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ABSTRACT
 “A difficult school”; “one of the brightest jewels in the…[government’s] crown”; “an exceed-
ingly complex institution.” These descriptions of Sir John Franklin high school by some of its 
first teachers encapsulate the ambivalent early history of the school. This article traces its devel-
opment in its first few years, beginning with its inception as an ambitious gleam in the federal 
government’s eye, and exploring its initial formidable challenges as a vocational and academic 
high school in the later 1950s and early 1960s for students not only in Yellowknife but coming 
from throughout the Northwest Territories. Not the least challenge was the provision of an 
education that would integrate students raised in several different cultures, but there were other 
difficulties as well. Sir John was not an ordinary high school. In many ways it was a unique in-
stitution in the history of Canadian education, based in theory on a southern Canadian model 
but by necessity incorporating a distinctively northern Canadian reality, and as such, providing 
a new perspective on the history of Canadian secondary education.

RÉSUMÉ
« Une école difficile »; « un des plus brillants joyaux de la Couronne »; « une institution 
excessivement complexe ». Ces descriptions à propos de l’école secondaire John Franklin par 
quelques-uns de ses premiers enseignants décrivent l’histoire ambivalente des débuts de cette 
institution. Cet article retrace son développement dans les toutes premières années en com-
mençant par sa conception qui, aux yeux du gouvernement, était ambitieuse. Par la suite, 
nous explorons les énormes défis de formation professionnelle et académique dans cette école 
secondaire à la fin des années 1950 et au début des années 1960 pour ses élèves non seulement 
de Yellowknife mais provenant de tous les Territoires du Nord-Ouest. Un des défis, et non le 
moindre, fut d’offrir une éducation qui allait intégrer des élèves de différentes cultures. C’était 
sans compter bien d’autres difficultés. Sir John n’était pas une école secondaire ordinaire. De 
différentes manières, c’était une institution unique dans l’histoire de l’éducation canadienne 
qui s’appuyait en théorie sur un modèle inspiré du Sud canadien, mais qui devait par nécessité 
tenir compte de la réalité distinctive du Nord canadien. Cette école devait offrir une nouvelle 
perspective dans l’histoire de l’éducation secondaire au Canada.



In the mid-twentieth century, new political initiatives began to remake educational 
provision in the Northwest Territories (NWT).2 Among them was the decision to 
establish, for the first time, a public, non-denominational, comprehensive (or com-
posite) secondary school, to be located in Yellowknife, to offer a full range of high-
quality academic and vocational programs, and to serve the population of the entire 
territory, Indigenous and settlers alike. This article, focusing on the origins and early 
history of that school, poses the following questions: why was it needed, how was it 
provided, what initial problems did its founders encounter, and what challenges did 
teachers and administrators confront in introducing southern models and expecta-
tions for a modern secondary school to north of 60?

Situated on a bay of the North Arm of Great Slave Lake, Yellowknife began as a 
gold-rush town in the mid-1930s, and by 1939 it was an established municipality 
with three gold mines in production within the town limits, and two more nearby. 
But growth was erratic; during World War II, with decreasing demand for gold, 
the mines closed and population declined. Even with the end of the war and then 
with new mines opening, the town grew slowly. As late as 1961, it still had only 
some 3,200 inhabitants: it was, at best, hardly more than an overgrown village. It 
remained, as well, one of the very few towns in a sparsely inhabited and vast geo-
graphical expanse where the necessities of life were expensive and living conditions 
could be hard. Though communities were connected by air and water, travel between 
them or to the south was expensive and weather conditions unreliable; spring break-
up and fall freeze-up of waterways put a stop to much travel for many weeks of the 
year. As for travel by road, an overland route from the south to Yellowknife was not 
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completed until 1961, and until 2012 it necessitated a ferry trip across the wide 
Mackenzie river, which like other waterways north of 60 was impassable for several 
weeks each fall and spring.3

By the mid-1950s, however, and despite its modest size, the town already had a 
well-established school system consisting of a central public school for both elemen-
tary and secondary education, with fifteen classrooms, thirteen classroom teachers 
including the principal and vice-principal, plus two teachers for industrial arts and 
home economics, and some 250 pupils in grades 1 to 12.4 The vast majority were en-
rolled in the elementary grades: in 1956, for example, there were only 34 high school 
students.5 The curriculum followed the Alberta program of studies, and the teachers’ 
qualifications met Alberta’s certification standards.6 Along with its public school, how-
ever, Yellowknife also had a Roman Catholic separate school, established after intense 
lobbying by Catholic clergy and laity.7 By 1958, it had six classrooms, six teachers of 
whom two, including the principal, were women religious, and 131 pupils.8

Both schools operated within a (mostly) conventional Canadian model of edu-
cational governance. In the case of the public school, the town of Yellowknife con-
stituted its own school district, governed by a school board that consisted of locally 
elected trustees, who appointed the principal and teachers and oversaw the work 
of the school just as boards did in provincial school systems. The school was also 
financed by conventional means: a combination of residential, commercial, and in-
dustrial property taxation, and grants from the federal and territorial governments.

This, however, was a central authority with a difference — it was the federal gov-
ernment, and not a provincial or territorial government, that was in charge of educa-
tional administration.9 And, by way of necessary background, that requires some ex-
planation. First, Yellowknife was not the capital of NWT until 1967, and education 
in the territories, including the town, did not become the sole responsibility of the 
territorial government until 1969. Before those dates, the territorial headquarters for 
education was in Fort Smith, far off on the other side of Great Slave Lake and more 
than 250 kilometres inland, at the border of Alberta and NWT. Here, the District 
Superintendent of Education resided at the field office for education. The field office 
was responsible for the general oversight of schools across the whole of the territories, 
including what is now Nunavut — an enormous expanse encompassing a huge range 
of geographical conditions, communities, and peoples. But the function of the Fort 
Smith office was mainly administrative and supervisory. Though there was a territo-
rial council with authority over education legislation, it had no civil service and could 
not organize and administer a school system itself; it therefore agreed with the federal 
government to have the latter provide schooling for all children, not only the Dene 
and Inuit who were Ottawa’s particular responsibility. In turn, the territorial council 
paid the federal government for the schooling of non-Indigenous children. Subject 
to the provisions of the school ordinance and limited provision for funding made by 
the council, real authority for administration and funding thus rested with the federal 
government. All major educational policy decisions, including “general overall policy 
and planning,…supplying resources service in various fields…curriculum develop-
ment, finance, and…regulation,”10 were made in Ottawa.
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Though elementary education in Yellowknife was well provided for, secondary edu-
cation was more problematic. In the town’s public school, the high school depart-
ment had only three teachers qualified to teach Alberta’s secondary curriculum, and 
they included the principal and vice-principal, who of course had administrative and 
supervisory tasks as well. The best that could be done in these circumstances was to 
offer a minimal core of academic subjects to that handful of pupils who might be 
preparing for entry to postsecondary education or some form of white-collar work. 
And even that limited program of studies required teachers to provide instruction in 
courses where they had little or no expertise. There was, however, no ready solution 
to that situation. The town’s tax base was too limited to allow the school board to hire 
a sufficient number of teachers or to provide the kind of facilities one might expect 
in larger, richer communities elsewhere in Canada — a wide range of subject options, 
courses that took adequate account of individual differences, and technical or com-
mercial programs. Always and everywhere, because of higher teachers’ salaries and 
other operating and capital costs, secondary education was far more expensive than 
elementary education, and given the limited clientele for an academic high school 
education, spending priorities in Yellowknife necessarily fell on the elementary grades 
that served the vast majority of pupils.

There was, in any case, another inhibiting factor. Yellowknife’s Catholic school 
also offered some high school work — to only a handful of students, it is true, but 
nevertheless the separate school board wanted to ensure that Catholic children had 
the option of a denominational secondary education, and it claimed its share of pub-
lic support for that.11 So the potential high school student body was split between 
two schools, and so were resources, including the tax base and the government grant. 
The public school was therefore even smaller and had fewer resources than if it had 
been the only school to attempt high school classes.

Despite all the drawbacks, nonetheless, Alberta’s senior inspector of schools could, 
in 1954, compare the public board’s high school department “quite favourably with 
high schools of comparable size in the province of Alberta.”12 But that was only to say 
that provision for secondary education in many villages and small towns in Alberta 
(and indeed across the entire country) exhibited similar characteristics: in nearly all 
small school districts, budgets were sharply constrained by a limited tax base, with the 
result that secondary education was, by the standards of larger urban communities 
at least, extremely limited in the range of its programs of study.13 By the postwar de-
cade, on the other hand, there had emerged a conventional response to that dilemma: 
the consolidation of rural and small-town school districts that would, among other 
advantages, provide a tax base able to support a good regional high school. That, 
however, was hardly an option for Yellowknife: there was no other public school dis-
trict in NWT.14 Thus, and despite growing expectations among Yellowknife parents, 
it was beyond the capacity of its school board to extend the opportunities available 
for secondary education increasingly taken for granted elsewhere in Canada. Any 
new initiatives and the fiscal resources to sustain them would have to come from 
somewhere else.
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That “somewhere else” turned out to be the federal government. Though, as I have 
already suggested, a territorial administrative and policy structure for education was 
established by mid-century, program development was not: as Louis St. Laurent once 
remarked, it seemed as though the federal government “administered these vast ter-
ritories of the north in an almost continuing state of absence of mind.” 15 That neglect 
included education. Outside of a handful of centres in NWT, schooling was very 
limited in scope, and the federal government had gladly relinquished most of its 
responsibility to the Anglican and Roman Catholic churches, which operated day 
and residential schools. But after the Second World War, this state of affairs began to 
change. New pressures, especially to take control of the resource-rich north and to 
assert arctic sovereignty, brought renewed attention to the condition of its inhabit-
ants and their apparent need for schooling to acquire work skills for the modern era. 
Thus the government began a school-building program in 1947.16 Still, by the mid-
’50s, provision of even elementary education was limited across NWT, and secondary 
education was scarcely known.17

A renewed and more ambitious effort to enable territorial education to catch up 
with its provincial counterparts began in 1955.18 Early that year, Jean Lesage, then 
Minister of Northern Affairs, announced a comprehensive federal effort to pour re-
sources into education in NWT. One key part of that plan was to locate a secondary 
school in Yellowknife. Modelled after the large comprehensive (or composite) schools 
in Canada’s southern cities and larger towns, it was to offer a full range of academic 
and vocational programs and a much expanded staff of teachers. Built on what was 
then the edge of “New Town,” a rapidly growing centre for government offices, com-
mercial hub, and new homes, it was a considerable distance from the original settle-
ment of Old Town (and thus removed from what some thought to be a less reputable 
neighbourhood). Sir John Franklin High School, an impressive addition to the mod-
est Yellowknife skyline, opened in September 1958.19

The new school represented a substantial departure from Canadian norms in sev-
eral ways. Most remarkable was the method by which it was funded. In the provinces, 
capital and operating expenditures were conventionally financed by joint contribu-
tions from provincial governments and local school boards, or by a school board 
alone. Sir John was totally built and equipped by the federal government at its own 
expense. It also bore some of the operating costs, splitting these with the territorial 
government (itself heavily subsidized by Ottawa).20 In conception, execution, and 
sustenance, in other words, this new secondary school was entirely the work of the 
federal government.

Not surprisingly, the good citizens of Yellowknife believed they had hit the jackpot 
and won the lottery all at once. For a brand-new, full-service institution, they would 
pay nothing at all — no increase in property taxes, no other form of municipal fund-
ing. “AN EDUCATIONAL BONANZA,” rhapsodized the local newspaper: it was 
“almost incredible…Education from Grade 10 to Grade 12 for Yellowknife children 
will be at no expense to the Yellowknife taxpayer whatever.”21

While there was no taxation, however, there was, less oft remarked, no representa-
tion either. The school was not under the jurisdiction of the elected board of trustees 
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and not part of the Yellowknife public school district. It was to be run from Ottawa 
and Fort Smith, and that included the curriculum, the appointment and supervision 
of the principal and teachers, and of course general educational policies. Local resi-
dents thus had no ability to affect governance nor any way to formally express their 
opinions about operational issues.

There was, in fact, good reason for this arrangement, in the minds of federal 
authorities at least. Despite its location in Yellowknife, the school was not designed 
primarily to serve town residents. Quite the opposite: it was to serve all of NWT, and 
all students from outside of town who might be seeking (and qualified to seek) an 
academic or vocational secondary program. Rather than constituting a town school 
meant to serve town pupils and purposes alone, it simply made its physical home in 
Yellowknife; it cast a much wider net for students and had more expansive ambitions.

But that, in turn, meant that students coming from outside Yellowknife had to be 
gathered together and provided with accommodation. Even setting aside the prece-
dent of the church-run residential schools, the idea of providing a school-linked hostel 
was not a new one. Before consolidation and the school bus became universal, several 
provinces had encouraged urban school boards to establish hostels for rural students 
who wanted to pursue a secondary education unavailable at home. But in nearly all 
cases these were small, ad hoc, and fee-charging. What was unique to NWT was the 
sheer scale of planning and expenditure that entailed.22 And that, again, was borne 
entirely by the federal government. Costs included air transportation for students 
coming from outside the town in a massive airlift twice a year, fall and spring, over a 
huge extent of territory.23 (This in itself was unique: unlike the rest of the country by 
1958, the near-ubiquitous yellow school bus was unknown — there was no territorial 
road system.) And for these students, living quarters had to be provided. So Akaitcho 
Hall, a 100-bed hostel (enlarged to 200 in succeeding years), was built beside the 
school, and staffed with a full complement of personnel, thirteen in total at the open-
ing, from the hostel supervisor, and boys’ and girls’ dormitory supervisors, down to 
cooks, caretakers, and janitors.24 The building itself was fully equipped, including 
laundry facilities, office space, study rooms, kitchen, and a large dining hall/recreation 
room that could be opened up to provide an entertainment area.25 Ottawa, moreover, 
provided board and accommodation for all students from outside Yellowknife, as well 
as winter clothing and a weekly spending allowance for many of them.26

Another principle of the federal plan was equally important: integration. First, 
education in NWT would henceforth be ethnically integrated.27 Thus Sir John, like 
the other territorial schools, was to admit all peoples: in the terminology of the times, 
whites, mixed race, Indians, Eskimos.28 In practice, in small and remote communities 
with a homogeneous population, this policy may not have made much difference. In 
Yellowknife, it represented a significant change for students used to the public school, 
which had almost no non-white children. Moreover, uniquely in the case of Sir John, 
there would be religious integration in the hostel as well as in the school, with both 
Roman Catholics and non-Catholics learning and living together — a practice un-
known in other hostels in NWT. Both religious and ethnic integration represented a 
sharp break with former practices in the town.
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The vision was ambitious. Implementation was something else. There were difficul-
ties of various sorts throughout the first decade of the school, and beyond. Some of 
these problems were temporary, but soluble, albeit with many false starts and initial 
confusion — perhaps to be expected when establishing a complex and innovative 
plan, but made worse by inadequate planning.

For example, there was what can only be charitably described as a fair amount of 
administrative chaos. The Fort Smith administration had formulated the basic plan 
for the school and residence complex, and then persuaded Ottawa to adopt it. But 
apparently not much, if any, thought had been given to getting the school up and 
running. For example: who would do the initial organization, and how was that to 
be done? Two months before school was to open in September, the newly appointed 
vice-principal reported to the Chief of the Education Division in Ottawa for duty. 
According to his account, he was told: “you know this is a brand new school…What 
I want you to do for the next two months is to organize this school…just assume 
that nothing has been done, because I don’t believe anything has…”29 So the new 
vice-principal — who had taught high school, but confessed he didn’t know anything 
about administration — sat down in Ottawa and started devising an organization 
from scratch. Back in Yellowknife, the newly appointed industrial arts teacher, faced 
with, as he said, “the school about to start and nothing had been done about time-
tabling or anything like that,” began to do the same thing.30 The two men worked 
in total ignorance of each other’s efforts until they met in August in Yellowknife; 
fortuitously, their separate planning meshed. The new principal, however, was not 
involved in this essential preliminary work; he did not even arrive until after the 
school opened; a month later he became ill, and then he tried to run the school from 
his sickbed.31

The difficulties of setting up a brand-new sort of enterprise extended to the opera-
tion of the hostel, which was considered to be an integral part of the school. Various 
practical problems piled up. There was, for example, a large contingent of staff to be 
appointed and settled in to their duties; this was not begun until mid-August, due to 
a “dearth of information from head-office.”32 A few weeks into the school year, the 
chief cook had to be reprimanded because of complaints that he served “sausages, 
and similar food, by hand” and allowed very unsanitary kitchen conditions. Indeed, 
one of the sub-cooks left because, as she claimed, “she could not work in a kitchen as 
unsanitary or where food was so uncleanly handled,” which subsequent investigation 
found to be a “well founded” allegation.33 The physical plant was still being tidied 
up in the first years, resulting in such unforeseen puzzles as what to do with the di-
aphanous, and expensive, curtains that the vice-principal, a Scot, mistakenly ordered 
instead of heavy drapes because he misconstrued the more ambiguous meaning of 
“curtains” in the Canadian lexicon.34 Similarly, there were the unmarked room keys 
left all in a jumble in a drawer (painstakingly figured out by a teacher over a summer, 
but a solution made redundant when the locks were immediately changed).35

More problematic for academic work and residential life, in the first few years 
especially, it proved difficult to organize and co-ordinate transportation so that it fit 
into the school year efficiently. Teachers and staff had to cope with students arriving 
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in groups at different times through the fall and similarly leaving at different times 
in the spring. Such confusion was cleared up only gradually.36 Similarly, there was at 
least initial misunderstanding over who was in charge of the residence — the prin-
cipal or the hostel’s chief supervisor? It was discovered only at the official opening 
of the school that “apparently there were no terms of reference provided” for either. 
Ottawa and Fort Smith personnel had to sit down at that late date to outline the 
responsibilities and powers of these key staff members.37 But as one teacher later com-
mented, although “as far as the education people were concerned” the principal’s au-
thority included “supervision of the residence, because the idea was that the residence 
was a part of the school and the activities should be integrated,” the “administration 
people [federal government] ran the residence” and the hostel supervisor’s terms of 
reference “indicated a sort of independence from the school.”38 Another confirmed 
that “one of the things that I felt myself ” was “some kind of confrontation between 
[the school and]…Akaitcho Hall, where they wanted to build esprit-de-corps within 
themselves…that tended in a way to separate them from the school…they were 
working for the smaller unit and that made it difficult at times.”39

Perhaps more seriously, there was a fundamental lack of clarity about another 
chain of command. Far, far away, in Ottawa, the federal government issued policies 
and instructions. Far away, in Fort Smith, the district office had to interpret these and 
fit them to conditions in Yellowknife. Meanwhile, at ground zero, the principal of Sir 
John had to deal with daily operations. But without any clear guidelines, there was no 
agreement over matters great and small about exactly who was in charge. Moreover, 
given the distances and communications problems involved, misunderstandings 
could occur; at the very least, problems often had to be thrashed out over weeks and 
months. As N.J. Macpherson comments, “to imagine that an operation as complex as 
a school in which Ottawa, Fort Smith and Yellowknife officials all had a special inter-
est would run smoothly at all times, was expecting too much.”40 He goes on to detail 
the controversy and conflict that could result. For example, three years after Sir John 
opened there was a major confrontation between the principal and senior staff of the 
school, on the one hand, and the administrators in Fort Smith and Ottawa, on the 
other. The issues involved such relatively minor matters as whether the principal had 
the authority to establish a summer camp, or to use a donated second-hand vehicle 
for driving instruction (in both cases the administrators insisted that he did not), and 
then escalated into lengthy memos back and forth, with a long list of demands from 
the school staff and dark mutterings about the possibility of resignations. Eventually 
these differences seem to have been resolved, although the principal, for one, found a 
position elsewhere for the following school year.41

These kinds of problems would gradually yield as issues were resolved and man-
agement routines established. But a second set of problems raised more fundamen-
tal challenges. There was, first, the curriculum. The academic program didn’t pose 
serious difficulties in organization because it had to meet matriculation standards 
and these were clearly spelled out in the Alberta program of studies. But vocational 
education was much more problematic because training for particular occupations 
was supposed to be geared to what was actually needed — that is, pertinent to the 
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conditions and experience of the North. And it was a continuing struggle to decide 
just what would constitute a suitable vocational program. For example, what kind of 
skills were needed? What kind of training actually met the divergent needs and op-
portunities of northern communities across the NWT?

The program as first established consisted of a fairly conventional lineup: a com-
mercial course; home economics, with a food services subdivision; carpentry; and auto 
mechanics. The two options that gave special consideration to northern conditions 
were building construction, and heavy equipment operation and maintenance.42 But 
how relevant were these courses for students who then sought jobs back home, in the 
small and scattered communities of the North? Heavy equipment and construction: 
yes, there were some mining jobs, and buildings to put up. But how many jobs of 
this sort actually existed, and how accessible were they for students who wanted to go 
back to their own communities?43 Or food services: mainly taken by Indigenous girls, 
it prepared them for jobs as waitresses and cooks, along with “homemaking” skills. 
When they returned home, where would they find work? Where would they find 
the fancy new electric stoves they learned on at school?44 The vocational program, 
in other words, equipped students for some mining and building work, but it was 
mostly built on a southern template geared to modern urban life.

Aside from that, there was a second, fundamental problem, and that was, how 
to actually implement the vocational program. The original aim was to establish a 
school that would offer a full slate of academic and vocational studies at the secondary 
level. And the first announcements stated that only children who had completed el-
ementary school work and had passed the required examinations to enter high school 
could be admitted.45 But there was a very small pool of students able to attain that 
level. Only town students and a handful of non-residents were in any way academi-
cally ready. Outside a very few communities, there were no elementary feeder schools 
preparing students adequately. The result was that for secondary-level vocational as 
well as academic work, literacy and numeracy skills were required that most students 
from outside Yellowknife didn’t have.46

Worse still: the vaunted policy of integration did not apply to the language of 
instruction. As the commissioner of NWT insisted, “Teaching had to be in English, 
not by design but by necessity”47 — there were many native languages and no quali-
fied teachers able to teach in all those languages; or at least, this, coupled with notions 
about appropriate pedagogy, was the standard justification for the policy. Though 
English was the language of instruction, however, many students had inadequate or 
even non-existent English-language skills. Some students stepped off the plane know-
ing only their own Indigenous language.48

Thus the high school vocational program couldn’t operate effectively because 
many of the students who went into it were not able to function at a secondary-edu-
cation level. The solution was to establish a pre-vocational program — to bring them 
up to an adequate academic level for high school work. That was ambitious enough, 
although even then, for those destined for the vocational program, the requirements 
were not high, given that some students were starting from a grade 5, grade 4, or 
even grade 1 academic level — or even no formal schooling at all.49 As one principal 
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noted, “We have the general objective of raising their ability to certain standards…
For most of them we intend to do no more in English than to give them the facility 
one might expect from, say, a good grade eight student.”50 The pre-vocational pro-
gram was not, however, what the term usually meant in southern Canada — that is, a 
program for those pupils intellectually, physically, or emotionally unable to cope with 
the standard elementary curriculum. Those enrolled in the program at Sir John were 
not “slow learners” but rather, young people who had only a few months or years of 
schooling and who lacked fluency in English or mathematics, etc. Thus the program 
was more akin to English as a second language, designed to prepare students for more 
advanced work.

By 1959, then, the school had settled on three core programs: academic, voca-
tional, and pre-vocational. Altogether, total enrolment stood at 143 — 88 whites and 
53 Indigenous.51 But enrolment by program was sharply patterned. In the academic 
program, students were almost all white, and almost all were residents of Yellowknife; 
in the other two programs, most were Indigenous, with a large number enrolled in 
the pre-vocational stream. This pattern continued well into the ’60s: in 1964, there 
were 138 whites, of whom 34 were in vocational and pre-vocational classes; 57 out of 
65 Indians were in the vocational/pre-vocational stream, and 32 out of 34 Eskimos.52

After the school day was over, Yellowknife students went home to familiar surround-
ings, and were already socialized to patterns of behaviour and expectations demanded 
by parents, school, and community. Like all adolescents they might, on occasion, 
violate familiar rules and norms. But they didn’t have to struggle with an unfamil-
iar language or experience the stresses of cultural dissonance. None of that was the 
case for Indigenous students, who came from far-flung communities, initially from 
all over the western half of the territories and then from the Eastern Arctic as well. 
These students, moreover, did not constitute a homogenous group. Among them 
were Métis, First Nations, and Inuit, who themselves were drawn from a number 
of distinct localities and cultures. The differences between Dene from the western 
Mackenzie district, or Inuit from Baker Lake, west of Hudson’s Bay, or Inuit from 
Baffin Island, could be considerable: they spoke different languages and dialects, 
they dressed differently at home, they were used to eating different foods. Living in 
Akaitcho Hall, they had to cope with homesickness for parents and their own com-
munities and cultures, getting used to each other’s and to white ways, adjusting to life 
in what was for them a big town. They had to learn how to abide by residence rules, 
eat southern-style food, and follow a southern-style residence regime.53 Even so, to 
the extent that we can depend on the reports of administrators, teachers, and other 
staff, it seems that many of these young people apparently settled in, lived and played 
together, and generally got along.54

There were continuing problems, nonetheless. One arose from policies adopted 
at Akaitcho Hall that were designed to regulate and socialize young teenagers. There 
were strict rules about when to get up and when to go to bed, meal times and home-
work times, and a lot of rules aimed at keeping students “out of trouble” in town.55 
But the ages of the non-resident students until well into the 1960s ranged from 
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younger to older adolescents and even grown men and women in their twenties.56 
And some of these older students saw no reason why they couldn’t make their own 
rules — couldn’t, for example, go into town and have a drink at the local bar, socialize 
with the local residents, and stay out late, or even overnight. An early report to Fort 
Smith raised the alarm:

One particular problem has arisen which has been of great concern to both 
the school and hostel, and has taken up a good deal of the time of everyone 
concerned…A few of the pupils sent to us were known social problems. In gen-
eral, they are of the type who are not capable of such routines and regulations 
as are essential to an institution such as ours…Moreover, they have become 
committed to patterns of social behaviour which cannot be countenanced…
Despite our efforts at counselling and correction, we have been powerless to do 
anything to prevent some of these few from outright defiance of regulations. 
As a result, we have had several of these people leaving the hostel, and staying 
out overnight…The proximity of Old Town, the ever-ready supply of unscru-
pulous and misguided characters, presents to these people a temptation and an 
influence which we can do little to counteract.57

The hostel superintendent also noted these dangerous possibilities for younger 
students and especially for those from Indigenous cultures:

…certainly the adjustment of inexperienced Indians, Eskimo, and Metis…
is demanding of guidance…These young people bring their habits and be-
haviourisms with them as demonstrated by their tendency to wander the 
streets aimlessly rather than remain at the hostel…As is the situation in smaller 
northern settlements, they regard restaurants and cafes as community social 
gathering places, rather than the hang-out of undesirable and unprincipled 
characters. Thus without supervision and counsel they are easy victims to 
misguided and undesirable men…Drunkenness has not been confined to the 
boys: on three occasions, girls have returned from town inebriated…Eight girls 
have had town leave cancelled indefinitely… 58

Not surprisingly, there were a fair number of discipline problems, especially in the 
early years, and a continuing tension between school expectations, young people’s 
behaviour, and the norms of northern communities.59

Reporting to headquarters in 1964, the principal summed up some of the issues 
the school was encountering with students from outside Yellowknife and equally 
some of the misconceptions that led to such results: “Quite a few students…have left 
Sir John Franklin School and Akaitcho Hall this term. They have left because their 
parents wanted them to return home, because they have been unable or unwilling to 
adjust to conditions in the residence or in the school…because they have refused to 
obey the rules of the institution…[and because] a considerable number of students 
claim they were not informed as to the purpose or programme of this school.”60
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The other major cultural problem concerned local attitudes towards the school 
and the non-resident students. And here, two issues can be teased out. First of all, 
there were at least some mixed classes — instances where academic students were 
picking up a vocational option, or where Indigenous young people were enrolled 
in high school academic subjects. But Yellowknife students were not accustomed 
to schooling alongside Indigenous students, who were rarely found in the town’s 
public school.61 And there were a few white students attending Sir John who made 
their feelings known. For example, one teacher recounted an incident in which town 
students he labelled “rednecks” told him “in no uncertain terms…they didn’t want 
to be in the same class and used rather vulgar expressions for the native students.”62 
Another recalled that there was “that Akaitcho group and the town group…it was 
a new experience for both…I remember town kids coming in and forgetting where 
they were going to sit and they’d sit down beside an Inuit or a Dene and they’d sud-
denly realize what they’d done and they’d move away.”63 Most probably there were 
other undocumented incidents of such casual snubs and the like.64

There were also hostile attitudes among some townsfolk to the very nature of the 
school. For example, one principal admitted that “there has been a small but vocal 
group in town who have traditionally been very critical of their schools, and especially 
this one, since it is a Government school and since it has Indian and Eskimo students. 
In fact,” he continued, “a very prominent member of the community, and one who 
has an important voice in education, told me, this year, that the problems of our 
school could be summed up in a few words, ‘too many Eskimos’.”65 The two issues 
of a federal school, and an integrated student body, fed into each other. Yellowknife 
taxpayers may have been happy at not having to pay for the school, but they were un-
happy about having no say in its operation because they had no representation on a 
governing body. The same principal argued that at least “some adequate arrangement 
must be made with the town of Yellowknife whereby they are given some authority 
and are officially consulted and advised on what is being done for the education of 
their children.”66 In the initial years at least, no one, on the other hand, seems to have 
suggested consulting the views of Indigenous students or their communities.

Perhaps we shouldn’t make too much of the initial administrative muddles in set-
ting up Sir John. Given the expansion of provincial school systems in the post-war 
decades, by the late 1950s most southern school boards had acquired vast experience 
in the necessary procedures that attended opening a new elementary or secondary 
school. Ottawa simply did not have the same level of expertise: false starts and a 
certain amount of adhoc-ery were probably inevitable. And these sorts of problems 
didn’t extend much beyond the first two or three years — many of them, indeed, 
beyond the first academic year. However “complex” the initial challenges, for both 
school and hostel, administrative and teaching routines tended to sort themselves out 
fairly early on.

The big winners in the creation of Sir John were, without much qualification, the 
people of Yellowknife. They acquired a modern, comprehensive secondary school 
offering a full academic and vocational curriculum, one that they could never have 
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afforded on their own. It was one, moreover, that many small urban and rural com-
munities in southern Canada could only envy, since even many of the new regional 
high schools created during the first decade or so of school district consolidation 
could not match the facilities available at Sir John.

For the non-resident students, however, the results were much more mixed. True, 
educational opportunities were now available that had never existed before. This ben-
efited at least some individuals and Indigenous communities, and not only through 
the acquisition of literacy and vocational skills but through the socialization and 
academic know-how that would have long-term payoff in critical leadership skills.67 
There were, on the other hand, continuing difficulties. Probably most important, 
nearly all Indigenous students were learning — or trying to learn — in a second lan-
guage, which put them at a distinct academic disadvantage and necessitated expedi-
ents that the school’s founders did not anticipate, above all the creation of the “pre-
vocational program.” At the same time they were faced with the challenge of adapting 
to an alien culture and an unfamiliar urban environment. In the early years especially, 
administrators, teachers, and students themselves faced a steep learning curve.

It was probably a mark of progress, in the decade after mid-century, to introduce 
policies designed to bring territorial education into the modern world. Yet the poli-
cies themselves, along with those who designed them, reveal levels of optimism bor-
dering on naivety that all one had to do to address educational issues in NWT was to 
pour money into transplanting southern-style educational institutions and practices 
without much concern about the profoundly different circumstances surrounding 
language, culture, curriculum, and pedagogy. It would take a long time to learn to 
think through and organize schools that would meet the wants and needs of most 
communities North of 60.
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