
The majority (63.4%) of the people 
interviewed for this study experienced 
one or more transitions between a 
community and the city.  Of these, 
more than half (53.3%) made one or 
two transitions, while 31% made three 
or four school transitions and 15% 
experienced five or more. There are 
obviously strong links between the 
communities and urban areas. 

Hypermobility of 
Indigenous Families

Indigenous youth living in urban settings in Quebec experience transitions that involve changes in location, living spaces, school 
settings and cultural environments. School transitions are therefore more intense and complex for Indigenous youth than the usual 
transition from elementary to secondary school.

All the youth who use the Centres' educational services are members of one of the 10 First Nations of Quebec or of the Inuit Nation.

WHAT DO THE SCHOOL TRANSITIONS LOOK LIKE?

56%
of the youth experienced at 
least one school transition 
beyond the usual change in 
cycle from elementary to 
secondary school.

Nearly one-third of 
high school students 
have fallen behind in 
school
(i.e. are not classified at the grade 
level expected for their age). 

WHO ARE THE YOUTH WHO USE THE CENTERS’ EDUCATIONAL SERVICES? 
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Results generated from data collected on youth who used educational services in Native Friendship Centres during the 2018-2019 school year in seven cities (Sept-îles, Montréal, Roberval, Joliette, Val 
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Results generated from data collected during interviews with Indigenous youth and their parents in five cities 
(Joliette, Maniwaki, Québec, Trois-Rivières and Roberval). 

3%
7%

10%

have attended school 
in an Indigenous 

community

speak at least 
one Indigenous 

language 
at home

attend an 
English-language 

school

live with a foster 
family or in a youth 

centre (centre 
jeunesse)



RCAAQ-2020

INDIGENOUS STUDENTS OFTEN HAVE  
DISCONTINUOUS ACADEMIC TRAJECTORIES 

AND VERY LOW GRADUATION RATES.

For youth and their families, a transition to an urban area means not only 
adapting to a new environment but also isolation from the family network. 
Youth often experience racism, culture shock and social isolation. Transitions 
also sometimes mean the loss of one’s native language, an important part of 
culture.

In school, the educational experience of Indigenous youth is often influenced 
by other factors that are specific to them, and which can complicate their 
academic progress and daily life.

The school transitions experienced by 
Indigenous elementary and secondary 
school-aged youth are inseparable 
from family reality and the challenges 
involved in moving to a new environ-
ment. The quality of a youth's transi-
tion is therefore directly linked to that 
of his or her family, hence the impor-
tance of offering specific services to 
Indigenous families in order to 
facilitate their transitions, and thus 
best support youth in their academic 
journey.

WHAT ARE THE REASONS FOR SCHOOL TRANSITIONS?
Further education and schooling. Sometimes this transition is a choice 
(for example, to have access to a better quality education). Sometimes, it is 
a necessity (for example when there is no high school in a community).

Access to services and resources. (Examples: services related to a 
learning disability, extracurricular activities, employment opportunities, 
housing). 

Family reasons. (Examples: parental breakup, parents returning to school, 
youth’s desire to live with a family member)

Back-and-forth between community and city. (Examples: temporary 
relocation to the city while waiting for housing in their community, desire to 
return to their community once their children’s schooling or their own 
post-secondary or vocational diplomas have been completed). 

HOW DO YOUTH EXPERIENCE THESE TRANSITIONS?

Curricula, pedagogies 
and institutional structures 
that do not take into 
account the specific 
needs and realities of 
Indigenous students

Linguistic
situation

Inadequate procedures 
for welcoming and 
assessing students

Lack of knowledge 
of Indigenous realities 
by school staff 

“It's not just about the diploma. 
It’s all the paths you need to take 
to build your identity [...] all the 
detours are good because it's all 
about learning” 

- Friendship Centre Employee (RCAAQ, 2020)
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HOW TO SUPPORT HARMONIOUS SCHOOL TRANSITIONS?
In the city:  raising awareness, reconciling and welcoming Indigenous newcomers
The urban environment must be welcoming and safe for Indigenous youth and their families. It is essential to work 
continuously to:

Eliminate racism and discrimination;

Raise awareness of Indigenous history and realities among public sector employees;

Recognize and promote Indigenous cultures in the public space; 

Support activities that bring the different Peoples together in Quebec’s cities and regions.

In the school: Providing culturally sensitive and safe educational support
For Indigenous youth attending Quebec schools, access to quality education must not depend on losing their identity and 
culture. Schools should:

Incorporate Indigenous pedagogy into their teaching and make necessary curricular changes and offer academic 
support to Indigenous students to ensure cultural relevance;

Review the methods used to assess and rank Indigenous students; 

Support students’ acquisition of the teaching language while maintaining their Indigenous mother tongue; 

Strengthen and officialise collaboration between schools and Indigenous community organizations, such as 
Friendship Centres, particularly via formal agreements.

Social and cultural factors: Supporting the families and their overall well-being 
The academic trajectory of youth in transition is greatly influenced by their families’ experiences, as well as by their 
well-being in all aspects of their life. It is therefore important to consider all the students’ social, cultural, community and 
family contexts and to support these youth holistically to promote their school perseverance and success. It is important to:

Foster interconnection between family, school and Indigenous community environments;

Ensure that Indigenous families have access to culturally relevant services in the city that are provided in safe 
environments;

Provide access to a community gathering space to help Indigenous youth expand their social networks, give them 
learning experiences that are culturally relevant and reinforce their sense of pride in their identity.

Indigenous Pedagogy
Indigenous pedagogy is based on the following principles: learning happens through 
participation, experimentation and observation; authentic learning experiences are 
sought on the land; Indigenous Elders and knowledge keepers play an important role; 
the pleasure of learning and multisensory experiences are encouraged; the teacher 
acts primarily as a guide; and learning is focused on lifelong self-development.
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Friendship Centres play a key role in the 
relationships that can be developed with 
schools. The Centres’ staff work to 
strengthen ties with local schools with a 
view to supporting Indigenous children when 
it comes to their welcome at school, 
follow-ups, homework assistance, shuttle 
services, liaison with parents, etc.

Although sometimes these relationships 
take time to develop, the Centres are 
major allies for the schools with whom 
they collaborate. Centres facilitate 
youth’s transitions from community to 
city and make a real difference in 
students' school perseverance and daily 
lives. 

The success and effectiveness of many initiatives often 
depend on the involvement of one local person who is 
aware of the realities and needs of Indigenous students. 
Hence the importance of developing formal agreements 
with schools, to institutionalize best practices.
(RCAAQ, 2020, p. 52) 

Assigning staff specifically dedicated to Indigenous 
students.  Certain schools have staff whose job is 

specifically to support Indigenous students with 
learning difficulties. Theses practitioners aim to 

build and maintain relationships with students, 
parents and the school community.

Creating a high-school teachers' com-
mittee for Indigenous people. Some 

initiatives aim to enhance the value of 
Indigenous cultures in schools and 

the integration of Indigenous 
youth. For example, the Indige-

nous committee at the high school 
in Roberval is tasked with reflecting 

on the realities their students expe-
rience and making recommendations to 

the school administration.

Adopting an Indigenous pedagogy and 
valuing Indigenous cultures. The structure of 

some educational institutions has been redesigned to 
support the transitions and educational experiences of 

Indigenous students. For example, Woodland High School in 
Maniwaki has incorporated Indigenous pedagogy into their 

teaching and has created space for Indigenous cultures and 
languages through visible recognition of the Indigenous presence in 

the school.  

Creating spaces where Indigenous students come together. 
Certain schools provide young Indigenous students with weekly 

activities and social support aimed at enhancing their identity and 
culture.

Ideas for action…
IN SCHOOLS: 

Des idées pour agir...
DANS LES ÉCOLES :
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Des idées pour agir...
DANS LES ÉCOLES :

The Centre 
d’amitié autochtone 

de Lanaudière has 
created a parents’ group to 

enable parents to come together in 
solidarity, to share, to support each 

other in healing and to face together the 
challenges related to parenthood.
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AIDEZ VOTRE ENFANT À S’EXPRIM
ER

EN NOMMANT SES ÉMOTIONS

MAMUK features a 
culturally safe 

space to offer 
their services to 

support learning.

The Centre d’amitié autochtone 
du Lac-Saint-Jean has created 

a Family time management 
tool, to help parents organize 

a healthy routine 
for their children.

The Maniwaki Native Friendship Centre 
organizes cultural activities to strengthen 

youth’s pride in their Indigenous identity, 
such as holding a drummers’ group.

The Centre d’amitié
autochtone du 
Lac-Saint-Jean 

has organized a youth
entrepreneurship

project.
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Providing culturally relevant activities and services for children and 
adolescents. These activities build self-confidence and break isolation 
while providing youth with a safe and nurturing place where they can 
meet, receive support and have positive experiences.

Provide services to support learning. This resource is especially 
important because it not only provides urban Indigenous youth with 
academic support, but also stimulates their interest in and motivation for 
learning. These services also aim to strengthen youth’s social identity by 
fostering identity-based pride and providing a culturally safe space.  

Strengthening a sense of belonging to an urban Indigenous com-
munity. The Centres organize many family and cultural activities that 
foster intergenerational relationships and mutual support (cooking, 
studying, cultural outings, women’s circles, crafts, group dinners, Indige-
nous language classes, etc.).

Providing culturally relevant resources and services for parents and 
youth. Whether for employment preparation programs, cultural retreats, 
childcare services, individual guidance (for financial assistance requests, 
legal proceedings, search for housing, etc.) or to facilitate access to medi-
cal and psychological services, the Native Friendship Centres in Quebec 
try to meet the many needs families in urban settings face on a daily 
basis. 

Ideas for action…
IN FRIENDSHIP CENTRES: 
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PROMISING PRACTICES OF COLLABORATION BETWEEN CENTRES AND SCHOOLS

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
This research was initiated by the Regroupement des centres d’amitié autochtones du Québec (RCAAQ) and conducted in collabora-
tion with researchers from the University of Concordia. Its objectives were to obtain overall profiles of the school transitions urban 
Indigenous youth experience; determine what a harmonious school transition is or could be for Indigenous parents and youth; and 
identify promising practices that could support Indigenous youth through their school transitions. The views of four groups were 
gathered: children in elementary and secondary school (in or out of school) who have experienced a school transition; their family 
members; Friendship Centre employees who are directly involved in educational services for youth; school representatives (princi-
pals, teachers, practitioners). 120 questionnaires, distributed in seven Native Friendship Centres, were filled out by parents or legal 
guardians of First Nations and Inuit youth aged 6 to 17 who attended Native Friendship Centre educational services during the 
2018-2019 school year. A qualitative data collection also took place in five Friendship Centres between October 2018 and February 
2019. The Native Friendship Centres that were consulted were those of Sept-Îles, Montréal, Roberval, Joliette, Val-d’Or, Trois-Ri-
vières, Senneterre, Maniwaki and Québec. 

The full research report Understanding and Supporting Harmonious School Transitions for Indigenous Youth in Urban Settings 
is available at www.rcaaq.info, under the publications tab.

School liaison officers in the Native Friendship Centres.  A promising practice for collaboration is the hiring of a school liaison 
officer by the Centre d'amitié autochtone de Trois-Rivières and paid for by two school boards (via MEES measures). This resource 
works to develop relationships with the 72 schools in greater Trois-Rivières. Since being hired in the fall of 2018, this employee has 
been meeting with school principals to promote the importance of paying attention to the specific needs and realities of Indigenous 
students in their schools. 

Raising awareness of Indigenous realities among the various non-Indigenous actors. The more knowledgeable the various 
urban authorities (whether academic, political, etc.) are about Indigenous realities, the better they will be able to implement 
measures to take more adequate action with families. For example, the Maniwaki Native Friendship Centre has offered cultural 
activities to all students and staff of the city’s school, which introduced non-Indigenous to Anishinabeg culture while promoting the 
cultural heritage of Indigenous students.

Concerted action in urban settings. Through the Local tables on accessibility to services for urban Indigenous people, employees 
of several Centres are working to bring together frontline actors and decision-makers not only to facilitate Indigenous access to the 
services to which they are entitled, but also to ensure complementarity among and continuity between these services. 

Native Friendship Centres provide much-needed support to both children and families to facilitate transitions. 
The Centres’ staff members are remarkable in their sensitivity, open mindedness and listening skills. It is by 
paying this kind of attention to youth, to their daily concerns and emotions, that staff members build special 
relationships with youth and provide them with the help, support and attention they need to feel more comfor-
table and better equipped during the many transitions they experience. Since many Indigenous youth must 
transition to an urban environment to pursue their studies, participating in the Centres' activities is a holistic 
way to enrich their academic experience. 

For more information on school transitions experienced by Indigenous youth in urban settings, or to 
discuss the support available to Centres for implementing initiatives to foster harmonious school 
transitions, please contact the Regroupement des Centres d’amitié autochtones du Québec. 
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