective is covering respect, justice

and welfare for humans. There probably wouldn’t be very much justice to her work (Susan’s)
without conversation.
After the break, Norman (Dr. Norman Knowles, Director of Research and Grants,
StMU) brought forward a couple of questions and challenged us all in groups to think
about the preamble of the TCPS2, and creditable research done on or with Aboriginal
people. This research has not always benefited the Aboriginal people and the implications
are still there today. We specifically named some of these challenges in small groups and
discussed the implications of a shared history and past mistakes. This created a great
conversation about Maslow’s hierarchy of needs and how the research came from the
Blackfoot area where it unfolded.
We also talked about implications of a shared history, past mistakes, and trying to unfold the
history created through great conversations. Conversations were very rich within the room,
which speaks to the opportunity for people to get communicative about the development of
relationship. We also had Leona and Ralph answer a few great questions concerning

University nuhelot’įne thaiyots’į nistameyimâkanak Blue Quills ethical policy, and about
what is truth. We discussed the policy and how they took back ownership of the school.
Decolonization equals humanization. Ralph also talked about his experience in the process

of research: the challenges and hurdles he’s had with community based research, and the
difficulty of co- funded projects to develop ethics while working with other institutions.
Ceremony was a big part of today’s conversation and how it influences ethics policy, which is
embedded into everything brought into University nuhelot’įne thaiyots’į nistameyimâkanak
Blue Quills. It’s engaging, and it is an engaging process. Success in academics is not about
what Blue Quills ethics is about. It’s about understanding our practices like ceremony and

about how responsibilities were given to the students, not only to engage them in classroom
academics, but also so that the students understand what they are responsible for in the
community. How do we get there? Through history, to the meaning and understanding of it,
and ceremony is the key to arriving at truth. We also discussed the relationship of

decolonizing terms, mapping our genes and genealogy, the data around colonization, the
turtle Lodge teachings within programs, and that’s pretty much it in a nutshell.
Today, each of us heard certain parts of conversations at different times. My challenge for
you is to take the information from today and continue the conversations. If you go out there
and tell five other people about this, not only will you remember it a lot better, but then you
become the teacher. And this is what we want: people to understand the value, responsibility
around ethics, and research of information. We closed off the day in an amazing circle and
shared knowledge about what we’ve experienced and gained from this day.
My mom always says that I’m a shining star, and that I’m going into an institution that’s a
square box, don’t let them pound the star off of you and ruin the edges… And then I come to
St. Mary’s where everything is a star.
When you leave here today I encourage you to go away from here and tell others about what
you witnessed here today. That’s why the elders say we’ve been given a duty and
responsibility to live in a sacred way, and that not only means in how we have a relationship
with other human beings, but it also means in our conversations. All I can say it that this has
been an amazing experience, and thank you for trusting me to hold and witness all of this
information.
I also just wanted to say that I think it’s really important when the president of a university
personally stands in front of our people and openly welcomes them into a space that has
been recreated as a safe and sacred place. With the dedication and commitment in moving
institutions forward on all aspects, whether that’s through the six key points in the TCPS2

or recommendations to institutions where I work, we all need to understand and be part of the
process. If academic institutions take the lead then that is a great, wonderful thing. Thank
you for your patience with me, and thank you for all of your wise words.

Figure 1: Jane and Lucien. Anthropologists
and interpreter on the Blackfoot (Siksika)
reserve, Alberta. Glenbow Archives.
Retrieved from Archives Society of Alberta,
http://www.albertaonrecord.ca/is‐glen‐
3802

L‐R: Fritz Lenel (visiting German friend), Howard McMaster (Blackfoot interpreter), Jane
Richardson (later Hanks), Lucien Hanks, and Abraham Maslow

Figure 2: Old Sun Community College (2010)
Siksika Winter Count Two Hundred years of history.

The Ookaskaspaatassin conference was held February 17th, 2016, at St. Mary’s University,
where researchers and participants worked together in the sharing of knowledge and
Indigenous culture. The conference was supported by St. Mary’s University, Bridges Social
Development, Calgary Learns, and the Calgary Foundation. The event was attended by various
educational institutions and academics from St. Mary’s University, the University of Calgary,
Mount Royal University, Bow Valley College, Alberta College of Art and Design, and the
University nuhelot’įne thaiyots’į nistameyimâkanak Blue Quills. St. Mary’s University staff,
students, faculty, agency members, government representatives, and members of Treaty 7
communities were also in attendance. The diverse and inclusive atmosphere surrounding the
Ookaskaspaatassin: Knowledge Sitters (OKS) conference created a dialogue that engaged
participants in the conversation of research, methodologies, policies, perspectives and ethics in
practice.

The symposium focused on the articulation and sharing of research to attempt to begin
decolonizing various misconstrued policies and perspectives. The deliberate positioning of the
symposium invited a holistic understanding of Indigenous culture. The conference began with
St. Mary’s University’s Elder‐on‐Campus, Casey Eagle Speaker, leading a pipe ceremony for
presenters, Canada Bridges and St. Mary’s University representatives. Ceremony is foundational
in Indigenous culture and the readiness of Susan Zimmerman, the Executive Director and
Secretariat on Responsible Conduct of Research from the Government of Canada, to actively
participate in ceremony demonstrated her commitment to the ethics and respect being
promoted by OKS.

Susan Zimmerman began the day by contextualizing the Tri‐Council Policy Statement (TCPS2),
and acknowledging the uniqueness of Indigenous communities, ways of life, and transfers of
knowledge. In respect for the purposes of OKS and to promote holistic learning, Susan
Zimmerman adjusted her presentation style. She presented using a learning circle and without
the use of formal notes. In doing so, her presentation modeled respectful relationship and
traditional methods using dialogue to transfer knowledge. Susan Zimmerman outlined some of
the protocols and misappropriations of Indigenous cultures that researchers have used to
construct a discriminatory and dehumanizing perspective towards Indigenous peoples and their
ways of life. Susan acknowledged that the symposium provided an important opportunity to
uncover this unjust relationship that has been promoted through research and to begin to
disrupt this process.
Through the ensuing dialogue, we deconstructed some of the assumptions that underlie such a
one‐sided perspective. We came to an understanding that fundamental notions of truth and
knowledge underpin relationships, processes, and protocols that inform various research
projects. By the end of the day, the overarching question became what is truth and what is

knowledge? Susan’s explanation of TCPS2 enforced the importance of dialogue, relationship,
and meaningful engagement among all the participants in any research project. We must
explore new methodologies but accept Indigenous methodologies (Ookaskaspaatassin
Conference Notes, 2016, p. 1). As researchers, we learned the importance of understanding

knowledge from multiple perspectives, including interrogating one’s own assumptions and
biases, and deliberately engaging in decolonizing research.

Sharing knowledge as PEERS in
research, not PARTICPANTS
(Ookaskaspaatassin Conference
Participant, 2016, p. 1).

St. Mary’s University Vice‐President Academic and Dean, Dr. Tara Hyland‐Russell (left) and First
Nations Métis and Inuit Liaison Michelle Scott (right) present Susan Zimmerman (middle) with a
blanket during ceremony.

“The blanket ceremony broke down the barriers of relationship between
Indigenous and non‐Indigenous people in an inclusive, respectful manner”
(Ookaskaspaatassin Conference Participant, 2016, p. 1).

There was learning for all participating in the circle as Michelle began to present the blanket to
Susan Zimmerman by wrapping it around one shoulder and under the other arm – Casey stood
up and interrupted the ceremony to let Michelle (and everyone) know that that is how you gift
a blanket to a male recipient, and for a woman, you place it over both shoulders.. The impact of
this simple, yet important protocol correction ‐ in the moment ‐ for everyone to witness and
learn from was significant. In the closing sharing circle, many of the symposium participants
commented on this experience as a profound experience of transformative learning. Fear of

doing wrong can overpower our desire to learn and do well; however, this example exemplifies
the relationship of learning in an inviting atmosphere that enables action.

“Institutions need to help change
systemic concerns and attitudes towards
FNMI perspectives” (Ookaskaspaatassin
Conference Participant, 2016, p. 2).

Blue Quills1 Ethics Policy:
The second part of the day was spent discussing the University nuhelot’įne thaiyots’į
nistameyimâkanak Blue Quills First Nations Ethics Policy led by Leona Makokis, Cree Elder and
former President of University nuhelot’įne thaiyots’į nistameyimâkanak Blue Quills, and Ralph
Bodor, Associate Professor of Social Work at the University of Calgary. The ethics policy is
distinct from the TCPS2 and was built through extensive consultation with the Blue Quills
community.
Blue Quills’ policy focuses on the fundamentals of what constitutes ethical research. The policy
requires that all living things are treated with respect, with love, honesty, sharing, and
determination, and that we follow the spiritual protocols which guide the relationship. After all,
research is about seeking knowledge, forming relationships with the ones who know,
maintaining ethics, and researching within a spiritual context. This includes practices such as
the gifting of knowledge, traditional gifts, and working collaboratively with other institutions to
preserve and pass down knowledge. The intent of relationships and of the research is
paramount. Research must be transparent as knowledge belongs to the people and must
benefit the community. At University nuhelot’įne thaiyots’į nistameyimâkanak Blue Quills,

1

At the time of the symposium, Blue Quills First Nations College had been renamed University nuhelot’įne thaiyots’į
nistameyimâkanak Blue Quills but the ethics policy was still published under the name Blue Quills ethics policy.

methods used to conduct research must align with the practices and philosophies of the
community, since “research and learning are ceremony” (Blue Quills First Nations College
Research Ethics Policy, p. 3).
Leona brought stories from her parents of the peaceful sit‐in in 1971 which established Blue
Quills as the first Canadian Indigenous Education Centre. Ralph brought the energy of ally‐ship
with all of his work in the past 16 years learning from and working with Blue Quills in
community. This relationship demonstrated the possibilities working respectfully and
interrogating assumptions and purpose through respectful and reciprocal relationship.

L‐R: Leona Makokis & Ralph Bodor

The sharing of knowledge is strong when performed communally in a learning circle. The
decolonizing setup of the Ookaskaspaatassin conference broke the restraints of westernized
schooling and profoundly expressed a different perspective of learning.

Sean Wilson (2013), a Cree scholar, suggests that “Indigenist research ‘reflects an Indigenous
view of reality, knowledge and the gaining of wisdom to shape the future of our communities’”
(as cited in Battiste, 2013, p. 74). It is our hope the time spent in circle, in community on
February 17th, have inspired more dialogue, interrogation of assumptions and historical
contexts and the desire to learn more, together.

“Through conversation amongst various Indigenous populations, researchers and the
Government of Canada, reconciliation and justice can begin to remove the shame and stigmas
associated with the Indigenous people” (Ookaskaspaatassin Conference Notes, 2016, p. 1).

Everyone who attends community events is a witness.

Recognizing the mistrust of ALL researchers, even Indigenous researchers, and the skewed
perspective of interpreting research, will heal the generations of trauma being ignored and
promote a time of recognition (Ookaskaspaatassin Conference Participant, 2016, p. 1).

The conference organizers wish to thank all of the participants for bringing their open minds
and hearts to spend the day in dialogue with us. We warmly invite your feedback: we wish for
this to be a living document and an ongoing conversation about truth, knowledge and ethics
with Indigenous peoples.
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Learner Assessment Tools and Practices Developed For Indigenous Communities from
Indigenous Perspectives, a Literature Review
The purpose of this literature review is to determine which assessment practices are
most compatible with Indigenous ways of knowing and cultures, highlighting those developed
by and for Indigenous peoples.
Pursuant to the Aboriginal Initiative Grant from Calgary Learns, St. Mary’s University, in
partnership with Canada Bridges, is working to build connections with Indigenous communities
in the Treaty 7 area and to meet the needs of Indigenous learners, especially those that require
further foundational learning before entering a post‐secondary institution. St. Mary’s
University’s goal is to be a welcoming place for Indigenous students by meeting their
intellectual, physical, emotional, and spiritual needs, a goal which requires an informed and
committed community. To that end, part of the initiative grant has been used to develop the
capacity of the St. Mary’s community – faculty, staff, and students – with respect to Indigenous
knowledges and cultural awareness. Furthermore, St. Mary’s University recognizes that
conventional assessment methods are not only culturally inappropriate for Indigenous
students, but also yield inaccurate results. For that reason, another goal was to learn about
appropriate assessment methods for Indigenous students; hence, the literature review.
Although just one facet of preparing for Indigenous learners, the incorporation of suitable
assessment methods is vital in the creation of an effective learning environment.
Assessment is closely connected to culture, something which must be taken into
account if the assessment results are to be an accurate reflection of the student’s knowledge
and understanding. Colonization has virtually removed Indigenous cultures from education to

the detriment of Indigenous peoples. Rethinking assessment practices and finding ones that
honour Indigenous students will help restore a balance of power within the educational
institution. This is but one step on the road to decolonizing education.
Defining Assessment
Before proceeding, it is necessary to define the term “assessment.” In the field of
education, assessment and evaluation are distinguished from each other. Evaluation involves
making a judgment about the end product, usually by assigning a value or final grade. The focus
here is assessment practices. In searching for a suitable definition of assessment, I first looked
to the Oxford English Dictionary, but the definitions given were not specific to the education
field. I then consulted P. Seitz (personal communication, April 5, 2016), Assistant Professor,
Education, St. Mary’s University, who pointed out that formative assessment and summative
assessment are “two distinct but equally important parts” (P. Seitz, personal communication,
April 5, 2016) of assessment. She defined formative assessment as the “purposeful, ongoing
collection of learning evidence over a period of time, while the learning is forming. This
evidence is used by both the teacher and the students to guide continuous improvement
toward the achievement of the learning expectations [learner outcomes]” (P. Seitz, personal
communication, April 5, 2016). On the other hand, summative assessment [evaluation] is “given
in class at the end of a period of study, used to summarize what students have learned up to
that point” (P. Seitz, personal communication, April 5, 2016).
Further research brought me to the work of Wiliam (2011), Chappuis, Chappuis, and
Stiggins (2009), and Wiliam (2006). Wiliam (2011) provided an overview of the progression of
thought regarding assessment practices, pointing out one important commonality throughout:

“assessment was conducted with the intention of improving learning (although that may not
have been the only reason for the assessment), and that the evidence from the assessments
was used to improve instruction” (“Definitions of formative assessment,” para. 16). In light of
this, Black and Wiliam (2009) (as cited in Wiliam, 2011) altered their definition of assessment:
Practice in a classroom is formative to the extent that evidence about student
achievement is elicited, interpreted, and used by teachers, learners, or their peers, to
make decisions about the next steps in instruction that are likely to be better, or better
founded, than the decisions they would have taken in the absence of the evidence that
was elicited. (“Definitions of formative assessment,” para. 16)
In this instance, instruction refers to “the design of learning environments” (“Definitions of
formative assessment,” para. 16) and involves “teachers, learners, or their peers, or any
combination of these three” (“Definitions of formative assessment,” para. 16). Aside from
formative or summative purposes, there are other reasons for conducting assessments, such as
accountability and accreditation.
Chappuis et al. (2009) are concerned with the quality of assessment. Clear learning
targets, understood by both teachers and students, are crucial to attaining a valid assessment
(p. 15) of “knowledge mastery,” “reasoning proficiency,” “performance skills,” and “ability to
create products” (p. 18). While there are numerous assessment methods available, it is
imperative that the assessment method match the learning target (p. 19). In other words, the
assessment method must reflect the “intended learning” (p. 16) in order to achieve accurate
results. As Chappuis et al. (2009) posited, “the use of multiple measures does not, by itself,
translate into high quality evidence” (p. 15).

Ultimately, assessment should enhance learning, which, in educational terminology,
means assessment for learning.
Five key general strategies collectively define the territory of assessment for learning:


Clarifying and sharing learning intentions and success criteria;



Engineering effective classroom discussions and tasks;



Providing feedback that moves learners forward;



Activating students as owners of their learning; and



Activating students as instructional resources for one another. (Wiliam, 2006,
p. 17)

When these strategies are followed, assessment and learning occur simultaneously. This list of
strategies shows the interdependent relationship assessment has with curricula, instruction and
learning environments, and learners. These strategies also indicate that assessment is a
process.
Culture is a significant and underlying aspect of assessment practices but was not
brought up by Wiliam (2011), Chappuis, Chappuis, and Stiggins (2009), and Wiliam (2006).
Because this literature review focuses on assessment tools suitable for Indigenous peoples, it
infers that cultural factors are integral to the assessment process. Therefore, in constructing a
relevant definition of assessment for the purpose of this literature review, a cultural
component must be synthesized with the work of the above‐noted educators. With that in
mind, I offer the following definition: Culture is an inherent attribute of assessment practices; it
is impossible to separate culture from assessment. It is possible, however, to develop
assessment tools that are culturally sensitive. Indicators or criteria established for assessment

purposes must reflect cultural values. Basically, assessment is an on‐going learning process that
involves continual feedback from educators and allows students the opportunity to reflect on
their learning. Peers may also play a role in this learning process, either by providing feedback
or as an instructional resource. Feedback and self‐reflection promote learning, and thus, on a
foundational level, assessment is learning.
Understanding the Context
“Attending to spirit is always present in our learning environments‐ and is simply about
creating an environment or space where people bring their whole selves, their stories, their
voice, their culture, their symbols, and their spiritual experience to their learning” (Battiste,
2013, p. 183).
Traditionally, learning for Indigenous peoples occurred in community and was a lifelong
endeavour, aspects which continue to be central to Indigenous learning today. Learning is also
holistic and aids in the development of the mental, physical, emotional, and spiritual facets of
an individual. Indigenous knowledges, relationship, reflection, and experiential learning are just
some of the integral elements of learning valued by Indigenous peoples.
In contrast, the Eurocentric model of schooling focuses on cognitive development for a
finite period of time. Our educational system is based on the Eurocentric model. Every aspect –
from the curricula to instruction to assessment – is predominantly Eurocentric. Indigenous
perspectives and ways of knowing are absent, and, thus, this Westernized education is largely
irrelevant to Indigenous learners. This does not bode well for a successful educational
experience. The Eurocentric model of education is basically incompatible with Indigenous

learning styles.1 This coupled with the gross imposition of education through Residential
Schools has created a gap between Indigenous and non‐Indigenous students. To help close this
gap, there is a movement to decolonize education. In various districts across Canada,
Indigenous history and knowledges are finding their way into the curricula. However,
indigenization of the curricula is not enough. Assessment tools must also be changed.
Assessment methods that honour Indigenous ways of knowing are critical to the success of
Indigenous students. There is still a place for Western assessment methods that rely on written
skills but the incorporation of other tools will potentially enhance the learning experiences of
Indigenous and non‐Indigenous students alike.
Literature Review
Following is a review of relevant articles and reports published between 1995 and 2011.
I have identified four main threads or considerations: institutional concerns, cultural values,
Indigenous worldviews, and practical assessment. There is extensive overlap between these
areas as assessment practices are multi‐faceted and take many factors into consideration.
Institutional Concerns
In a practical sense, assessment practices fall under the purview of the institution. A
Learning Bridge for Aboriginal Adults (ALBAA) Final Report (2009) identified “four major
themes: cultural, power and control, institutional, and financial/geographic” (p. 3). One of the
recurring themes is the need for better assessment tools, which they placed under the
institutional domain (p. 3). George and McLaughlin (2008) focused on the importance of
institutional involvement and commitment: “Assessment at program and institutional levels
1

While the effectiveness of the Eurocentric model of education with non-Indigenous students is debatable, the
learning concerns of non-Indigenous students is outside the focus of this literature review.

involves an entire organization” (“Assessment is tough,” para. 4). This is apparent in
Ilitaunnikuliriniq Dynamic Assessment as Learning in Nunavut Schools (2008): “It is the
responsibility of every educator in Nunavut to become familiar with the Ilitaunnikuliriniq
philosophy and to incorporate the purposes and approaches to assessment outlined in this
document in their classrooms” (p. 3). As Karlberg (2008) pointed out, the institution’s mission
statement must support the development of assessment practices in keeping with Indigenous
ways of knowing and being (“Conclusion,” para. 1). Assessment must be embedded in
“institutional procedures and practices” (Karlberg, 2008, “Processes,” para. 8). Karlberg (2008)
posed several questions to determine if assessment is, indeed, embedded in the institution: “is
assessment embedded in curriculum review, budgeting . . . , the college catalogue, tribal college
publications, the website, job descriptions and announcements, and service learning?”
(“Processes,” para. 8). Karlberg’s (2008) questions show the breadth of assessment. Assessment
measures student progress but also provides valuable information for program development
and review. One of Kovacs’ (2009) recommendations reiterates this position: “Effectively utilize
data, assessment, and evaluation as tools to ensure continuous program and service
improvement” (p. 20). In addition, assessment requires funding and should be apparent in the
institution’s media and professional development endeavours.
Assessment results are pertinent to the issue of accountability. For instance, assessment
that includes “institutional data . . . such as retention and graduation rates and enrollment
trends” (Karlberg, 2008, “Products,” para. 7) can be used not only to “improve tribal college
services, programs, and curricula” (Karlberg, 2008, “Products,” para. 7), but also for
accreditation purposes. As Karlberg (2008) posited, assessment “is about evaluating the overall

achievement of a group of students in order to provide feedback to students, faculty, parents,
the tribal college, policy makers, and the public about the current effectiveness and future
refinement of educational programs” (Introduction, para. 1). Assessment outcomes can inform
the many stakeholders involved in an educational institution; it is important to analyze data
with a critical and careful lens so as not to misconstrue the results. Equally important is the
realization that assessment outcomes used for these purposes is, in fact, evaluation. Again, care
must be taken to ensure the information garnered from assessment outcomes is not misused.
Cultural Values
Assessments are culturally based (Estrin & Nelson‐Barber, 1995; Nelson‐Barber &
Trumbull, 2007). As such, conventional assessment practices reflect the dominant, Western
culture in that they rely on “traditionally perceived academic expectations around academic
writing, grammar, and presentation of ideas” (Verwoord, Mitchell, & Machado, 2011, p. 63). In
fact, Estrin and Nelson‐Barber (1995) purported that “scores from cognitive tests standardized
on a majority culture accurately predict academic success in the dominant culture’s educational
institutions” (p. 4). This sentiment is echoed in the ALBAA Final Report (2009): “Current
assessment tools are unfairly biased toward non‐Aboriginal students to the detriment of
Aboriginal learners” (p. 9). Accordingly, in developing assessment tools appropriate for
Aboriginal learners, Aboriginal cultures must be taken into account.
There are many cultural considerations, too many to elaborate on here, but the majority
of articles expressed the value Indigenous peoples place on community (ALBAA, 2009; Berardi
et al., 2002; Berardi et al., 2003; Canadian Council on Learning, 2009; Claypool & Preston, 2011;
Estrin & Nelson‐Barber, 1995; Friesen & Ezeife, 2009; Ilitaunnikuliriniq dynamic assessment as

learning in Nunavut schools, 2008; Indigenous Adult Higher Learning Association (IAHLA), 2011;
Johnston & Claypool, 2010; Karlberg, 2008; Kovacs, 2009; Verwoord et al., 2011). The
involvement and input of the Aboriginal community, particularly the Elders, are vital elements
in the development of Aboriginal educational programs, including assessment methods.
Collaboration between teachers and the cultural community is necessary in order to develop
culturally appropriate assessment tools. It should be noted that respect for Indigenous ways of
interacting is crucial for this collaboration to be successful (Friesen & Ezeife, 2009); the
development of a genuine, long‐term relationship is vital.
Estrin and Nelson‐Barber (1995) provided a list of guidelines for culturally sensitive
assessment of Aboriginal students. Friesen and Ezeife (2009) reiterated some of these
strategies: “giv[e] students choice about how and when they will be assessed, giv[e] them
opportunities to practice, and us[e] cooperative assessment strategies as well as individual
strategies to determine an accurate measure of their . . . knowledge” (p. 33). In order to
successfully integrate diverse cultural perspectives, the teacher must have a thorough
understanding of these diverse cultural perspectives, which can only come from dialogue with
the Aboriginal community.
Surprisingly, Karlberg (2008) mentioned the salience of being sensitive to the cultural
environment but did not specifically mention involving the Aboriginal community, a significant
oversight. However, she posed a number of complex questions, such as
Do faculty members provide students with numerous, varied, and meaningful
opportunities to practice skills and to receive feedback in ways that are integrated,
contextualized, and experiential?” [emphasis mine] . . . Is the curriculum integrated,

experientially grounded, ‘place‐based,’ and founded on traditional culture and
knowledge? (Karlberg, 2008, “Processes,” para. 9)
These questions hint at the importance of Elders and the Aboriginal community in seeking
answers.
Aboriginal student success depends not only on sensitivity to the cultural environment,
but also cultural integration into the program. In their discussion of the Tribal Environmental
and Natural Resource Management (TENRM) program at Northwest Indian College (NWIC),
Berardi et al. (2003) stated that the cultural and academic objectives of the program were to
“strengthen each student’s cultural identity” while attaining “high academic standards” (p. 58).
Clearly, there is link between culturally‐based educational programs and cultural identity
formation. Moreover, cultural emphasis does not hinder the attainment of high academic
standards. Students are more motivated to learn when they personally connect with the
curriculum and see themselves represented fairly than when they are removed from the
curriculum or erroneously presented in a pejorative manner.
Berardi et al. (2002) outlined three foundational principles of the TENRM program: “Co‐
articulation of Tribal and Western Knowledge” (p. 51), “Non‐Abandonment Policy” (p. 51), and
“Developmental Education” (p. 52). “The [non‐abandonment] policy means, basically, that the
faculty and administration will do everything they reasonably can to support students in
completing the program” (Berardi et al., 2002, p. 51), which positively reflects community
values. In the TENRM program, attendance does not factor into the assessment process.
Rather, students are assessed based on the “proficiencies gained by completing work within
and outside the classroom” (Berardi et al., 2002, p. 59), regardless of due date. A student’s

grade point average is calculated “on the basis of credits completed rather than credits
attempted” (Berardi et al., 2002, p. 59). While some creative accommodations are required,
high academic standards are not sacrificed. Ultimately, the TENRM program adheres to
principles that honour the cultural values of Indigenous communities.
First Nations, Inuit and Métis Holistic Lifelong Learning Models.
Kovacs (2009) referred to three distinct holistic Lifelong Learning Models – First Nations,
Métis, and Inuit – that were developed in “partnership with Aboriginal people and
organizations, CCL, and the AbLKC [Aboriginal Learning Knowledge Centre]” (p. 6). These
models are distinct because each is based on the different cultural values of First Nations,
Métis, and Inuit peoples. Kovacs (2009) identified a holistic view of measurement and success
as one of four emerging principles and promising practices that support Aboriginal lifelong
learning and learners (pp. 6‐7). Holistic assessment “includes learning that engages the physical,
spiritual, mental and emotional dimensions” (p. 11), important cultural elements.
Recognizing the need for culturally appropriate assessment methods, the Canadian
Council on Learning (CCL) developed the Holistic Lifelong Learning Measurement Framework,
which is “based on the underlying structure of the First Nations, Inuit and Métis Holistic Lifelong
Learning Models” (p. 3). This framework fosters cultural inclusion in the assessment process
and was “developed by Aboriginal learning experts across Canada” (p. 3), that is, in community.
Johnston and Claypool (2010) briefly explained the physical, spiritual, mental, and
emotional dimensions of holistic assessment. They also presented a “multi‐method assessment
model that . . . incorporates the seven redefined learning objectives introduced in the CCL 2007
report on learning” (Johnston & Claypool, 2010, p. 126).

Indigenous Worldviews
Closely connected to Indigenous cultures are Indigenous worldviews. I tend to think of
Indigenous cultures as ways of being in this world and Indigenous worldviews as ways of
knowing. Indigenous ways of knowing are different from Western knowledge, which causes
difficulties for Indigenous learners in an education system steeped in the Western worldview.
According to Claypool and Preston (2011), embedding Aboriginal content in curricula is
not enough; it is imperative that “student learning and assessment techniques . . . parallel
Aboriginal worldviews and ways of knowing” (p. 85). Different worldviews influence
understanding of and approach taken with course assignments (Carjuzaa & Ruff, 2010, p. 68).
Consequently, standards‐based assessment methods, a reflection of the Western worldview,
are inadequate and inaccurate measurements of work completed from an Indigenous
worldview.
Friesen and Ezeife (2009) and Kovacs (2009) argued for the integration of Indigenous
and Western worldviews in curricula as “knowledge can be uncovered by both empirical and
non‐empirical means” (Friesen & Ezeife, 2009, p.32). Similarly, Claypool and Preston (2011)
recommended looking beyond the cognitive element of learning and embracing a holistic
approach, in other words, moving from a “zone of cognitive competence” to a “zone of trustful
intuition” (p. 92). A “zone of trustful intuition” is very much in sync with Indigenous ways of
knowing.
Considering the differences between Indigenous and Western worldviews, it is easy to
understand the current problems that Aboriginal learners face in an education system
inextricably linked to the dominant worldview.

Practical Assessment
The vast majority of articles reviewed for this paper contributed some practical
elements of assessment. However, the final report draft for the Indigenous Adult and Higher
Learning Association’s (IAHLA) (2011) Better Learner Assessment (BLA) Project is a
comprehensive document that addresses various factors impacting Aboriginal students and
offers a thorough report on assessment processes and tools.
The use of multiple methods of assessment is considered the best way to accurately
assess student learning. Each learner has his or her own strengths and weaknesses, so a variety
of assessment tools can provide a more accurate assessment than just one tool could. Also,
multiple methods allow for the opportunity to build in different cultural components as one
method may be better suited to a certain cultural consideration than another. It also allows for
some individualization in the assessment process.
The ALBAA Final Report (2009) supported the use of multiple assessment methods,
including student self‐assessment: assessment practices should “offer multiple methods of
assessment; state expectations and timelines clearly; and include elements of self‐evaluation
[self‐assessment]” (p. 10). Student self‐assessment is appropriate as “it encourages
independent learning through the awareness and development of inner control and
responsibility, both of which reflect strong cultural values” (ALBAA Final Report, 2009, p. 10).
The latter quotation demonstrates the connection between assessment and culture. Student
self‐assessment was a key factor for learning through the assessment process and highly valued
(ALBAA, 2009; Berardi et al., 2003; Claypool & Preston, 2011; Karlberg (2008); Verwoord et al.,
2011).

Another important aspect that was brought up in the literature was the need for a
holistic approach to assessment. For example, Verwoord et al. (2011) developed a culturally
relevant assessment tool based on the medicine wheel. Although “the four quadrants [of the
medicine wheel] can represent different ideas and concepts as well as different relationships to
each other, the universe, and the individual” (Verwoord et al., 2011, p. 50), the mental,
spiritual, physical, and emotional concepts were chosen because these “collectively represent
the holistic nature of learning and being in the world” (Verwoord et al., 2011, p. 56).
Components of the course goals, learning objectives, and assignments were applied to each
quadrant of the medicine wheel, supporting balance in the students’ mental, spiritual, physical,
and emotional development. The authors caution that the medicine wheel is not appropriate or
relevant for all Indigenous students as “not all Aboriginal peoples relate to the concept of the
medicine wheel” (Verwoord et al., 2011, p. 51).
Various contributors to Assessing Students’ Ways of Knowing contended that
standardized tests are biased against and culturally irrelevant to Indigenous learners.2
Moreover, standardized tests perpetuate a “neo‐colonial set of power relations” (Hesch, 2009,
p. 33). In response to these issues, several recommendations are put forth. Projects and
portfolios, multi‐faceted in nature, are excellent alternatives to standardized tests. Student
involvement in the assessment process is also recommended as this will advance learning.
Additionally, the use of authentic assessment tools is advised. Karlberg (2010) is in agreement
and provided a list of examples of direct methods for assessing student learning, both
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Although Assessing Students’ Ways of Knowing focuses on K-12 education, it is applicable to post-secondary
education.

conventional tests and authentic assessment tools (see p. 35). Of authentic assessment tools,
she wrote:
Authentic assessment tools . . . may provide students with the opportunity to
demonstrate behaviors and performance in ‘real‐life’ and applied situations. These
authentic assessment tools ideally measure the knowledge and abilities expected by
professionals in the students’ respective fields. (Karlberg, 2010, p. 34)
One of the main advantages of the above‐noted recommendations is the capacity to adjust for
cultural conditions. The notion of assessment for learning is widely accepted as one of the
functions of the assessment process. No matter which assessment methods are chosen, they
must be malleable in order to suit a particular course at a particular time; in other words,
context is a vital consideration in the development of assessment tools (Verwoord et al., 2011).
Practitioner resources for literacy assessment.
Cooper’s (2009) Assessing Literacy Reading Levels: Evaluating Aboriginal Literacy
Material, published by Ningwakwe Learning Press (NLP), is an invaluable resource. Cooper
(2009) explained learning outcomes with respect to communication, numeracy, and self‐
management/self‐direction (p. 5), provided an overview of essential skills and corresponding
reading text levels (pp. 7‐8), and touched on the Ontario curriculum, since most learners can
relate to grade level for assessment purposes (p. 9). Aware of the significance of culture in
assessment, NLP offers a wide range of books with Indigenous content that can be used to
assess literacy. In the “Guides and Resources” section, Cooper (2009) charted the comparisons
between the Literacy and Basic Skills (LBS) – Communication: Read with Understanding, the
Essential Skills Reading Text, and the Ontario Common Curriculum reading levels (pp. 12‐17). A

grade conversion matrix is also included as is a list of resources available through NLP, complete
with reading levels.
The Saskatchewan Aboriginal Literacy Network published the provincial results of the
Aboriginal Adult Literacy Assessment Tool (AALAT) (2011b). This survey involved 465
participants and posed a series of questions pertaining to a range of topics: Aboriginal literacy
and numeracy skills, literacy and numeracy skills in English, participation in training or
educational programs, community involvement, spirituality, physical and emotional health, and
so on.
The purpose of AALAT was to assess the literacy levels of Aboriginal people, aged 16‐65,
that live in Saskatchewan’s urban centres (Saskatchewan Aboriginal Literacy Network, 2011b, p.
9). According to the International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey (IALSS, 2003), 63% of such
individuals do not possess the required literacy skills to function as contributing members of
society (as cited in Saskatchewan Aboriginal Literacy Network, 2011b, p. 9). Of course, that is
not the only valid reason to be concerned – personal and community well‐being are equally
important, if not more so.
In the interest of building positive relationships between the facilitator and participants,
AALAT is administered on a one‐to‐one basis (Saskatchewan Aboriginal Literacy Network,
2011b, p. 9). An added benefit of this approach is improved accuracy. One of the drawbacks is
that it takes approximately two hours to administer, a costly endeavour.
The Aboriginal Adult Literacy Assessment Tool Launch: Example Survey (Saskatchewan
Aboriginal Literacy Network, 2011a) may be beneficial as a starting point in developing a
context‐specific literacy assessment tool. Although Saskatchewan Aboriginal Literacy Network’s

AALAT is comprehensive, the language used and its linear structure may intimidate prospective
participants. In developing literacy assessment tools for Indigenous learners, it would be
advantageous to keep such considerations in mind.
Jackson and Schaetti’s (2014) “Research Findings: Literacy and Essential Skills: Learner
Progression Measures Project” provides insight into other salient considerations when
developing “learner progression measurement systems and frameworks” (p. 48). Perusal of this
document will help inform the development process for literacy assessment tools and is
recommended.
Discussion
“Every school is either a site of reproduction or a site of change. In other words,
education can be liberating, or it can domesticate and maintain domination. It can sustain
colonization in neo‐colonial ways or it can decolonize” (Battiste, 2013, p. 175).
The impact of colonization can be seen in the gap between Indigenous and non‐
Indigenous learners. An education system that remains rooted in Eurocentrism will continue to
oppress and marginalize Indigenous learners. The literature reviewed here clearly elucidates
the barriers faced by Indigenous learners while, at the same time, forges a new path to an
education system where there is balance between, and respect for, Indigenous ways of
knowing and Western epistemology.
Developing and implementing assessment tools that are culturally applicable to
Indigenous students is an important step in decolonizing education. Programs that support
Indigenous cultural values, a strong self‐identity, and high academic standards will help close
the gap between Indigenous and non‐Indigenous learners. Hesch (2009) brought up a

significant point: “the valuing of cultural relevance must attend to culture as it is actually, and
actively, lived out, produced and reproduced” (p. 38). In other words, it is essential to recognize
that even though Indigenous cultures are rooted in tradition, they are not static. Hence, the
importance of relationship with the Indigenous community and Elders when developing and
implementing appropriate assessment methods.
After analyzing the research findings, I am left with questions about the feasibility of
implementing such time‐intensive assessment practices. Is it realistic to expect educators to
invest so much time in the assessment process? Is it even possible at large post‐secondary
institutions where classes have in excess of 100 students? With a small class size, it might be
possible to implement these practices in a thoughtful and thorough manner. An increase in
funding would be needed, at the very least.
Another concern occurred to me as I read George and McLaughlin (2008). George and
McLaughlin (2008) list the purposes of Tribal colleges and universities (TCUs) as “reinvigorating
tribal language and culture, promoting economic and workforce development, providing adult
education, and enabling transfer to non‐Native institutions” (“Assessment Challenges at TCUs,”
para. 3). I was uneasy with the phrase “enabling transfer to non‐Native institutions” because it
suggests a hierarchy, namely that non‐Native institutions are superior to Tribal colleges and
universities. We need to be cognizant of the implications of the language we use and remain
vigilant so as not to perpetuate the superior‐inferior dichotomy.
Conclusion
The purpose of this research was to identify best practices for assessment methods that
will honour Indigenous students. The hope is that this will lead to a positive shift for Indigenous

peoples and their educational experiences. The barriers faced by Aboriginal peoples are
systemic in nature: education is one aspect, racism, poverty, and a lack of political power are
other concerns (Hesch, 2009). It is through education that the effects of racism, poverty, and
political impotence will be diminished.
Decolonizing education is a complex, long‐term, and worthwhile process. Persistence
and fortitude are required of those who engage in this monumental undertaking. Despite the
challenges, for the sake of Indigenous and non‐Indigenous people alike, it is imperative that this
journey begin.
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Key Patterns in Partnerships and Relationships
This is a summary of thoughts from the shared partnership experiences of Canada
Bridges and St. Mary’s University. These lessons were summarized through a process of
reflection in a brainstorming session on April 20th, 2016.
1) Partnership requires authenticity of being and doing what you say.
2) Partners have a values match and are grounded in similar core values, and these
are mutually understood.
3) Being in it for the long‐term; belief that partnerships and relationships are not
just short‐term project connections.
4) Mutual respect.
5) Individuals involved connect on a personal level, sharing history, personal
situation and feel a deeper spiritual connection to each other.
6) Showing up, without expectations of outcomes, is needed to prove desire to be
in relationship. Showing up can be expressed as a process of getting to know
each other and taking the time to do so. We also learned that in many situations
individuals or organizations don’t know how to show up, or it can be difficult to
do so within a specific cultural orientation.
7) There is a constellation of interpersonal connections that lead to learning and
partnerships. Often we heard from 2‐3 different individuals about a potential
synergistic partner or connection with similar interests, which increased
willingness and openness to explore a partnership together.
8) Trusted allies making introductions and connections were essential.
9) In order to drive the partnership from a mutual place, money or other resources
are needed.
10) Starting a partnership in ceremony or place of deep personal connection is to be
explored. Overall, we learned about the importance of building an early
foundation of respect, trust, and understanding to allow the partnership to
weather uncertainty and course correction along the way.
11) Mutual trust and mutual investment in the process, not just outcomes, are
essential. This allows for a learning and process based partnership.
12) All involved display humility, especially those individuals with perceived power,
or positions of authority.
13) All involved desire and are able to keep going through uncertainty, unknowing,
and challenges.
14) All involved have a deep level of care and genuine desire to be in relationship.
15) All involved have a desire to listen, are open to learn and are even seeking to
learn and understand as the central motivation. This looks different than other
collaborations that are more goal or accomplishment oriented as the central
motivation. This also requires those involved to allow what you learn to change
you, and your organization (learning is integrated.)
16) Often what gets in the way of partnerships or relationships is unfounded
assumptions, as this is common to human nature and human learning.
Partnership Lessons Learned by Canada Bridges & St. Mary’s University
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Therefore, this is something to be aware of, and we should look to find
opportunities to clear assumptions. The more conversation that can be focused
on unpacking assumptions and expectations, the healthier the relationship or
partnership.
17) Regular communication, check‐ins, and reflection are crucial to staying aligned
and allowing for mutual learning.
18) There is a role for partners to advocate for each other.
19) There is a role for partners to journey alongside each other in real relationship.
20) Having multiple champions within an organization enables agency partnership
vs. individual relationship.
21) Having key persons of authority in power at the table (at meetings, involved in
partnership activities, etc.) enables different actionable and learning integrated
partnerships.
22) Partnerships take real time. You cannot short cut the trust building and personal
engagement phase. Depending on the partners involved, the culture
background, and situational context, the time to formulate meaningful working
partnerships can be years.
This project made us all reflect on what the goal or purpose of relationships and
partnerships is. The following is a statement of the importance of partnerships and the
type of partnership/relationship we are striving for:
The type of partnership we are striving for does not seek to build or write a new
mutual goal. Rather, it is partnership built upon a discovery that we are working
towards a similar/unifying purpose and a belief that by journeying together we can
support all involved to accomplish this purpose as a larger community of people and
agencies drawing on the unique talents, resources, networks, and skills of each.
It is important that this unifying purpose be something bigger and broader than a
specific organization’s mandate or goal. However, there can be individual or agency
sub‐goals that align and contribute to the bigger direction. This bigger goal is often
not articulated (or difficult to articulate), and it is easier to assess alignment in the
values and orientation of all involved through aligned indicators of progress vs.
assessing an end result.
The success of the partnership is not assessed by one individual, or one agency, but
rather by the collective endeavour to contribute or make progress towards a unified
purpose. This may mean that at different stages along the way, individuals, or
agencies, may be able to identify more direct success than others in their own frame.
This should be accepted and expected, and successful progress needs to be owned and
celebrated by all involved.
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There is a partnership orientation that all agencies and individuals involved have
something unique to contribute, and a core belief that one individual, or one agency,
alone cannot accomplish the broader community change.
A meaningful partnership objective is to find the individuals and agencies that are
working towards a similar purpose and, using the lessons above, develop meaningful
ways to support each other as we journey together.
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Overview of Learnings and Recommendations
This report has endeavoured to embrace a decolonized approach to assessment through story‐
telling, process description, and diversified voice in order to share the holistic learning and
honour the complexity of interactions and relationships developed. We recognize that a shift
away from these traditional approaches requires time, patience, and understanding and,
therefore, have provided below a more formal, academic reporting format to share the specific
outcomes of the initiative. We hope that by sharing our outcomes in this way, we can further
illustrate the difference between the two approaches and the value in making the shift towards
Indigenous forms of assessment.
1. Develop the capacity of faculty, staff and students at St. Mary’s University in Indigenous
Knowledge and assessment in order to work collaboratively and respectively with low‐
income adult (18+) Indigenous learners.
Activities
A cultural safety workshop Learning to be Allies: We are all Treaty People, Cultural Safety in
Adult Educational Institutions, was held November 10, 2015, for St. Mary’s University faculty
and staff. Facilitated by Donita Large, the workshop began with a simulation of colonization
through the Kairos Blanket Exercise followed by a presentation and discussion on cultural
safety within education. Donita is from the Saddle Lake First Nation and works as a First
Nations, Métis, and Inuit Graduation Coach with the Edmonton Catholic School District.
Outcomes
Nearly 100 people participated, over 80% of faculty and staff, including the President through
all departments of the university: Finance, Security and Maintenance, Academics, Student
Services, Campus Ministry, and Advancement and Communications participated in the
workshop and were exposed to Indigenous culture and history.
St. Mary’s University’s staff members developed foundational knowledge of how to become
allies working together for decolonizing educational purposes and practices. Here are some
comments received from participants demonstrating the change in perspective:




Understanding is key to developing a true relationship & respect. This allowed for a more open
dialogue.
Every time I participate in an activity like this, it’s like replacing guilt with knowledge. Thank you.
I feel I gained a greater awareness. But with that comes sadness and guilt – but a greater
responsibility to be part of change and true reconciliation. We still have so far to go.

Many participants were powerfully affected by the exercise and thoughtfully considered how
the experience raised awareness of potential barriers for Indigenous students attending St.
Mary’s University.
2. Bring in community and scholarly experts to teach faculty and staff at St. Mary’s University
and staff at Bridges the appropriate protocol, legal and ethical framework governing program
development, assessment, scholarship and research with Indigenous learners and
communities.
Activities
A public symposium Ookaskaspaatassin – Knowledge Sitters, Engaging Ethically: Research &
Indigenous Communities, was held February 17, 2016, exploring the questions “what is
knowledge?” and “what is truth?” through ethical engagement in research from two different
perspectives. Susan Zimmerman, Secretariat on Responsible Conduct of Research Tri‐Council
Policy Statement, presented on the Western academic perspective, and Dr. Leona Makokis from
University nuhelot’įne thaiyots’į nistameyimâkanak Blue Quills and Dr. Ralph Bodor from the
University of Calgary presented from the Indigenous worldview.
Outcomes
More than 80 participants from a wide variety of community, agency, and educational
institutions engaged in rich dialogue about how to build deep and meaningful understanding
and relationships between Indigenous and non‐Indigenous peoples and institutions, including
a deepened discussion on how truth and knowledge are positioned and valued and shape
what is accepted as appropriate and valid research protocol, process, and outcome.
During the workshop, participants met in small groups. Here are some comments taken from
their group discussions:
 Relationship building is key – it takes time; [the] funding cycle does not
take into consideration the time it takes.
 Indigenous research is going back into the culture and learning through oral stories and
experiences.
 [When you] build relationships with community, the research questions emerge from
members of the community.
 Scientist [researcher] may approach a community as the expert, removed from
community’s voice, disconnected. The legacy of colonialism is to view Indigenous
communities as “dead communities”, not seeing the rich, vibrant [present day
community].
The right of Indigenous communities’ protocols supersedes those of the TCPS 2, a point
clarified for participants by Susan Zimmerman.

Additional learning and knowledge captured by Ceremonial Witness Mike Lickers in Witness
Account is presented in Appendix A of this report.
3. Develop the depth of understanding around appropriate assessment and tools to measure
progress in foundational learning; both in how we measure and what indicators to look for,
and to build capacity of partners involved.
Activities
A literature review was conducted by Jacqueline Shaw documenting research assessment
methods, particularly those developed for Indigenous learners from Indigenous perspectives.
Relationship building and learning exchange between St. Mary’s University and University
nuhelot’įne thaiyots’į nistameyimâkanak Blue Quills (a well‐respected thought leader in
Indigenous approaches to education and assessment) was carried out during a three day visit
by Dr. Tara Hyland‐Russell, Michelle Scott, and Jacqueline Shaw.
Outcomes
The project team experienced a deepening realization that Indigenous perspectives of
relationship, respect, and reciprocity fundamentally challenged their understanding of
appropriate assessment practices for Indigenous learners.
Application process improvements for self‐declared Indigenous learners at St. Mary’s
University resulted. The Director of Admissions and the Director of Indigenous Initiatives
now meet monthly to review applications.
Greater understanding of the current literature on assessment practices for Indigenous learners
and possible gaps in research as detailed in the literature review.
New reading assessment materials were created for “Igniting the Fire: Indigenous Literacy
through the Arts” through the modification of the Canadian Adult Reading Assessment (CARA)
by utilizing Indigenous authors and content. Authors included Richard Wagamese, Richard Van
Camp, Drew Haydon Taylor, and Basil Johnston. This tool will be further developed for the 2017
winter semester offering of “Igniting the Fire”.
A new learner interview form was created and implemented for “Igniting the Fire”, which
centered on oral transmission (storytelling), the four quadrants of the medicine wheel, and
questions related to Indigenous literacies based on the following definition:
Aboriginal adult literacy is the transmission of cultures, orality, symbolic systems and
communicating from within our own diverse nations. It is a tool that provides equal
opportunities for each individual within our communities to become multi‐
literate/multi‐lingual and to have a choice to participate in western society, while

revitalizing and preserving our cultures, languages and governance systems.
Most importantly, Aboriginal adult literacy legitimizes and empowers
Aboriginal ways of knowing, being and doing. (Urstad & Pryce, 2009, p.2)
4. Complete a feasibility assessment through a series of meetings, conversations and
sharing best practices to determine the feasibility of a longer‐term partnership between
St. Mary’s University, Bridges Social Development and Siksika to deliver a transitional
and life readiness program for low‐income Aboriginal Learners 18 and over. Success will
be determined by the individual participants.
Activities
Regular check‐in meetings and thought partnership on the activities of this initiative were
held throughout the project period.
St. Mary’s project team visited Siksika on invitation from Canada Bridges and met with
Amelia Crowfoot Clark, President, and Fritzi Woods, Registrar, both of Old Sun Community
College; Bruce Dobbin, Principal, Stacey Running Rabbit, Post‐Secondary Liaison and Lead
Teacher, and Denise Pederson, Lead Teacher, of Siksika Outreach School.
Two groups of participants in Siksika Employment and Training Services Youth Pre‐
Employment Programs, facilitated in partnership with Canada Bridges, visited and toured
St. Mary’s University as part of building their understanding of post‐secondary education
options within Treaty 7.
One day debrief and learning harvesting workshop held between St. Mary’s and Canada
Bridges project team in April 2016.
Outcomes
Throughout “Preparing the Lodge”, Canada Bridges and St. Mary’s University have
developed a strong working relationship and are currently exploring additional initiatives
that correspond with their intended purpose.
The beginnings of relationship building for St. Mary’s University and Old Sun
Community College forged from the relational trust built between Canada Bridges
and Old Sun Administration.
Key Learning and Recommendations


Relationship, respect, and reciprocity are at the core of Indigenous perspective, and,
therefore, it is imperative that these be central to any learning, research, or
assessment process.



When working toward forming relationships, the key to success is in clear
communication from the heart of both partner agencies/institutions. We must share






stories, time, and experiences to understand each other deeply and demonstrate
alignment of our intent and purpose.
Relationships build on the trust of other relationships, especially when working with
Indigenous partners and partners who ascribe to an Indigenous worldview.
To engage in Indigenous assessment and research in a genuine way requires
fundamental shifts in the organizations to embody Indigenous perspectives. Indigenous
assessment and research cannot be something that is just added on to existing colonial
structures and processes but rather requires change in these structures and processes
to align more closely with an Indigenous perspective.
When projects and events are done in ceremony, the spirit and intent of the ancestors
guide the research. As Shawn Wilson (2003) stated, “Indigenous research, according to
Indigenous researchers, is a ceremony and must be respected as such. . . . It is the
knowing and the respectful reinforcement that all things are related and connected”
(p. 175). Following an Indigenous perspective and staying true to the principles of
relationship, respect, and reciprocity will take more time to complete your project, and
the outcomes you initially were pointed towards will possibly change as you proceed.
Allowing for the flexibility and renewal provided by these shifts will likely take you to
where you are meant to be as a necessary part of the process.
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