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ABSTRACT
Upon transfer of responsibility for schooling in Canada’s North from the federal government 
to the Northwest Territories in 1969–70, the territorial Department of Education immedi-
ately mandated curriculum whose central focus was on Dene and Inuit students’ cultural and 
linguistic identities, in order to counteract the intentionally assimilationist approaches of 
previous federal and church residential and day schools. This article examines social studies 
curricula over the next 30 years in the NWT, and from 1999–2013 in Nunavut. Reviewing 
relevant documents, I argue that social studies curricula developed in the North during these 
45 years have featured culturally responsive education, but did not accomplish this consistently. 
I also suggest a new term, culturally founded education, to refer to integrated curricula devel-
oped by northern Aboriginal peoples from their own cultural perspectives. The conclusion 
recommends future actions to ensure social studies education continues to reflect the people 
it serves and prepares students to make meaningful contributions in the complex world of the 
twenty-first century.

RÉSUMÉ
Après le transfert de responsabilité en matière d’éducation dans le nord du Canada par le 
gouvernement fédéral aux Territoires du Nord-Ouest (TNO) en 1969–1970, le département 
d’Éducation des Territoires rend, dès lors, obligatoire un programme scolaire axé sur les iden-
tités linguistiques et culturelles des élèves dénés et inuits afin de contrer les approches inten-
tionnellement assimilatrices des écoles fédérales antérieures, pensionnats religieux ou écoles 
publiques. Cet article s’intéresse à l’aspect social des programmes d’études durant les trente 
années suivantes dans les TNO et de 1999 à 2013 pour le Nunavut. Après consultation de 
documents pertinents, l’auteure soutient que les programmes d’études instaurés dans le Nord 
durant cette période de 45 ans reposaient sur la culture autochtone (culturally responsive), mais 
sans grande conviction. Elle suggère également un nouveau terme «  culturally founded edu-
cation » à savoir une éducation authentiquement autochtone en référence à l’intégration des 
programmes développés par les peuples aborigènes du Nord d’après leurs propres perspectives 
culturelles. La conclusion propose des actions concrètes pour garantir que les programmes 
d’études soient en lien avec la population et préparent adéquatement les élèves à s’impliquer 
d’une manière significative dans le monde complexe du XXIe siècle.



For millennia, Dene and Inuit, in areas now known as northern Canada, upheld deep, 
intimate relationships with the sub-Arctic boreal forest and Arctic tundra that formed 
the core of their cultures. This place-based knowledge, as we might now refer to it, 
sustained them and shaped them: their languages, knowledge systems, worldviews, 
values and attitudes, life skills, and ways of being, doing, knowing, and thinking. 
Therefore, child rearing and learning were also fundamentally place-based. Extended 
family members passed on this legacy to successive generations. Adults knew each 
child’s unique strengths, interests, and learning needs intimately, caring deeply for 
all aspects of their development. Family members taught children everything they 
needed to know within the context of purposeful, daily activities; adults expected 
the very best from each child, because group survival depended on each person ful-
filling his/her roles and responsibilities to the best of their ability. This child-centred 
education, as we might understand it, ensured northern peoples created “able human 
beings”1 who could survive and thrive in their environment. Parents determined chil-
dren’s learning and shared their culture, so education was culturally founded.2

The introduction of schooling to the Northwest Territories (NWT) did not of-
fer northern Aboriginal children and youth any cultural continuity with traditional 
education as practiced by their families. From the late 1800s until the 1950s, through 
tent, camp and residential schools, Euro-Canadian settler missionaries drastically dis-
rupted these Aboriginal ways of learning.3 None of these teachers shared students’ 
cultures; in fact, early schools intentionally discounted Aboriginal cultures, following 
federal government direction to assimilate children into Euro-Canadian ways. All 
instruction was in English and children were punished for speaking their languages. 
Later in the twentieth century a few unique settler teachers in federal day schools 
learned Inuktitut and made an effort to accommodate students’ cultures. But, for the 
most part, these schools continued to use imported curricula and English.4 Children 
were caught between two worlds and not well prepared for either.5

***

I arrived in Kugluktuk (then called Coppermine), NWT, in 1973, as a young settler 
teacher with a strong belief in the Language Experience Approach.6 My philosophy 
espoused using students’ language and cultural experiences in their families and com-
munity as the foundation for learning to communicate and explore new information 
about the world. I worked hard to bring this philosophy to life for my students, but 
always wondered how to be more deeply responsive to students, their culture, and 
family purposes for education, since most of what we did in school was still so for-
eign to northern families. In search of answers, I attended graduate school, became 
a regional consultant, territorial social studies coordinator, and Director of Bilingual 
Education in the Northwest Territories’ Department of Education (NWTDE).7 
Then I moved to the Eastern Arctic, became Director of the Baffin Divisional Board 
of Education and undertook more graduate work. I retired in 2013 as the Executive 
Director of Curriculum and School Services with the Nunavut Department of 
Education (NDE). Throughout my career I continued to explore ways to transform 
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northern schools to reflect Aboriginal students. I have found social studies to be one 
of the spaces in which this work is most compelling, because culture forms the foun-
dation for how human beings live respectfully in relation to their environment, and 
to each other. This is what social studies teaches.

In this article, I ask: How did NWT and Nunavut social studies curricula, imple-
mentation supports, and related teacher development illustrate continuities and chal-
lenges in providing education responsive to Aboriginal students’ cultures? I explore 
this question by reviewing territorial social studies curricula, as well as related initia-
tives that shaped the way social studies developed, tracing the philosophy, purpose, 
content, pedagogy, and implementation of each curriculum within its historical and 
legislative context. I review NWT legislation and K-9 curricula from 1969 to 1999. 
I exclude curricula for grades 10-12 because high schools used Alberta curricula dur-
ing this period. One exception to this southern Canadian focus in social studies was 
the addition of an NWT Grade 10 Northern Studies course, but only a few regional 
centres offered Grade 10.8 Most high schools were established only after 1995.9 To 
show how trends changed following division of the NWT and Nunavut, I also review 
Nunavut legislation and K-12 social studies curricula from 1999–2013. Based on 
results of this review, I conclude with recommendations to improve northern social 
studies education in the future.

I discuss the major challenges encountered between 1969 and 2013 to provide 
education consistent with curricular expectations, including different dimensions of 
cultural responsiveness. While conducting this review, I found examples of curricula 

Culturally responsive schooling: students and community members prepare to leave for spring camp, 
Kugluktuk, NWT, circa 1975. Courtesy of McGregor Collection.
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that extend beyond what is understood as culturally responsive education. Developed 
by Dene and Inuit, offering their perspectives and knowledge systems, and their ways 
of learning, such curricula warranted a separate category and approach to analysis. 
Thus, I have created the term “culturally founded” curricula and have begun to iden-
tify implications for what is required to provide this type of curricula for territorial 
schools.

Key Concepts

I use child-centred and place-based in the above description of Aboriginal learning that 
took place long before these terms originated, to emphasize these key characteristics 
of Aboriginal learning. Following the period of discontinuity between Aboriginal 
families and schooling under federal administration of education, the nascent NWT 
government issued new curricular expectations in the early 1970s. They intentionally 
prescribed elements of student[child]-centred learning, and what became known as 
place-based education, in order to make schooling more consistent with Aboriginal 
learning. Their work anticipated an approach to teaching and learning referred to in 
educational scholarship as culturally responsive education (CRE), which arose in class-
rooms where teachers and students came from different cultures — teachers usually 
from the dominant (settler) society and students from a minority (Aboriginal).10 I use 
culturally responsive education as a key concept in the article, because it incorporates 
student-centred and place-based approaches and because most teachers were, and 
continue to be, settlers. I describe CRE in detail here to substantiate what I look for 
in outlining and analyzing how northern curricula illustrate or contradict culturally 
responsive approaches. I introduce the term, culturally founded education (CFE), as 
a second key concept that describes integrated curricula, developed by Aboriginal 
people, to reflect their perspectives and knowledge systems.

The purpose of culturally responsive education is to create schooling that resonates 
with ways students learn from their families, in their communities. Fundamental ele-
ments of CRE came from culturally relevant learning, described by Ladson Billings as 
helping “students accept and affirm their cultural identity, while developing critical 
perspectives that [enable them] to challenge inequities that schools…perpetuate.”11 
She also emphasized the importance of teachers caring about students and building 
strong relationships with them and their families.12

The cultural affirmation aspect of CRE incorporates student-centred education, 
which John Dewey described in the early 1900s as encouraging students to create 
new learning by building on familiar knowledge through personal exploration in real 
experiences relevant to their lives, which naturally integrate subject areas and develop 
all aspects of the child.13 Students set their own purposes for learning, motivating 
them to take responsibility for achieving those purposes. Delia Clark echoes these 
ideas by describing place-based learning as focusing on “local cultural, historical and 
socio-political situations and the natural and built environment”14 to make learning 
meaningful. Students are encouraged to become more critically conscious and moti-
vated to “shape the world they will inherit.”15
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Also in accord with such ideas, culturally responsive pedagogy involves active 
questioning, critical thinking, and co-operating with others through “hands on, real 
world experiences that challenge students to learn and solve problems”16 and to make 
decisions with community members, inter-generationally, based on understanding 
how the past affects the present.17 Teachers set high expectations for students, but 
provide supports by matching instruction with how they learn.18 Geneva Gay sum-
marizes CRE as “using the cultural characteristics, experiences and perspectives of 
ethnically diverse students as conduits for teaching them more effectively.”19 CRE 
improves achievement because it teaches the whole child and is “more personally 
meaningful, and [therefore] learned more easily and thoroughly.”20

Some curricula I reviewed offered learning opportunities that extended beyond 
cultural responsiveness. To describe these examples, I introduce culturally founded 
education as a second key concept. This represents curricula developed by Aboriginal 
educators and Elders to articulate and teach all aspects of their knowledge systems, as 
defined above.21 CFE emphasizes children observing and practicing new knowledge 
and skills. Ideally, Aboriginal teachers deliver CFE using Aboriginal languages. I pro-
pose that differences between CRE and CFE include “who defines the problems and 
their solutions”;22 purposes for teaching; perspectives on, and sources of, knowledge; 
depth of cultural content; and the extent to which Aboriginal teachers, community 
members, and Elders are involved as significant knowledge-holders and educators. 

In the NWT and Nunavut, CFE involves systematically incorporating these ways of 
learning as foundations for transforming schooling to reflect Aboriginal societies.23

NWT Social Studies Education: 1970s

Context and Legislation
The NWTDE assumed responsibility for schools from the federal government in 
1969–70. A survey of education staff recommended major changes to help Aboriginal 
students experience more success, such as establishing local parent committees, cre-
ating northern curricula, and producing Aboriginal-language resources.24 The fol-
lowing period of intense system development resulted in new legislation, as well as 
innovative policies, procedures, and teaching approaches.

While legislation may not provide much insight into curriculum content, it can 
illustrate how school governance does (or does not) support implementation of cul-
tural responsiveness. The first NWT Education Ordinance in 1977 mandated cre-
ation of local education authorities (LEAs), made up of elected community mem-
bers, as the first venue for parental decision-making in northern education in most 
communities.25 LEA responsibilities related to social studies included making deci-
sions about instruction in Aboriginal languages (S.89, ss.2) and working with school 
staff to incorporate local culture. LEAs could hire non-professional workers to teach 
culture and language (S.92-94). Where human resources were available, this enabled 
schools to offer cultural instruction by community members, in their language, as 
part of social studies.26
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Curriculum
Curricula published in the 1970s established a pattern of CRE that continued for 
more than twenty-five years, with both accomplishments and challenges. Elementary 
Education in the Northwest Territories was the first curriculum published, including all 
subject areas.27 It did not state an explicit purpose for social studies, but it clearly de-
parted from assimilationist federal schooling practices by expecting culturally respon-
sive approaches that emphasized Aboriginal students’ languages and cultures and each 
student’s personal strengths, thereby enhancing identity and self-esteem. Direction 
to teach students’ values reflected a Canadian social studies trend highlighting val-
ues education.28 This presented a significant challenge for settler teachers, most of 
whom were trained in southern Canadian contexts where there was more of a cultural 
match between teachers, students, and mainstream values taught in schools. How 
did this new northern curriculum assist settler teachers to teach local values, when 
they were not familiar with Aboriginal cultures and had not been trained for sensi-
tive cross-cultural teaching? One strategy suggested teachers invite parents and com-
munity members to teach “traditional life skills…hunting, fishing, trapping, Arctic 
Survival”29 and act as “cultural models”30 to reinforce local values, attitudes, heritage, 
and aspirations. The curriculum also assisted settler teachers to teach students’ cul-
tures and values by providing nineteen pages of cross-cultural teaching information 
that described students’ cultures, outlined differences between Euro-Canadian and 
Aboriginal value systems, and explained how communities viewed schooling. While 
likely unique at the time, this was the only support provided for implementation or 
teacher development.

Illustrating other aspects of CRE, social studies content in Elementary Education 
adopted the “expanding horizons” concept, starting with families and community, 
and progressing to the territory and Canada.31 Its themes integrated social stud-
ies disciplines and focused on current events; its pedagogy emphasized school and 
land-based education with hands-on, activity-oriented experiential learning, involv-
ing heterogeneous grouping and freedom of choice, as well as arts and media. The 
document advocated minimal use of texts because “non-Anglo-Saxon peoples receive 
inferior treatment” within them, and texts often imparted “indoctrination of ste-
reotypes…through use of terms like ‘pagan’.”32 However, Elementary Education also 
borrowed from the Alberta social studies framework.33

Learning in the Middle Years came shortly after Elementary Education. It did not 
overtly define social studies purposes either, but continued the same approach.34 Its 
philosophy demonstrated CRE by directing teachers to acknowledge the role of fami-
lies and communities in providing students’ foundational knowledge of the world. To 
assist teachers to understand and incorporate student culture, thirty pages described 
Aboriginal youth, how schools differed from their world, and implications for instruc-
tion.35 Again, this was the only support for implementation or teacher development.

The document’s central theme was “Man and his Environment.” It incorporated 
CRE by beginning with local knowledge, values, attitudes, and skills for survival and 
emphasizing early northern environment and history, before extending to national 
and global contexts. Northern economic and political development were compared 
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to emerging nations elsewhere, and evolving northern industries to industrial devel-
opment in Canada. Learning in the Middle Years required relating current events to 
the past and integrating knowledge through themes that instructed academic and 
social skills. Recommended pedagogy demonstrated culturally responsive approaches 
by including personal choices that built on student strengths; using small groups; 
learning decision-making through meaningful inquiry and problem-solving; practic-
ing communication; examining feelings, values, and attitudes; and promoting cre-
ativity through media and arts.

In addition to the two comprehensive curricula discussed above, the NWTDE 
published three curricula specific to social studies in the 1970s. The NWT Territorial 
Council requested development of Grade 4-10 Civics; its purpose was to facilitate 
development of “the good citizen in a democratic society.”36 Philosophy empha-
sized students discovering their own interests and learning to think for themselves 
to address those interests, thereby becoming active citizens. Mandated grade-specific 
content used the local community to teach about diversity and government forms 
and functions, but it also included Canadian history and introduced territorial and 
federal governments. Recommended pedagogy emphasized projects that encouraged 
learning by doing; asking questions and expressing ideas freely; and experiencing real 
decision-making processes through clubs and projects.

Grade 7-9 Environmental Studies, published in 1978, was very different from 
Civics; it demonstrated more aspects of CRE than any of its curriculum predeces-
sors.37 Its purpose was to help students understand how to use environmental re-
sources effectively and make the world a better place. Its philosophy supported “an 
interdisciplinary approach to investigating one’s past, present and future” and em-
phasized how local cultural traditions arise from interdependence between a specific 
environment and ways of meeting human needs.38 Using the expanding horizons 
concept, it began with local culture and then expanded to less familiar contexts. It 
gave priority to such pedagogical methods as instruction by community members 
on the land and in school; posing questions and answering them through inquiry, 
research, interviews, discussion, and projects; and using learning centres with hands-
on activities involving maps, games, experiments, media, and arts.

Lastly, the purpose of Social Studies: K-9 was to help students develop the knowl-
edge, skills, and attitudes required to participate effectively in “the private and public 
life of his or her own society.”39 It continued culturally responsive directions from 
earlier curricula by stating “all new concepts [must] be related to the known world of 
the student.”40 It directed teachers to incorporate students’ diverse languages, learn-
ing styles, values and cultural experiences, and emphasized helping students develop 
a deep understanding of the North. Less familiar contexts and perspectives were com-
pared to familiar ones using an expanding horizons concept from a Canada Studies 
framework developed in Ontario.41 It integrated social studies disciplines and pro-
vided graded topic outlines that identified goals and major skills. A spiral approach 
revisited major understandings and key concepts through the grades, using different 
topics.42 A special section on pedagogy explained different approaches, such as group 
projects, issues analysis, and simulations.
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Clearly, Elementary Education, Learning in the Middle Years, and Social Studies K-9 
all attempted to make aspects of CRE central to the curriculum. On the other hand, 
without substantial training and support, it must have been difficult for teachers to 
meet the expectation to inculcate local values. Borrowing from Alberta and Ontario, 
Elementary Education and Social Studies K-9 also contradicted and undermined di-
rections to start with students’ cultures (Learning in the Middle Years did not state 
whether it borrowed from other jurisdictions).43 Use of materials from other jurisdic-
tions that reflected their cultural perspectives created challenges for teachers to incor-
porate in any meaningful way deeper aspects of Aboriginal culture, thereby possibly 
eliminating instruction consistent with CRE.

Civics based some activities on students’ experiences and communities, but lessons 
were similarly adapted from the south, many developed “from scratch” reflected Euro-
Canadian perspectives, and recommended resources were southern. Goals, content, 
and skills reflected citizenship rights and duties common in Canadian curricula at the 
time, but inconsistent with the Aboriginal emphasis on creating well-rounded, able 
human beings as the purpose of education.44 Only Environmental Studies addressed 
CRE consistently and in-depth. However, without implementation or teacher de-
velopment information to assist teachers to reconcile this curriculum with the Euro-
Canadian approach of Civics, they had to manage resulting cultural contradictions 
themselves, if they were even conscious of them.

NWT Social Studies Education: 1980s

Context and Legislation
Education in the 1980s was defined by a Legislative Assembly Special Committee 
project that consulted every NWT community about concerns regarding poor at-
tendance, low achievement and inadequate instruction of Aboriginal languages and 
cultures.45 Their report, Learning: Tradition and Change, recommended training 
more Aboriginal teachers, providing more culturally responsive curricula, and es-
tablishing a departmental linguistic division to develop Aboriginal resources, among 
other suggestions.46 Significant modifications to the education system included es-
tablishing regional boards of education, with one member from each local education 
authority, directly responsible for all aspects of schooling except curriculum develop-
ment, which NWTDE maintained. Replacing the departmental linguistics division, 
a Teaching and Learning Centre (TLC) under each board assumed responsibility for 
developing language and cultural resources. The Eastern Arctic Teacher Education 
Program expanded to encourage more Inuit to take training.47 A revised Education 
Ordinance issued in 1988 maintained the responsibility of local education authorities 
for determining K-2 languages of instruction, participating in planning and deliver-
ing culture programs, and hiring non-professionals to teach language and culture.48

Curriculum
The NWTDE continued to use the social studies curricula reviewed above during 
this decade. However, the newly created Baffin Divisional Board in the eastern-most 
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region of the NWT sponsored a major program initiative that substantially informed 
and altered regional K-9 instruction, including social studies.49 The board directed 
schools to reflect Inuit language and culture. To ascertain what this might include, 
teachers and high-school students interviewed families in each community for sug-
gestions.50 Educators used the results to develop Piniaqtavut, an integrated, bilin-
gual, K-9 program that addressed board goals and responded to concerns about too 
few Inuktitut resources and too much curriculum content reflecting Euro-Canadian 
perspectives.51

The philosophical framework outlined four content categories — land, sea, sky, 
and community — each containing a major question to direct instruction, 2-3 sub-
topics, and 1-2 focus questions per topic. Other organizing threads included cultural 
identity and social customs; Inuit seasons; and the past, present, and future within 
local, regional, territorial, Canadian, and world contexts. At each age level, students 
were to experience, learn, or live Inuit beliefs, and Inuit child development informed 
the learning framework. Teachers were encouraged to boost self-motivation by giv-
ing students more responsibility for learning through meaningful experiences that 
integrated development of language, content, and thinking skills, and provided op-
portunities for student collaboration.52

Teachers received in-service help and an implementation plan directed develop-
ment of culturally rich, bilingual resources. By 1990, TLC staff had produced nearly 
200 Inuktitut books, as well as integrated teaching units. Planning guides for each 
division (K-3, 4-6, and 7-9) correlated key objectives from NWTDE health, social 
studies, and science curricula with Piniaqtavut topics.53

In short, the 1980s was an important decade in the development of social studies 
education. The introduction of new school governance through boards of education 
involving Aboriginal parents, and support provided by TLCs involving Aboriginal 
educators, opened the doors for deeper CRE, as demonstrated by Piniaqtavut. It was 
the first bilingual instructional framework expressing Inuit perspectives and a major 
departure from NWTDE subject-specific curricula in English, demonstrating early 
elements of CFE.

NWT Social Studies Education: 1990s

Context and Legislation
In 1992, the Canadian and NWT governments and the Tungavik Federation of 
Nunavut, representing Inuit, signed the Nunavut Political Accord. They settled the 
Nunavut Land Claims Agreement in 1993.54 Boards of education in what would be-
come Nunavut, as “strong advocates of Inuit language and culture,”55 concentrated 
on preparing for the new government, coming in 1999.

A new NWT Education Act in 1995 reflected more elements of Learning: Tradition 
and Change.56 The preamble emphasized educating the whole child; upholding high 
standards; maintaining relationships between language, culture, and learning; giving 
communities more responsibilities; and recognizing Elders’ contributions. The Act 
directed principals to involve parents and communities in developing policies, goals 
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and plans, as well as other school activities (S.69, ss.2a, ss.2c). It maintained require-
ments for principals to plan cultural programs with the LEA, and continued to assign 
LEAs the responsibility for hiring language and culture instructors (S.75-76) and 
determining languages of instruction (S.70).

Curriculum
Making up for the absence of new publications in the 1980s, this decade produced 
three new social studies curricula that continued patterns related to CRE, as well as 
two groundbreaking Aboriginal curricula that extended beyond CRE to CFE.

As a supplementary resource replacing Civics, the purpose of Civics in the 
Elementary Social Studies Curriculum, published in 1992, was to teach the rights and 
duties of citizens, political processes, and northern government.57 It did not state a 
philosophy, but its content anticipated new social studies topics: “people around us”; 
“our community”; “other communities”; “our people now and then”; “our land and 
our people”; and “our country.” Each topic offered helpful information for teaching 
the material. Pedagogical methods included using students’ experiences, group work, 
research, role-plays, map work, guest speakers, mock elections, arts, etc. Both topics 
and some aspects of pedagogy reflected culturally responsive elements, but much of 
the background information still revealed Euro-Canadian perspectives.

The next year, Elementary Social Studies appeared. It emphasized preparing stu-
dents for the evolving realities of northern life and for becoming responsible twenty-
first century citizens, and quoted Our Students Our Future, an NWTDE philosophy 
document that strongly endorsed CRE in all aspects of schooling.58 This philosophy 
directed teachers to connect with students’ realities, involve families and the com-
munity, and empower students to act to influence their world. Core curriculum goals 
referred to northern contexts, including understanding diverse cultural heritages; 
studying the interdependence of social and physical environments; examining values 
and attitudes; and exploring social issues. The curriculum integrated social studies 
disciplines with humanities and mirrored topics from the new Civics supplemen-
tary resource. It used the expanding horizons concept to relate less familiar informa-
tion, such as global issues and human rights, to local examples and current events. 
It also demonstrated CRE by using students’ experiences to incorporate traditional 
and current community perspectives, knowledge, values, attitudes, and skills. Each 
topic included central questions about issues for inquiry, sub-questions, and sug-
gested learning experiences. Pedagogy involved teaching students learning processes 
and collaboration skills; communicating and thinking critically by asking questions, 
exploring answers and making decisions; and using technology effectively. However, 
the document continued the pattern of inconsistent CRE by adapting material from 
Alberta and recommending southern resources without explaining which, or how 
much, information was borrowed.

Junior Secondary Social Studies echoed the culturally responsive purposes and 
philosophy of Elementary Social Studies, using identical text from Our Students Our 
Future.59 Directions continued culturally responsive themes, such as focusing on 
the whole student, bringing their personal worlds into the classroom, and allowing 
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boards to choose relevant resources. Content introduced the circumpolar world; cov-
ered ancient, middle and modern societies; and included Canadian geography, his-
tory, and global connections. Culturally responsive perspectives directed teachers to 
relate these topics to northern contexts, using traditional culture and contemporary 
local knowledge as lenses for learning. At the same time, the document emphasized 
developing skills for the information age, adapted Alberta material, and suggested 
southern resources. Pedagogical methods focused on inquiry through problem-solv-
ing, critical thinking and decision-making, and developing communication skills for 
co-operation and conflict resolution.

What set the 1990s apart from the previous twenty-five years, however, was the 
development of two Aboriginal curricula. They differed significantly from culturally 
responsive projects by designing schooling reflective of Aboriginal cultural world-
views and learning experiences. Indeed, they demonstrated the first northern exam-
ples of CFE.

The Dene Kede curriculum of 1993 integrated all learning, extending far beyond 
social studies.60 Dene educators worked with Elders and one settler facilitator to iden-
tify “what we Dene know and feel about ourselves and our land,” including language, 
worldview, knowledge, values and attitudes, life skills, and ways of being, doing, 
knowing, thinking, and learning.61 It described culture as community, as the spiritual 
realm, as land skills and knowledge, and as, how Dene perceived themselves. The 
opening pages featured brief biographies of important Elders. All Dene communities 
were consulted about the project; consensus determined what material to include, 
but each community could adapt the generic curriculum to their specific context.

Dene perspectives infused the philosophy of Dene Kede, offering conceptions of 
creation, important elements of survival, the nature of the child, and traditional child 
rearing and learning — all intended to help students “become capable in order to sur-
vive.”62 It explained significant metaphors — the drum, drum dance, and tipi — and 
provided general learning expectations for “relationships with the spiritual world, 
other people, the land [sky and animals] and the self.”63 Each theme outlined grade 
level expectations, relevant knowledge and skills, and appropriate learning experi-
ences. However, in Dene Kede, learning was cyclic and individualized, not linear and 
comparative. It also included Dene first- and second-language learning, with oral and 
literacy development.

In the second project, Inuit educators and 45 Elders, with assistance from long-
term settler educators, developed the 1996 Inuuqatigiit curriculum.64 As an inte-
grated curriculum that included social studies content, the opening letter stated, its 
purpose was for children to “know who they are, where they came from and where 
they belong in today’s society.”65 The philosophy espoused by the document cov-
ered curriculum goals, Inuit worldviews, and the importance of Inuit languages. It 
explained Inuit beliefs about learning, a developmental framework, how families as-
sessed children, and effective learning environments.

Central to the “Foundation Framework” of Inuuqatigiit were Inuit strengths, 
based on relationships to the environment and other people through circles of be-
longing (from family, community, region, and territory, to more distant contexts); 

67Creating Able Human Beings:   
Social Studies Curriculum in the Northwest Territories and Nunavut, 1969 to the Present



Inuit seasonal cycles; and the life cycle — past, present, future. Some elements of the 
curriculum mirrored previously mentioned social studies documents, but perspec-
tives, beliefs, values, content, quotes, and photos illuminated Inuit presence. Two 
sub-frameworks, for learning about people and about the environment, asked ma-
jor questions to guide instruction. Each topic, such as Family/Kinship or Caribou, 
included information from Elders; rationale; relevant values, attitudes and beliefs; 
major understandings; objectives; knowledge and traditions; and key experiences 
and activities. The emphasis was on family, community, and Elder instruction, us-
ing Inuktitut, through experiences on the land; on research comparing past and 
present; and on exploration and inquiry using hands-on activities, performance, 
and media.

The first three curricula produced in this decade replaced earlier social studies 
documents and continued familiar themes within culturally responsive education, 
such as incorporating students’ experiences; using the expanding horizons concept; 
focusing on the whole child; and emphasizing inquiry learning. They also demon-
strated similar contradictions: Elementary and Junior Secondary curricula emphasized 
culturally responsive philosophy from Our Students Our Future, but continued to 
borrow from Alberta. Neither document assisted teachers to reconcile directions em-
phasizing students’ cultures with contradictory expectations outlining content and 
skills from a Euro-Canadian perspective. They did not explain whether, or how, to 
make these differences explicit and help students handle inherent conflicts. The 1992 
Civics focused more on the North than its 1978 predecessor, but still largely reflected 
Euro-Canadian perspectives. And these documents did not provide implementation 
or teacher development supports.

Conversely, the culturally founded perspectives, purposes, content, pedagogy, or-
ganization, design, and writing of Dene Kede demonstrated that curriculum was be-
ing conceived by Dene. The spirit of Dene worldviews came alive in it, reaching back 
to ancestors and forward to future generations. Although the deep spiritual element 
prominent in Dene Kede was less evident in Inuuqatigiit, it too offered Inuit voices 
and perspectives, purposes, and pedagogy from Elders, as well as integrated cultural 
content that strongly differentiated it from previous culturally responsive social stud-
ies curricula.

Boards implementing Inuuqatigiit expected teachers to use it for planning in-
struction and provided detailed in-service sessions for each community and school; 
the document also recommended orientation every year.66 A separate Teacher 
Resource Manual accompanied Dene Kede to outline — in extensive detail with rich 
examples — how to orient school partners (such as regional TLC staff, teachers, and 
local education authority members), as well as implement and teach the curricu-
lum.67 Both documents clarified how each partner contributes to implementation 
as well as describing learning in classrooms, schools, and in the bush or on the land. 
One element was still lacking, however: neither Inuuqatigiit nor Dene Kede fully 
explained how teachers reconcile instruction of these curricula with other required 
social studies documents representing conflicting Euro-Canadian worldviews, con-
tent, and skills.
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Nunavut Social Studies Education 1999–2013

Context and Legislation
Following division of the NWT in 1999, the first elected Nunavut government di-
rected significant changes to government programs, including schooling, mandating 
Inuit Qaujimajatuqangit (IQ) as the basis for all services.68 “Ideal Nunavut schools” 
would provide students with strong cultural foundations, in order to become bilin-
gual and learn what it means to be Inuit in the contemporary world.69 As Heather 
McGregor has described, the Nunavut Education Act of 2008 emphasizes familiar 
themes from the 1995 NWT Act, as well as new ones such as requiring K-12 educa-
tion to be delivered bilingually using Inuit Language, and honouring Land Claim 
obligations to involve Inuit in decision-making.70 Section 1 of the Act states that 
the education system “shall be based on Inuit societal values and attitudes and the 
principles and concepts of Inuit Qaujimajatuqangit (IQ).”71 As the first education 
legislation in Canada to include such substantial cultural and linguistic mandates, 
this moves beyond previous commitments to CRE, towards requiring CFE. New 
departmental strategies for bilingual education and teacher education emphasize the 
importance of having Inuit teachers in all grades to instruct in Inuktitut.72 Achieving 
these goals necessitated development of new curricula and many additional resources 
in Inuit languages. Implications for social studies education have been as significant 
as for any other subject area.

Curriculum
Building on the work of Inuuqatigiit, new curricula developed for Nunavut schools 
were to be placed within an Inuit educational philosophy. To achieve this, four Inuit 
Elders were hired as knowledge-holders and worked with a territory-wide Elders 
Advisory Committee to explore and articulate the fundamentals of such a philosophy. 
Three documents published in 2007–2008 outlined and connected Elder research 
about Inuit ways of living and learning to pertinent research from Euro-Canadian 
perspectives. Inuit Qaujimajatuqangit: Education Framework for Nunavut Curriculum 
incorporated key elements of Inuuqatigiit, extending its purpose “to create able hu-
man beings,”73 and outlining a deep foundation of Inuit epistemology: natural laws, 
principles of living, and values and attitudes; four curriculum strands (instead of sub-
jects) consisting of integrated knowledge, attitudes, and skills (called competencies); 
and five stages of continuous learning (instead of grades).74 The other two documents 
described Inuit perspectives and related Euro-Canadian research about inclusion and 
assessment.75 This Inuit approach to education was introduced to Nunavut schools 
through teacher in-service.

Early elements of this foundational work influenced new curriculum development 
initiatives for high school social studies as early as 2000.76 For example, Inuit social 
studies principles and Elder research on knowledge, content, competencies, and cul-
tural values were combined with elements of Euro-Canadian wellness and leadership 
education, for a required set of courses in grades 10-12 that connected social stud-
ies with wellness.77 While these courses constitute strides toward CFE, a culturally 
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responsive approach was still required because almost all high school teachers were 
(and continue to be) settlers.

To provide additional culturally founded direction in social studies, Elders, Inuit 
educators, and long-term settler teachers completed a Grade 7-12 framework for 
Nunavusiutit, a curriculum “strand” combining social studies disciplines that rede-
fines them from Inuit perspectives. The framework, which makes identity and IQ 
central as integrated learning goals, is organized into Unikkaat/Stories (History); 
Sirlarjuq/The World; Inuuqatiingniq/Social Interaction; Avatimik Kamattiarniq/
Looking after the Environment; Iliqqusiq/Culture; Nunaliriniq/Geography; and 
Pivalliajut/Current Events. Key Inuit values and attitudes — respect, harmony, plan-
ning, and the common good — are integrated throughout.78

A Grade 10 social studies curriculum developed over the past 5 years introduces 
made-in-Nunavut resources that reflect Inuit views of history, purposes, content, val-
ues and competencies. The first 25-hour module is about the history of Inuit land 
claims in Canada, emphasizing processes that returned decision-making to Inuit.79 
The second module is about the intergenerational impacts of Canadian and northern 
residential school experiences on life in Nunavut communities today.80 The third and 
fourth modules reflect the Nunavusiutit framework and are more culturally founded 
than the first two. The third module outlines how working together and seeking 
harmony form foundations of governance and leadership.81 The last module explores 
how Inuit and Canadian societies view rights, responsibilities, and justice.82 Pedagogy 
in these social studies resources integrates content and literacy development, empha-
sizes individual growth through self-reflection and metacognitive learning, and uses 
critical thinking to explore changes needed in communities.

The Nunavut K-3 social studies initiative, started in 2009, develops bilingual 
resources from Inuit perspectives, but continues CRE as well. For example, Elders 
working with Inuit and long-term settler educators outlined beliefs about My Family/
Ilatka.83 They identified an essential question (why are families important?), major 
guiding ideas (e.g., family characteristics carry on across generations) and enduring 
understandings (e.g., there are many kinds of families), as well as content and compe-
tencies to teach through key learning experiences.84 Philosophy includes teaching the 
whole child and involving parents, community members, and Elders in instruction. 
On the other hand, because many primary teachers are settlers, each unit includes 
culturally responsive background information, and activities that identify students’ 
prior knowledge and experiences. Activities teach concepts and competencies, includ-
ing reflection and follow-up tasks, as well as accommodating diverse learning needs 
and assessment. Instruction culminates by sharing learning with families. Suggested 
pedagogy emphasizes active, hands-on learning experiences in the real world; con-
necting with families and community in and out of school; self-reflection and sharing 
in small groups; and using learning centres, drama, media, and arts. Practical resource 
kits, reflecting traditional and contemporary Inuit life, include bilingual black line 
masters; videos, games, and books in Inuit languages; and posters and photos. All 
K-6 teachers received in-service instruction on the unit as an example of the approach 
being used for other topics in all elementary grades.
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In addition to the work described above, Nunavut joined the Western and 
Northern Canadian Protocol for Collaboration in Basic Education (WNCP), a part-
nership between western provinces and the three territories to develop curriculum 
frameworks, and uses the WNCP framework as a temporary teacher resource until 
made-in-Nunavut social studies curricula can be completed.

Nunavut helped develop The Common Curriculum Framework for Elementary 
Social Studies K-9, which acknowledges different perspectives, such as Aboriginal, 
but emphasizes Euro-Canadian concepts of citizenship and identity that contribute 
to a “Canadian spirit.”85 Social studies topics and associated learning outcomes in-
clude culture and community; land, places, and people; time, continuity, and change; 
global connections; power and authority; and economics and resources. Pedagogy 
acknowledges students’ cultural/linguistic backgrounds and personal preferences and 
strengths. It emphasizes active, experiential learning inside/outside school, involving 
family and community; it promotes collaboration through inquiry, critical thinking, 
and creative decision-making; and it includes resource suggestions.

The legal mandate to develop an education system founded on IQ creates the 
most significant difference in Nunavut’s social studies approach, by establishing cul-
turally founded Inuit philosophy, purposes, content, and competencies as the basis 
for instruction.86 This work exceeds the expectations of CRE outlined in scholarship 
to date. The mandate makes Nunavut adoption of the WNCP curriculum, which 
only acknowledges Aboriginal perspectives, even more complex than the difficulties 
experienced by NWT developers when they adapted curriculum from Alberta. In 
both cases, culturally founded and culturally responsive instruction were, and con-
tinue to be, compromised. Prioritizing Aboriginal culture, as lived in both traditional 
and modern contexts, while acknowledging twenty-first century requirements of a 
global world, continues to challenge northern social studies curriculum development.

Conclusion

From 1969 to 1999 in the NWT, and since 1999 in Nunavut, educators attempted 
to create social studies curricula more culturally responsive to northern Aboriginal 
students. The earliest NWT handbooks, Elementary Education and Learning in the 
Middle Years, set the pattern for identifying philosophy, purposes, content, and peda-
gogy that used students’ cultures as the basis for classroom instruction. On the other 
hand, Elementary Education borrowed curriculum elements from Alberta. Both docu-
ments included extensive information about Aboriginal cultures to support imple-
mentation and educate teachers. We don’t know if teachers received in-service as-
sistance about later documents that did not include such implementation supports 
or teacher development information. In retrospect, confusing discontinuities in cur-
ricula and lack of assistance with implementation and teacher development may have 
resulted in CRE that was a thin layer of “frosting” on top of layers of “curriculum 
cake” made primarily of Euro-Canadian perspectives.

Culturally founded curricula such as Dene Kede and Inuuqatigiit, and the 
Nunavusiutit framework, all still in use, are exceptions, incorporating cultural 
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knowledge, worldviews, values and attitudes, and life skills that share the purpose of 
creating “able human beings.” These examples reach beyond the culturally responsive 
instruction intended by other social studies documents to culturally founded cur-
ricula. However, as noted above, only Dene Kede provides detailed assistance with 
the implementation and teacher development that is essential for teachers to achieve 
intended goals.

 This review raises questions about how the NWT and Nunavut can continue 
to improve social studies curricula in ways that uphold CRE or CFE, when many 
teachers working in the territories continue to be settlers who have not been raised 
and educated in the same culture as their students. To avoid the confusion evident 
in the provision of multiple, and sometimes conflicting, curricula in the past, I offer 
the following recommendations addressing three elements: curriculum development, 
implementation supports, and teacher development.87 In offering these recommen-
dations I draw on what I have learned from Aboriginal communities about their edu-
cational goals, through work implementing curriculum in the NWT and Nunavut, 
as well as contemporary educational scholarship concerning CRE.88

Contemporary pressures to change social studies curricula to include more 
Canadian history and global issues make it imperative for northern curriculum de-
velopers to be clear about the purposes of social studies.89 While some question the 
expanding horizons concept today, I suggest it still benefits northern students to have 
their experiences and knowledge form the foundation for learning about other places 
and issues.90 CRE and CFE both emphasize designing and providing instruction spe-
cifically to assist Aboriginal students to achieve. This necessitates curricula that help 
students to understand both their historical and contemporary cultural identities, as 
well as their unique individual strengths, interests, and skills. Therefore embedding 
culture in social studies remains essential.

Interdisciplinary social studies curricula support CRE and CFE, but developers 
will have to balance requirements to reflect Aboriginal perspectives with pressures to 
teach disciplinary ways of thinking.91 Civics content requires particular attention. For 
example, do we want to teach students how to use power and authority to exert social 
control, or rather help them understand how effective co-operation in their com-
munity provides a model for building successful relationships with peoples around 
the world?92

Where social studies continues as a separate subject, cultural research is needed 
to infuse curricula, pedagogy, and assessment with Aboriginal worldviews, content, 
and skills. Developers can achieve CRE and twenty-first century learning by using 
essential questions and enduring understandings.93 Competencies that integrate 
knowledge, values and attitudes, and skills may offer a better match with holistic 
Aboriginal thinking styles. Using integrated themes that emphasize inquiry through 
projects may more closely match Aboriginal ways of learning.94 The spiral approach 
that revisits key concepts is still important for students learning in a second language. 
Social studies curricula could also improve upon previous documents by outlining 
how to integrate CRE and CFE with possible conflicting cultural expectations from 
other curricula.95
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Northern schools have discovered that offering culturally responsive and cultur-
ally founded instruction requires on-going institutionalized implementation sup-
ports beyond those normally provided for social studies. To achieve the goals articu-
lated by contemporary territorial mandates, it would be helpful for future curricula to 
clearly outline requirements for community and school leaders to plan and fund such 
things as instructional positions for Elders and community members (with language 
interpretation services); appropriate spaces for small group work; specialized equip-
ment, materials, and supplies, especially for on-the-land activities; and local cultural 
research published in a variety of media. The more culturally founded the school, the 
more these supports matter.

In addition to these supports, whereas it is important for CRE to have Aboriginal 
teachers at all levels, CFE requires these teachers. Research emerging from CRE helps 
to show that teachers capable of CFE need to be well prepared, reflective about their 
identity, culturally competent, and fluent in their Aboriginal language. Opportunities 
to participate in research about Aboriginal ways of communicating, learning, and as-
sessing would help teachers develop pedagogies consistent with cultural child-rearing 
expectations.96 NWTDE and NDE teacher education programs offer important sites 
to address these challenges, and social studies developers must respond to their needs 
for bilingual, culturally founded resources.

Teachers are at the heart of improving instruction for Aboriginal students; there-
fore, all teachers require orientation, on-going professional development, and social 
studies in-services that model recommended instructional approaches for students.97 
As long as northern schools hire settler teachers, development opportunities must 
involve self-reflection about their unconscious colonial biases, power, and privilege, 
must provide cultural experiences in the community, and must teach the impacts of 
northern history on contemporary life and schooling.98 These understandings are 
prerequisites for achieving CRE and CFE. To support both, educators might explore 
these recommendations through school-wide and classroom-based action research 
projects that discuss challenges and solutions honestly and respectfully.99

Teachers are at the heart of supporting students to stay in school and graduate, 
therefore establishing welcoming, safe, respectful, caring environments, and develop-
ing strong personal relationships with students, families, and communities are es-
sential. Teachers will then be able to re-create instruction that focuses on the whole 
child, meets individual developmental needs, motivates students to do their best, and 
helps more students succeed.100 Students and parents want social studies curricula to 
set high standards and hold teachers accountable for meeting these expectations.101

Teachers are at the heart of discussing with parents and the public why and how 
contemporary school systems can incorporate Aboriginal cultural worldviews, knowl-
edge systems, values and attitudes, and skills, thereby enhancing students’ self-esteem 
and reinforcing cultural identity. These foundations strengthen development of the 
competencies and critical consciousness required to survive and thrive in a complex, 
twenty-first century world.

Teachers are at the heart of transforming social studies education by implement-
ing CRE or CFE, thereby changing instruction to fit students, rather than altering 
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students to fit the system. This will enable and energize students to become positive 
agents of change in their communities, their country and the world.102 Social stud-
ies instruction will then follow in the footsteps of generations of Dene and Inuit, 
continuing to achieve the goals articulated by the late Donald Uluadluak, a well-
respected Nunavut Elder:

“People who are made into human beings are educated in a way that those who just have 
information are not. It is about having the information and the humanity to be able to 
use it to improve your society and to make life better for those around you.”
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