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The Regroupement des centres d’amitié 
autochtones du Québec
Founded in 1976, the Regroupement des centres d’amitié autochtones du Québec (RCAAQ) is the provincial 
association that represents and coordinates the 11 Native Friendship Centres in Quebec, which are also 
members of the National Association of Friendship Centres (NAFC). All affiliated Centres share a vision and 
are located in the urban centres in Quebec where there is a significant Indigenous presence. In addition 
to being true frontline service hubs for Indigenous people in Quebec cities, Native Friendship Centres are 
incubators for initiatives that value culture, affirm identity and foster citizen involvement among urban 
Indigenous citizens. The largest infrastructure of services for Indigenous people in cities in Quebec, the 
Native Friendship Centre Movement aims to improve the quality of life of urban Indigenous people, 
promote Indigenous culture and build bridges between peoples. 

The RCAAQ is a key spokesperson for urban Indigenous issues and a central player in service delivery 
to Indigenous people in cities. Through its expertise and provincial scope, the RCAAQ contributes to 
developing concrete solutions and innovative public policies for the well-being of Indigenous people 
living in or passing through Quebec’s urban areas. The RCAAQ has been working for many years, by way 
of research projects, evaluations and consultations, to better document and understand the Indigenous 
presence in Quebec’s cities. 

All RCAAQ studies and assessments give the urban Indigenous voice a prominent place. The results of 
its studies provide effective solutions to the challenges observed in the field, particularly with respect to 
urban Indigenous education.
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SUMMARY
In a broad context of First Nations and Inuit urbanization, population growth and great mobility, more and 
more Indigenous students attend schools in the Quebec education system for all or part of their elementary 
and secondary education. As a result, they experience school transitions that differ from the usual changes 
in cycle, as laid out and overseen by the Quebec education system. In urban areas, many of these young 
people and their families attend and use the services of the Native Friendship Centres, which are located 
in many Quebec cities. 

This collaborative research project was overseen by the Regroupement des Centres d’amitié autochtones 
du Québec (RCAAQ) but was developed and conducted in close collaboration with the researchers, in a 
spirit of co-construction. It examines the defining characteristics of the academic journeys of Indigenous 
students who attend Quebec elementary and secondary schools, and focuses on the transitions these youth 
experience between different school settings. The Friendship Centres seek to fill the gap in knowledge so 
as to take action and innovate in ways that will make these educational transitions more harmonious for 
young people and their families.

In this report, we provide a portrait of the number and nature of school transitions Indigenous children 
experience up to the age of 18. We also explain how their transitions to a new school in the city occur 
and how such changes affect young people’s schooling. Finally, we explore what a harmonious academic 
transition would look like for urban Indigenous parents and youth, and which promising practices would 
support this population and, particularly, the role Native Friendship Centres play in this support.

The data for this study were collected using various tools. First, a questionnaire co-constructed with the 
RCAAQ was distributed to the parents of children enrolled in the educational services of a few Friendship 
Centres in Quebec in order to establish a more quantitative portrait of the school transitions Indigenous 
youth experience in urban areas. Second, interviews and focus groups were held in five Centres to more 
accurately understand school transition experiences from the perspectives of youth, their families and 
staff. A total of 117 people participated in the qualitative data collection in Joliette, Maniwaki, Québec City, 
Trois-Rivières and Roberval, including 52 parents, 29 elementary and secondary school-age children, 21 
Centre employees and 15 school employees.

Telling results emerge from this research process. First, we made the overarching observation of the hyper-
mobility of Indigenous youth and their families and how it leads to particularly frequent and diversified 
school transitions. Three types of transitions were identified: back-and-forths between city and community 
(the most common); moving to a different city; and changing schools within the same city. We also noted 
that these transitions are often repetitive (for instance, families may go back-and-forth between the 
community and the urban area several times). It is therefore essential, when addressing the issue of urban 
Indigenous education, to recognize these multiple realities, which characterize and influence the schooling 
of Indigenous youth.
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We also look at the reasons that lead young people to experience such transitions. We identified three 
main factors that explain this hyper-mobility in Indigenous families toward urban areas: to meet children’s 
and/or parents’ educational needs; to access services and resources; and, as a result of family changes. 
As pointed out by the families and staff members we met, the school transitions Indigenous students 
experience in elementary and secondary school cannot be dissociated from family realities and the 
challenges involved in moving to a new and urban environment.

We go on to analyze the experiences of young people and their families by grouping first the difficulties 
and challenges stemming from transitions to a new urban environment and then the challenges that more 
specifically affect the transition to a new school environment. We identified four issues associated with 
transitioning to the urban environment: integration into a new socio-cultural environment; prejudice 
and racism; isolation from the family network; and, the risk of loss of identity and language. Directly 
related to school transitions, we found the following issues: educational staff’s general lack of knowledge 
of Indigenous realities; limited communication with Indigenous families; the lack of intake procedures 
and services specific to Indigenous students; and, a disproportionate number of Indigenous youth with 
individualized education plans or in special education classes. Adding to the complexity of the daily lives 
of Indigenous youth going through school transitions, these issues often have an impact on these young 
people’s education. 

This study also identified promising practices that provide a better understanding of how to foster 
harmonious school transitions for urban Indigenous youth. Many positive actions were observed in 
Friendship Centres, including after-school learning support services or traditional singing and drumming 
groups for youth. Promising initiatives are also being implemented in some schools. These include hiring 
school liaison officers, making Indigenous cultures visible in schools and developing class content on 
Indigenous realities. These are just a few examples highlighting the many existing possibilities. However, 
the potential of the practices we observed continues to be limited, since these activities receive ad hoc 
funding and generally stem from the initiative of individuals, and therefore are neither structuring nor 
institutionalized. 

In sum, our analysis of the interviews and questionnaires highlights the need to acknowledge the complexity 
of the school transitions Indigenous youth experience in urban areas and to recognize that these transitions 
greatly exceed the simple cycle changes for which resources are currently allocated in Quebec schools. As a 
result, these transitions require action on several levels in order to prevent discriminatory situations. In the 
following pages, we target three areas of action for consideration that would ensure harmonious school 
transitions for Indigenous youth attending elementary and secondary schools in urban areas in Quebec.
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The city: Raising awareness, fostering reconciliation and welcoming Indigenous 
newcomers  
Despite existing efforts and initiatives, much remains to be done to make the urban environment 
welcoming and safe for Indigenous youth and their families. It is therefore essential to keep working to 
eliminate racism and discrimination, raise awareness among public service employees about Indigenous 
history and realities, recognize and promote Indigenous cultures in the public arena, and support activities 
that bring different peoples together in Quebec’s cities and regions.

Schools: Providing culturally sensitive and safe educational support
For Indigenous youth attending Quebec schools, access to quality education must not be contingent upon 
losing their identity and culture. Educational settings should make room for more flexible and differentiated 
pedagogical approaches, including Indigenous pedagogy, 1 make necessary curricular changes and offer 
academic support to Indigenous students to ensure cultural relevance. Moreover, the methods used to 
assess and rank Indigenous students must be revisited and students’ acquisition of the teaching language 
while maintaining their Indigenous mother tongue must be encouraged, when possible, in order to 
prevent children’s schooling from being a driving force for cultural and linguistic assimilation. Finally, the 
collaboration between schools and Indigenous community organizations, such as Friendship Centres, 
should be strengthened and formalized, particularly via memoranda of agreement.

Social and cultural factors: Supporting the families and their overall well-being 
The academic experience of youth in transition is greatly influenced by their (nuclear, but also extended) 
families’ experience, as well as by their well-being in all aspects of their life. It is therefore important to 
consider all of young people’s social, cultural, community and family contexts and to support these youth 
holistically to promote their school perseverance and success. In this regard, interconnection between 
family, school and Indigenous community environments can promote more harmonious school transitions 
for urban Indigenous youth. It is also important to ensure that Indigenous families have access to culturally 
relevant services in the city that are provided in safe environments. A community gathering space can help 
Indigenous youth expand their social networks, give them learning experiences that are culturally relevant 
and reinforce their sense of pride in their identity. 

1   Indigenous pedagogy is consistent with the learning styles of most Indigenous learners, but it is also a valid option for all students and 
teachers, who benefit from developing their cultural sensitivity and skills. This 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 are important; the pleasure of learning and multisensory experiences are encouraged; the teacher acts primarily as a 
guide; and learning is focused on lifelong self-development (Ahern, 2019; Campeau, 2015). 
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INTRODUCTION
In Quebec, a growing number of Indigenous families are leaving their communities of origin temporarily or 
permanently and moving to the city, particularly so that parents can pursue their studies or access employment 
(Cloutier and Lévesque, 2011; FNQLHSSC, 2018; Statistics Canada, 2018). In addition, Indigenous families 
are often larger, younger and more mobile than non-Indigenous families (RCAAQ, 2018; Statistics Canada 
2018). More than half of adults living in a First Nations community in 2015 reported having lived outside 
their community (FNQLHSSC, 2018) while 85% of Indigenous adults living in cities in 2017 reported having 
already lived in the communities (RCAAQ, 2018: 13). In this context of increased Indigenous urbanization 
and hyper-mobility in Quebec, school transitions are common among elementary and secondary school 
students (MELS, 2013; Turner and Thompson, 2015). To date, however, little attention has been paid in 
Quebec to what characterizes the school transitions Indigenous students go through, particularly in urban 
areas (Ballam and al., 2017; Lévesque and Polèse, 2015).

In this collaborative research with the Regroupement des centres d’amitié autochtones du Québec (RCAAQ), 
we seek to better understand the patterns of school transitions for Indigenous elementary and secondary 
school students, and what factors promote harmonious transitions in urban areas. Considering that the 
Centres are meeting places for young people and their families, that these organizations develop customized 
projects and services to meet the specific needs of Indigenous people in a culturally relevant manner and 
that they work collaboratively with schools, Centres were the ideal place to conduct our research.

This study was funded by the MEES, following the RCAAQ’s 2016 recommendation to obtain support to 
document the needs, issues and challenges of Indigenous people when attending school in urban areas. 
The Government of Québec’s Policy on Educational Success (MEES, 2017) clearly states the importance 
of intervening with a view to closing the gap in school success observed between Indigenous and non-
Indigenous students in Quebec. The Government Action Plan for the Social and Cultural Development of the 
First Nations and Inuit (Government of Québec, 2017) also identifies the need to generate more knowledge 
and conduct more research so that a better understanding of the needs of Indigenous people will better 
guide public policy. 

This report is divided into six sections:  

 An overview of urban Indigenous education issues and the study’s conceptual framework

 Highlights of the research objectives and the study’s priority questions

 Description of the data collection methodology, modalities and tools

  A presentation of results that profiles transitions and delves into the underlying reasons and 
experiences

 A presentation of promising practices identified in Friendship Centres, with the Centres and in schools

  Suggestions for actions to consider, with a view to moving “toward harmonious school transitions” 
and to supporting a holistic approach by targeting three areas: the city, schools, and the family and 
community contexts.
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1. BACKGROUND
The need for this research stems from a combination of several factors: the growing urban Indigenous 
population; the increased presence of Indigenous people in cities felt both in Native Friendship Centres 
and in elementary and secondary schools across Quebec; and increased attention paid to the accessibility 
of public services by Indigenous people in Quebec, particularly in education. 

In order to fully understand the context into which urban Indigenous youths’ educational realities fit, we 
must first identify the usual definitions of the notion of “school transitions” and examine them critically in 
their application to Indigenous reality. This leads us to specify the conceptual framework used in this study.

“School transition” is defined as a period of adjustment to a new physical and social environment, where 
the individual loses their bearings and is confronted with qualitative ruptures in self-understanding, world 
view, roles, relationships and status (Larose et al., 2005). In general, the Quebec education system identifies, 
supervises and supports four formal school transitions, from childhood to adulthood: starting kindergarten, 
entering elementary school, going on to secondary school and, lastly, pursuing post-secondary or adult 
education, or entering the labour market (CTREQ, 2018). Resources are allocated to ensuring quality school 
transitions at each of these stages. In addition, the Government of Québec defines the “normal academic 
progress” for a student in the Quebec school system as follows: a child should be 6 years old in the first 
year of attendance at the first elementary cycle; 8 years old in the first year of attendance at the second 
elementary cycle; 10 years old in the first year of attendance at the third elementary cycle; 12 years old at 
the beginning of secondary school Cycle 1, and; 14 years old in the first year of attendance in the second 
secondary cycle, which is supposed to end at the age of 16 (MELS, 2013: 14). Students who do not follow 
this normative progression are considered to be academically delayed.

There is general agreement in the literature that school transitions can be a decisive factor in student 
retention, especially if students show a combination of academic, individual and family risk factors (MELS, 
2012). There are support tools and information available to support quality school transitions that are 
defined as a “mutual adaptation among the different institutions in order to foster the student’s success 
at the academic, personal, family, social and cultural levels” (MELS, 2012: 3). These generally focus on the 
conditions in which the transition takes place, the degree of planning and the quality of school-family-
community relations (CTREQ, 2018). A publication aimed at strengthening support for the transition from 
elementary to secondary school targets three dimensions the schools must consider: the procedural 
(environmental), academic, and social aspects (Desbiens and Vandenbossche-Makombo, 2013). It would 
seem that this is especially about guiding and reinforcing the various elements of this adjustment (i.e., 
what differentiates elementary from secondary school, in particular the challenge of adapting to a larger 
school, forming a new social network and having several teachers with different teaching styles). We also 
point out that the transition to secondary school can be particularly difficult, as it is a time when young 
people are discovering their identity. 

Current definitions of “school transitions” and the tools that exist to support learners through these 
changes do not, however, reflect the unique experience of Indigenous students in cities. Several studies 
(Blanchet-Cohen and Lainé, 2015; Hot, 2010; Lévesque et al., 2015; MELS, 2010) show that Indigenous 
students have distinct school trajectories and face specific realities that influence their rates of staying in 
school. These studies show the need to redefine “school retention” for the Indigenous context, given the 
pertinence of the lifelong-learning approach proposed by the Canadian Council on Learning (2009) and 
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also by the Regroupement des centres d’amitié autochtones du Québec (2016). “Lifelong learning” is a 
holistic process of culture, language, traditions and other types of formal and informal learning that are 
central to development and well-being throughout a person’s life. 

To fully understand the complexity of Indigenous students’ academic progress, we must also note that 
Indigenous educational realities are coloured by the historical context of colonial assimilationist policies, 
including the residential schools that sought the cultural assimilation of Indigenous children and in which 
several generations of Indigenous children experienced physical and psychological abuse (Grammond 
and Guay, 2016). The Truth and Reconciliation Commission (2015) characterized this period as a “cultural 
genocide” (TRC, 2015: 1). In addition to its consequences (which have been transmitted across generations 
and continue today to affect the daily lives of many Indigenous families in Quebec), this historical legacy 
colours the relationship many Indigenous parents and grandparents still have with school and Quebec 
society.  

We see that school curricula, educational philosophies and institutional structures in urban areas rarely 
take into account the specific needs and realities of Indigenous students (Congress of Aboriginal Peoples, 
2010; Richmond and Smith, 2012). For example, many services, including speech-language pathology, 
are simply not available in Indigenous languages. A belief continues to be perpetuated in some schools 
that, to facilitate children’s academic progress, it is preferable for parents to reinforce the language of 
instruction at home, to the detriment of their native language. Yet, research shows that bilingualism is 
not only possible, it is an asset for children’s overall development and well-being (Tupula Kabola, 2016; 
Thordardottir, 2010). Even for children with severe language impairment, exposure to more than one 
language has been shown to not have a negative impact on language development; on the contrary, 
exposure to a native language promotes emotional bonding and the transmission of cultural heritage, 
which is beneficial for all children, particularly for Indigenous children (Toulouse, 2013; Thordardottir, 
2010). Furthermore, it is always recommended that parents speak at home in a language in which they 
are proficient, as this ensures that children are exposed to appropriate language models from birth and 
leads them to acquire basic language skills that will be transferable as they learn to read and write in 
the language of instruction (Cummins, 1998). By effectively utilizing scientific knowledge, schools could 
support optimal language development and positive identity building in Indigenous children, thereby 
offsetting the risks of discrimination and language loss that Indigenous youth face in urban areas where 
they become a linguistic and cultural minority (Ball, 2007; Toulouse, 2013). 

Following on consultations for its Policy on Educational Success, the Ministère de l’Éducation et de 
l’Enseignement supérieur (MEES) recognized that Indigenous cultures and languages must be valued in 
school environments to enable young people to develop in an “inclusive, safe and culturally relevant 
environment” (MEES, 2017: 27) This acknowledgement arises in a context where the academic progress 
and educational success of Quebec’s Indigenous students are different in several ways from those of 
the larger student population in the province. Despite the lack of reliable and thorough statistics on 
Indigenous education in Quebec, the insert below presents some sample data we can use to describe the 
situation in Quebec. 
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2 

 
Data on Indigenous Education2 in Quebec

    Among the population aged 15 years and over in Quebec, the rate of non-graduation from 
high school reaches 45% among First Nations members and 69% among the Inuit, accor-
ding to 2016 Census data. At the other end of the graduation spectrum, only 7.8% of First 
Nations and 2% of Inuit in Quebec hold a university degree. By comparison, the rate of 
university graduates climbs to 20.5% among the total Quebec population (Statistics Canada, 
2018).

   A survey of more than 1,700 urban Indigenous adults in Quebec revealed that 49% of res-
pondents did not hold a diploma of any kind and 40% reported that their academic journey 
had been interrupted (RCAAQ, 2018).

   It is estimated that more than one-third of Indigenous children attend a school in Quebec’s 
public urban network (Lévesque, 2019). 

To better understand the changes Indigenous people experience and to reflect the specificity of children’s 
family, social, cultural and academic realities, our study situates the issue of school transitions within the 
broader context of school-family-community relationships. Indeed, as several authors suggest, we recognize 
that transitions are facilitated for young people when there is collaboration and coherence between the 
actors involved in these changes (Cherubini, 2014; Ma Rhea, 2015). Contextualizing school transitions 
leads us to question an education system that focuses on individuals and learners in a decontextualized 
and deficit-oriented way, and to make more room for a relational and critical approach marked by the 
values of social justice and equity (Dockett et al., 2017). Indeed, Dockett et al. (2017) clearly express the 
need for a paradigm shift in the current education system if it is to adequately support Indigenous youth:

“[There is a] need for a change of emphasis from the rhetoric of ‘closing the gap’ for 
Indigenous children to one of recognizing, celebrating and enhancing the strengths these 
children have, particularly as they make the transition to school.”

Drawing a portrait of the current situation and documenting the aspirations and perspectives of the various 
actors are preliminary steps to creating solutions that adequately support the educational pathways and 
transitions of urban Indigenous youth.   

2    The term “Indigenous” is used in this report to refer to the 10 First Nations and the Inuit living in the province of Quebec. 
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2. OBJECTIVES 
This collaborative study was conducted thanks to the initiative and coordination of the Regroupement des 
centres d’amitié autochtones du Québec (RCAAQ) who, since 1976, has been acting and innovating to improve 
the living conditions of urban Indigenous people in Quebec. Its starting point was the common desire of the 
Friendship Centres and the RCAAQ to better document the needs, issues and challenges of the Indigenous 
youth who attend their educational programs and services, and to verify whether the support these children 
receive in the Quebec school system adequately meets these latter’s needs and realities. 

The collaboration between the RCAAQ-member Friendship Centres and researchers was carried out as part 
of the development of new provincial guidelines aimed at providing a better ethical framework for research 
and at encouraging the participation of urban Indigenous communities and organizations at all stages of the 
research projects in which they participate. Indeed, the RCAAQ has identified the need to strengthen its 
research capacities to better document the needs, issues and challenges of Indigenous people in cities and also 
to put forward the point of view and aspirations of Indigenous people in the research that concerns them. This 
study also fits into a continuum of several previous collaborations between the study’s principal researcher and 
the Native Friendship Centres, in a spirit of co-constructing a relationship of trust and participatory methods in 
keeping with the context of urban Indigenous community organizations. 

From this perspective, the research objectives of this study are to:  

1. Draw an overall picture of the educational transitions Indigenous elementary and secondary 
students experience, by identifying typical profiles.

2. Identify how school transitions unfold for Indigenous children (up to 18 years of age) and their 
families. 

3. Determine what a harmonious school transition is or could be for Indigenous parents and 
youth.

4. Highlight promising practices that could support Indigenous youth through their school transi-
tions.

5. Understand the role Native Friendship Centres play in supporting young people and their fami-
lies through school transitions. 

6. Recommend approaches and courses of action to improve school and community practices.

Better understanding Indigenous students’ experience of elementary and secondary school transitions could 
give rise to solutions that better support these children through their school years and thus help close the gap 
in success that exists between Indigenous and non-Indigenous students in Quebec. In this regard, identifying 
existing strategies and approaches that are inspiring, appropriate and effective can drive the innovation that 
brings about positive changes in urban Indigenous students’ success and retention.
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3. METHODOLOGY
Taking the approaches relevant to this subject and its context into account, this study’s methodological choices 
were made during co-construction sessions between the university research team and the RCAAQ research and 
education teams. 

To obtain overall profiles of the school transitions urban Indigenous youth experience, the research team 
gathered the views of four groups:

1. Children in elementary and secondary school (in or out of school) who have experienced a 
school transition. 

2. Their family members. 

3. Friendship Centre employees who are directly involved in educational services for youth.

4. School representatives (principals, teachers, other staff).

Considering the context of the Centres and the research objectives, several data collection tools were used in 
complementarity. First, to draw up a quantitative portrait of the school transition experiences of urban Indige-
nous youth, a questionnaire co-constructed with the RCAAQ was distributed to seven Native Friendship Centres 
in Quebec. These questionnaires were filled out by parents or legal guardians and were added to the registra-
tion package of young people attending educational services during the 2018–2019 school year. In this way, 120 
questionnaires were completed (out of a total of approximately 200 young people who attended the educa-
tional services of the 11 Centres affiliated with the RCAAQ in 2018–2019). The data that were collected reflect 
the experience of children aged 6 to 17 who attended Native Friendship Centre educational services in seven 
Quebec cities: Sept-Îles, Montréal, Roberval, Joliette, Val-d’Or, Trois-Rivières and Senneterre. All questionnaires 
targeted First Nations (the majority) and Inuit youth. 

Second, qualitative data collection took place in five Friendship Centres between October 2018 and February 
2019. The Centres we visited are located in the following cities:  Joliette, Maniwaki, Trois-Rivières, Québec 
City and Roberval. Two of the Centres visited are located in a large city (over 150,000 inhabitants), one is in a 
medium-sized city (over 40,000 inhabitants) and two are located in small towns (fewer than 10,000 inhabitants). 
These field visits gave us privileged access to the study population since the research activities were carried out 
in the Centres and with the crucial participation of each Centre’s educational staff members, with whom the 
youth and their families had an existing bond of trust.  We conducted interviews and focus groups followed by 
interactive activities, focusing on open-ended questions and a more informal context (to encourage conversa-
tion with participants) (Archibald, Lee-Morgan and De Santolo, 2019). 
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Table 1 shows the age of study participants; it can be seen that more than half are young people under 27 
years of age.

Table 1. Age of Indigenous participants

Age Number of 
people %

6−12 years 11 15.5

13−19 years 16 22.5

20−26 years 11 15.5

27−35 years 12 16.9

36 and + 21 29.6

Focus groups and interviews with families, youth and Friendship Centre staff members were held during the 
day and during the various activities carried out by the Centres. They lasted between 30 and 60 minutes and 
took place in a room conducive to confidential conversation. In particular, the development of a timeline 
was used as a means of expression for all Indigenous participants3 (children, parents or staff members) to 
illustrate their personal academic progress and to encourage intergenerational discussions within families. 
Telling their stories of school transitions allowed adults to connect their own experiences with those of 
their children who are currently experiencing school transitions. 

As part of the field visits, interactive research activities were also conducted in groups during the time 
allocated to educational services and homework assistance, or during lunch periods with youth attending 
Friendship Centres. After an icebreaker activity that got children sharing something they like about their 
current school, we first invited the kids to use the timeline to illustrate their academic path.  In a second 
step, we asked them to add stickers to the timeline to express their feelings about the school changes they 
had experienced and to explain their choices to us. Third, we invited the children to talk in groups using a 
chart to document their evaluation of the different kinds of support they received during their transitions. 

3 All Indigenous participants are First Nations members, with a large majority from the Atikamekw, Anishinabeg and Innu nations. 

“Timeline” research activity “Support chart” research activity “Icebreaker” research activity 
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In each city, we also conducted interviews with the key staff members in the children’s schools, taking into 
account Friendship Centre employees’ suggestions to this effect. In a few cases where Friendship Centres 
had not yet been able to develop close ties with the schools their youth members attend, the research team 
directly contacted the schools to find out who would best be able to answer our questions. In all, we spoke 
to 14 people in the school community (principals, staff members and elementary and secondary school 
teachers). Several schools declined our request for an interview, stating that they did not have enough 
Indigenous students to be able to implement actions specific to this clientele.

Table 2 summarizes the number of participants in qualitative data collection, by collection tool and by 
Centre.  In total, we met 117 people, including 52 parents, 29 primary and secondary school-age children, 21 
Centre employees and 15 school staff members.4 In accordance with the ethics protocol, participants gave 
their free and informed consent before participating. For activities with children, parents or legal guardians 
had previously filled out participation and photo consent forms.

Table 2. Participants in field visits

Native Friendship Centre 
employees School staff Family members Youth

Total  
participants

Type
No. of  

partici-
pants

Type
No. of 

partici-
pants

Type No. of par-
ticipants Type

No. of 
partici-
pants

City 1
Focus group (1) 3 Focus group 

(1) 3 Focus group - Focus group 
(3) 15

31
Interview (2) 2 Interview (1) 1 Interview (5) 6 Interview (1) 1

City 2
Focus group - Focus group - Focus group 

(1) 5 Focus group -
13

Interview - Interview (5) 6 Interview (2) 2 Interview -

City 3
Focus group  (1) 3 Focus group - Focus group - Focus group 

(8) 8
22

Interview (2) 2 Interview (2) 2 Interview (7) 7 Interview -

City 4
Focus group  (1) 4 Focus group - Focus group - Focus group -

31
Interview (2) 2 Interview (2) 2 Interview (19) 22 Interview (1) 1

City 5

Focus group  (1) 3 Focus group - Focus group - Focus group -

20
Interview (2) 2 Interview (1) 1 Interview (10) 10 Interview (4) 4

Total                      21                    15                  52               29 117

4   When interview excerpts are presented herein, participants will be identified by their status (youth, family member, school staff member or 
Friendship Centre employee). 
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In the goal of conducting this research project in accordance with the research values and ethical 
requirements laid out by the RCAAQ, we would like to highlight the limitations of this study: 

  Some parents and youth participants we interviewed did not speak French or English as well as 
they speak their native languages. As a result, they were unable to express themselves in the 
language in which they are most competent, and therefore the research team may not have 
fully grasped all the nuance in some of these participants’ statements. 

  Since the research team was made up of non-Indigenous people who did not have the 
opportunity to develop prior relationships with all participants, these latter may have been less 
comfortable talking about their personal experiences and thus be less talkative in the discussion 
periods.

  Considering that this study was carried out with the members of the Centres and within the 
Native Friendship Centres of Quebec in some cities, it cannot claim to be a comprehensive 
reflection of the entire urban Indigenous population in Quebec.  

 

Overview of the Friendship Centres we visited
Although the Native Friendship Centres are all urban service hubs offering a space for gathering, discussion 
and support for Indigenous people passing through or living in an urban area, each Friendship Centre 
has its own particularity, given its geographical location, services and history.  The following is a brief 
description of the local context and the main services offered to the youth who attend the five Native 
Friendship Centres that participated in the collection of qualitative data during the field visits.



Maniwaki Native Friendship Centre

The Maniwaki Native Friendship Centre opened in 2016. It is mainly home to Anishinabeg 
Algonquin 5 people from the community of Barrier Lake (also known as Rapid Lake), located 
140 km from Maniwaki, and from the community of Kitigan Zibi, located 3.5 km from 
Maniwaki. The vast majority of members who attend the Centre speak English, which is often 
their second language. The majority of the youth attending the Centre are from Rapid Lake, 
having moved to town for high school since there is no secondary school in the community. In 
addition to the young people who come to Maniwaki with their families, many are boarders 
in Algonquin and Anglophone homes, while the non-Indigenous population of Maniwaki is 
Francophone. Since 1990, the Kitigan Zibi school has welcomed most of the children in its 
community and, depending on the number of places available, some children from Rapid Lake 
may also enrol. Most students from Rapid Lake and some youth from Kitigan Zibi attend the 
English-language school in Maniwaki, but a small number of Indigenous students attend the 
French-language high school. The Centre’s eight employees devote a great deal of energy to 
organizing activities and providing services to meet the needs of the community in culturally 
relevant ways, especially for the young adolescents who live away from their parents during 
the week. They offer a variety of educational services: free daily lunches for high school 
students, tutoring, cultural activities on Saturdays, day camp, field trips, community kitchens, 
psycho-social assistance for youth and parents, traditional drumming and singing groups, etc. 

5

5   In this report, we use the spelling favoured by the Kitigan Zibi community, considering that several of its members are part of the team of 
collaborators. The Algonquin Nation identifies itself by the name Anishinabeg, which is written in different ways in Quebec: Anishnabe (Lac 
Simon), Anicinabek (Kitisakik), Anishinabeg (Kitigan Zibi) or Anicinape (Pikogan). 

Maniwaki Native Friendship Centre Team
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Centre d’amitié autochtone du Lac-Saint-Jean

The Centre d’amitié autochtone du Lac-Saint-Jean (CAALSJ) was 
founded in 2016. Its 15 employees provide various services to its 
members, who are mainly Atikamekw from Opitciwan (an Atikamekw 
community located about 300 km from the Centre). There is a wide 
range of activities educational services and activities: homework 
assistance, transportation between the school and the Centre, summer 
activities, youth entrepreneur projects, parenting guidance, etc. In 
addition to the families who come live in Roberval, some high school 
students live in boarding homes in town since their parents live in the 
Opitciwan community. Although the proximity of the Innu community 
of Mashteuiatsh, near Roberval (just 7 km away), also brings many 
Indigenous people to the city for services, the Innu also have access 
to services in their community. Indigenous children attend both 
elementary schools and the Roberval high school, where Indigenous 
youth are estimated at about 20% of students. Innu children mostly 
attend school in Mashteuiatsh.  

 

 Centre d’amitié autochtone 

du Lac-Saint-Jean Team



Centre multi-services MAMUK

The Centre multi-services pour les Autochtones en milieu urbain à 
Kébec (MAMUK) was created in September 2018 and is overseen by 
the Missinak community house, founded in Québec City over 15 years 
ago. The families (often single mothers) who visit the Centre are mainly 
Innu from the Côte-Nord region and have moved to Québec City with 
their families in order to access a larger pool of social and educational 
services. Indigenous students are therefore spread out over the school 
system, which has 3 school boards and more than 480 institutions. The 
nine members of the MAMUK team are working to implement a variety 
of educational services for elementary, secondary and post-secondary 
students around culture, healthy lifestyles, homework assistance, family 
support, etc.
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 Centre d’amitié autochtone 

du Lac-Saint-Jean Team
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Centre d’amitié autochtone de Trois-Rivières 
The Centre d’amitié autochtone de Trois-Rivières was recognized as a Centre 
in 2018, after having been a service point for the La Tuque Friendship Centre 
up until then. Trois-Rivières is home to an increasing number of young In-
digenous families, mainly from the three Atikamekw communities. Parents’ 
pursuit of secondary, college or university education is a common reason 
for moving to Trois-Rivières. Indigenous students are spread throughout the 
city’s school system, but the majority attends two primary schools in neigh-
bourhoods with a higher proportion of Indigenous families. The Centre’s se-
ven employees develop educational services and collaborative links with the 
various schools; they benefit from a liaison officer position whose salary is 
paid by the region’s school board.

Centre d’amitié autochtone 

de Trois-Rivières Team



Centre d’amitié autochtone de Lanaudière 
The Centre d’amitié autochtone de Lanaudière (CAAL) mainly welcomes Atika-
mekw from the Manawan community (an Atikamekw community located 200 
km from the Centre) who live in Joliette and surrounding towns. The CAAL was 
launched in 2001 and offers several services, including homework assistance, 
which regularly gathers about 30 elementary and secondary school students. 
Since 2016, the Centre and its 12 employees have been collaborating with 
neighbouring schools, which has led to the co-creation of a memorandum of 
agreement to support the school success of Indigenous students in elemen-
tary schools and the development of cultural activities in secondary schools. 
Indigenous youth are divided among the city’s four elementary and two public 
secondary schools. 
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Centre d’amitié autochtone 
de Lanaudière
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4. RESULTS
The results of this study are organized into three sections: 

 Profiles of school transitions 
 Reasons for school transitions
 Experiences of school transitions

4.1. Profiles of school transitions 
An overall observation emerged from this study: the high number and wide variety of school transitions 
experienced by Indigenous youth living in urban areas in Quebec. These children go back and forth between 
Indigenous communities and cities. Such transitions involve geography, living spaces, school settings and cultural 
environments, making them more intense and complex for Indigenous youth than the usual transition from 
elementary to secondary school. 

Our two data sources (the questionnaires distributed by the RCAAQ in seven Centres and the timelines completed 
by interviewees in five Centres) highlight the scope of this mobility among Indigenous youth.

Number of schools attended by children from the Centres
Distributed by the RCAAQ, a questionnaire identified the number of schools and cities that the children, ages 6 to 
17 years, had attended since Kindergarten. All these children had used the educational support activities of one 
of the seven Centres (Val-d’Or, Lanaudière, Lac-Saint-Jean, Trois-Rivières, Sept-Îles, Senneterre and Montréal) over 
the 2018–2019 school year.  67

Table 3. Number of school transitions experienced by children aged 6 to 17 

No. of schools 
attended

No. of 
children

SCHOOLING

Elementary 
school

Secondary 
school

1 37 37 0

2 47 31 166

3 23 14 9

4 10 6 4

5 3 0 3

Total 120 88 32

Table 3 shows the extent of transitions experienced by Indigenous youth during their school years. Overall, 56% 
of the young people who attended the Centres’ educational services over the 2018–2019 school year experienced 
school transitions beyond the usual change in cycle from elementary to secondary school. We counted 51 primary 
school children who had already attended at least two different schools. This corresponds to more than half of the 

6   It should be noted that this figure is normal for high school students, as participants counted the change from elementary to secondary school (i.e., 
accounts for at least two schools attended).  
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Indigenous children enrolled in primary school. We can thus assume that the vast majority will experience a 
higher number of school transitions than what is foreseen and supervised by the regular Quebec system. In 
high school, half of the young people had attended only two schools since Kindergarten, which corresponds 
to what the MEES considers to be a “normal” profile. It was also noted that almost a quarter of elementary 
school children have already attended more than three different schools while more than 20% of high school 
student have already attended four or more different schools. 

Here are some other highlights that arise from the questionnaires filled out for 120 Indigenous youth:

 31% of respondents have attended school in an Indigenous community

 44% speak at least one Indigenous language at home

 26% attend an English-language school

 13% live with a foster family or in a youth centre (Centre jeunesse)

  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). 

These data highlight the hyper-mobility of urban Indigenous families and youth. As a result, many Indigenous 
children experience school transitions at times that the Quebec school system does not plan or supervise. 
Moreover, we note that the “normal”7  academic progress foreseen by the Quebec school system does not 
correspond to the realities of most Indigenous youth who attend the educational services of Native Friendship 
Centres in Quebec, since these students experience school transitions more frequently and are thus more 
likely to fall behind in their studies. Finally, these data show that the academic paths of Indigenous youth are 
often influenced by other factors, such as language skills and mobility between an Indigenous community 
and the city, that are specific to this population and that can complicate these children’s academic progress.

7  The Government of Québec defines «normal academic progress» through the Quebec school system as follows: a child should be 6 years old in 
the first year of attendance at the first elementary cycle; 8 years old in the first year of attendance at the second elementary cycle; 10 years old in 
the first year of attendance at the third elementary cycle; 12 years old at the beginning of secondary school Cycle 1, and; 14 years old in the first 
year of attendance in the second secondary cycle, which is supposed to end at the age of 16. Students who follow this progression form the modal 
group while those who deviate from it by one year or more are behind in school.” (MELS, 2013: 14) 
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Indigenous youth and families’ stories of transitions
The timelines interview participants completed in five Centres also illustrate the extent of Indigenous 
people’s hypermobility in the city. In this exercise, participants identified each school they had attended 
until the age of 18, the time and place of these transitions, and the emotions they associated with each 
change. 

It is important to note here that since the majority of the participants in this study were under the 
age of 27 years and we valued a family approach to the stories of urban school transitions, we took 
all the experiences of transitions to urban schools into consideration when analyzing the timelines, all 
ages combined. However, we recognize that educational opportunities and realities change from one 
generation to the next and that the realities of Indigenous youth in current urban settings are different 
in some respects from those of their parents (or grandparents). 

Analysis of these data shows that there are four types of transitions, as shown below (Table 4). Thus, 
nearly three-quarters of the young people and parents interviewed (52 of the 71 people) experienced a 
transition between community and city or between different cities. Only a quarter of the people we met 
(17 people) had lived their entire childhood in the same city or community. We highlight below what 
characterizes these types of transitions with examples of paths to illustrate them.

Table 4. Breakdown of the types of transitions experienced by participants

Number of transitions Number of people

From community to city  
(With or without a back-and-forth)

45  (63.4%)

Inter-city 7  (9.9%)

Same city In town: 5 (7%)

Same community/between communities 
(over 26 years of age)

Inter-community:  2 (2.8%)

No transition (stayed in community): 12 (16.9%)

Total 71 lignes du temps

Transitioning from community to city.  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, 
or 53.3%, made one or two transitions, while 31% made three or four school transitions and 15% 
experienced five or more. This large proportion indicates the strong links between the communities and 
urban areas. 
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These kinds of transitions from a school in the community to one in the Quebec public education system 
can occur at any age and for a variety of reasons, which we describe below (see section 4.2). For example, 
some youth have no choice but to go to urban areas when they finish elementary school because there 
is no high school in their community, while others follow their parents so that these latter may go back 
to school in the city. Indigenous youth can follow multiple pathways; thus, many youth will experience 
different types of transitions over the course of their schooling. 

John 8

John, a 15-year-old teenager, attended elementary school in his community, but had to leave at the age 
of 12 for secondary school. The high school in Aylmer, in the Outaouais, was his first choice. He lived 
in Aylmer with an extended family member before moving to Maniwaki and a boarding home at the 
beginning of his second year of high school. 

While his experience in Aylmer seems to have been pleasant for him (according to his emoticon), his 
transition to a new family and school environment in Maniwaki was quite different.

“I don’t know what to talk about. It’s, like, so much. Well, I’m happy in this school, but 
with shit things [that happened], I failed last year, and I have to repeat it again. Last year I 
used to mess around, a lot […] I think the transition from elementary to high school, that’s 
when it’s getting complicated.” 9

8 To preserve our sources’ anonymity, all the first names used herein are pseudonyms. 
9 Some excerpts from interviews have been translated from French.  
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Alexander
This was also the case for Alexander, a teenager who spent all his elementary years in his community. 
At the age of 12, he continued his education at the high school in Saguenay. School challenges marked 
his time there: “The school level was particularly tough for me, leading to disappointment and 
discouragement at having to do the year over again. I was disappointed when I stayed back.”

After a year in this new school in a non-Indigenous environment, he moved to Roberval with his mother, 
who had just found a job there: “When I was 13, I moved to a new city. We went to Roberval where I 
had to deal with racism. There was a lot of it!  So I changed schools, I was 14 years old, then I went back 
[to my community].”

When the research team met Alexander, he had been living in Trois-Rivières for three years. He had 
followed his mother who was accepted at UQTR. Alexander reported that he is happy in this new city 
where he is starting an employment preparation program (EPP) program, which allows him to do an 
internship: 

“When I arrived in Trois-Rivières, I was happy to be able to make a new life for myself. I 
was happy because my mother was accepted to her studies. I thought to myself: ‘A new 
life! A new life!’ We started over. I left everything I’d been through behind me. All that was 
heavy!  I carried it all through my life and I set it all down here in Trois-Rivières, which is 
really cool!”

Transitioning between cities. Another observation that emerged from this study was the hypermobility of 
Indigenous families between different cities. Although these transitions are fewer in number than those 
between a community and the city, many people (9.9%) have experienced transitions between cities even 
if they grew up in urban areas. Of these, 42.9% made one or two transitions, while more than half (57%) 
experienced three to four school changes. These changes may be less significant than during a community-
city transition, but they are nonetheless significant. Described in detail in Section 4.2, the reasons youth 
move to another city are generally related to their families relocating, parents separating or their wish to 
live with a brother, sister or extended family member. 



29 

Understanding and Supporting Harmonious School Transitions for Indigenous Youth in Urban Settings

Karine
We met 17-year-old Karine in Trois-Rivières. She has experienced several transitions that have marked 
her schooling. These have always been between two cities. In elementary school in Joliette, she was 
not very motivated. At the age of 7, she was transferred to another school in town after moving in 
with her mother. In this new school, she didn’t feel very motivated, didn’t know anyone and had no 
attachment to her teachers:

“[I moved] to another house. They transferred me to another school. I was not very good 
in that school. I was not motivated in that school. I didn’t know anyone, and I thought 
the teacher was a little hard on me. Because he was picking on me, I didn’t go to school 
often. I stayed back and then I went to another school. ”

She had to do fifth grade over in a third elementary school. Since her grades were not good enough 
to move on to sixth grade and she was old enough for secondary school, she transferred to a remedial 
“stepping stone” class (6th and Sec 1). During high school, she didn’t like school very much, and didn’t 
particularly appreciate the help she got from school staff members. She was bullied and experienced 
cultural discrimination. 

After having stayed back in Secondary 2 several times, she decided to quit school at age 16: 

“One day, someone was making fun of my culture, and I just left the classroom. Then, 
after that, they called me to go see someone. I explained what happened, but they didn’t 
do anything. That’s when I gave up. Anyway, I wasn’t showing up at school very often. I 
went to the mall instead, because it was close by.”

That’s when Karine decided to move to Trois-Rivières. She wanted a new experience in a new city and 
in a new school with her sister, who was enrolled at the CEGEP. She now wants to go to adult education, 
where she aspires to finish her high school diploma at her own pace:  

“I wanted to start something new. I didn’t want to do my year over again at the school 
where I flunked out. I wanted a new life and a new school. Besides, it’ll be easier for me 
at adult ed. I will be able to do things myself. ”

Transitioning within the same city. Few of the interviewees had always lived in the same city (7%) and 
these were among the youngest surveyed (12 years and under). As confirmed by the data gathered from 
the questionnaires that were administered by the Centres’ educational services, these participants were 
born and also began their schooling in the city. However, this geographical stability is not synonymous 
with a lack of transitions: School changes within the same city are also significant and impact on young 
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people’s lives. These school transitions usually stem from a change in housing and neighbourhoods or 
from a decision made as a result of bullying or other experiences. It is relevant to note that the children 
interviewed in this category were young, so it is quite possible that they will experience other moves later 
on over the course of their elementary or secondary educations. 

Transitioning within the same community or between communities. Although this study targeted only 
people who are now living in the city, participants over 26 years of age include some people who have 
completed all of their elementary and secondary educations in an Indigenous community. Thus, some 
experienced school transitions in the same community (16.9%) while others transitioned between different 
communities (2.8%). The latter left the community after age 18, often with children. Parents shared their 
own experiences of school transitions with us and compared them to their children’s experiences. Parents’ 
and children’s school experiences are often different, as was their relationship with the non-Indigenous 
school system. We should also mention that some people have experienced school transitions between 
communities. For the purposes of this study, this category of transitions was less considered. However, 
since this report adopted a family approach, we did take all testimonials into account as indications of the 
diversity of Indigenous school realities.  

In short, analysis of the questionnaires by the Centres’ educational services and the participants’ timelines 
highlight the frequency and diversity of the transitions children and their families experience in urban 
areas. Thus, hypermobility characterizes young people’s academic experiences, resulting in a diversity of 
transitions that can be grouped into four types. It is impossible to speak of educational transitions as a 
single reality when addressing the issue of the academic journeys of Indigenous people in urban areas. 
In addition, these children’s school transition experiences are closely linked to the realities and upheavals 
their families are going through, as well as to the greater socio-political context specific to Indigenous 
Peoples. 

4.2. Reasons for school transitions 
To understand what school transitions mean for young people and their families, it is important to know 
what leads this population to change schools.  From the families’ testimonials, we identified several 
reasons families change schools and we grouped these into three categories: children’s schooling, access 
to services and resources, and family changes. 

Children’s schooling
One of the reasons children (with or without their families) move to the city is to continue their educations. 
For some families, this transition is a choice; for others, it is a necessity.  This is the case for students in 
Rapid Lake who have to move at the end of elementary school to continue their studies, since there is no 
high school in their community. Some children live with immediate family in the city, while others stay with 
members of the extended family or in a boarding home. 
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“I went up to Grade 6 in my community. It was great! We did cultural… they always kept 
us culturally wise […] It was great back then, being in my community and having that 
environment where you felt like home. We don’t have high school in our community, so we 
go to a boarding home where we stay with somebody that lives in town. That was a big 
transition there for me, because I didn’t know what to expect, because I felt I missed home. 
Going to high school was something different, and after a while my parents had to move 
down to [the city] with me.” (Youth) 

Many parents stated that they choose to send their child to a school in the Quebec urban network to 
offer them what they believed to be a better education.  They questioned the quality of education in 
their community, especially deploring the lack of resources for hiring and supervising qualified teaching 
staff and of funding to develop educational programs and tools. The city is perceived as offering better 
educational and professional opportunities:  

“I think that the parents who decide to send their kids to school in the city are parents who 
are more critical of the quality of education in the community. These are often the parents 
who are more educated themselves.” (Friendship Centre employee)

“We left our community for several reasons, for personal reasons. Now, [...] I remember that 
we had a dream when we left to go there. A dream of having children who hold diplomas, 
who want a better education.” (Family) 

This is also the opinion of a young teenager, who decided to leave his community to complete high school 
in the city: “It’s, like, poorly organized. The teachers didn’t explain stuff properly, I didn’t understand 
anything. I said to myself: ‘I just want to get out of here.’” (Youth) Thus, often the decision to move to the 
city is made by the parent, but sometimes it is made by the youth.

Access to services and resources
The desire to get closer to the various services available in the city was another reason listed as pushing 
many parents and their children to move to urban areas. For some parents, this move is not a choice, for 
example, if their child receives a diagnosis requiring special professional follow-up that is inaccessible in 
the community or city of origin. This is particularly the case for children who need medical monitoring or 
services related to learning disabilities.

“The reason I moved is because my boy needed a lot of specialists. Actually, I moved just for 
my oldest, not for myself. I was told often that he had to be seen in the city, that he had to 
attend school in the city. But at first, it wasn’t easy at his school.” (Family)  

Other parents point out that living in an urban centre provides access to various services that are 
inaccessible in the community or in small towns. They report that they prefer the accessibility, in Trois-
Rivières or Québec City for example, to specific goods, entertainment, healing services / therapy or other 
resources that facilitate daily life as a family. According to some, the city offers the resources they need to 
change their lifestyle and regain balance.
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In addition to facilitating access to a greater range of services, the urban environment is often synonymous 
with diversified employment opportunities and access to housing, which is not always the case in the 
community. Moving to the city then becomes an option so as to find a job in various fields and an 
apartment large enough for the family. 

“It’s about our community. In my family, my mother was an alcoholic. I made housing 
requests to the Council, but I wasn’t selected. I don’t know, I didn’t know where to live, 
[...]. I didn’t know where to get help there. Here in town there is a lot of help. (Family) 

“I moved because there weren’t houses [in the community]. We stayed all over the place: 
at my mother’s, my grandmother’s, my mother-in-law’s.” (Family)

“When young people leave the community, they tend to say: I’m going to get a diploma, 
certificate or attestation, anything to come back to my community, so I can get a job.” 
(Family) 

Children’s activities, such as hockey, are another reason that can lead parents to move to urban areas.  
Many young people play and become a source of pride for their families and Nation. Given their children’s 
talents and potential, some families decide to settle in urban areas to allow their kids to join a better team.

In short, the city is seen as a place where there are more choices and opportunities. Some families choose 
to settle there with their children, who will then have to transition between school environments with 
completely different functioning and curricula. 

Family reasons  
Many Indigenous youth transition to an urban area because they have followed their parents or other 
family members who are passing through the city for a variety of reasons. In many cases, parents go 
back to school and move their families to urban centres where they will have access to various types of 
post-secondary or professional programs. This is the case for many families who have chosen to move to 
a larger urban centre, such as Trois-Rivières or Québec City. “We head to the city because there are more 
opportunities there than in the communities.” (Family)

This can take place at any time during the children’s schooling and even in the middle of the school 
year. Families in this situation experience simultaneous integration into several new school realities, thus 
creating a particular dynamic between the parents’ and the children’s school transition experience. 

Other parents say they leave the community as part of their own personal journey toward healing. They 
move away from their community as a way to provide their children with more stability, to prevent their 
kids from adopting addictive behaviours or to protect them from violence. These moves are a way to 
control their and their children’s futures, as was the case for this single mother:

“I was in recovery, then I stopped drinking all together. I really wanted to change. I felt all 
alone in my community because it was like I was the only one who wanted to change.” 
(Family)
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Relocations also occur when spouses separate. The children must live with one parent or the other, or 
with another family member for extended periods.

Back-and-forth between community and city 
We saw that moves between community and city are not just a one-way street. Some experiences 
show that life in the city is not forever. Many people live there temporarily before returning to their 
community, and such transitions are often repetitive (several back-and-forths between the community 
and the urban area).

With housing shortages and overcrowding widespread in many Indigenous communities, some families 
temporarily relocate to the city while they wait for housing in their community. Some of the Indigenous 
parents we met in urban areas mentioned their intention to return to their community once their 
children’s schooling or their own post-secondary or vocational diploma have been completed. They 
want to contribute positively to their community and practice their profession there.  

In some cases, people’s experience in the city may be less positive than expected: academic challenges, 
new living environments, culture shock or school transitions are a few of the reasons parents listed 
for accepting that one of their children go back to live in the community with an extended family 
member (grandparents, uncle, aunt, etc.). Some families also decide to leave the city and go back to 
the community for various other reasons, such as family isolation or the escape from a toxic situation 
(violence, lack of rental units, racism, bullying).

“I think parents come because they find it hard, and they’re trying to give their kids 
something better. But sometimes it’s tough here too because there are other challenges. 
I think sometimes it’s easier for them to go back to their community.” (School staff 
member)

Among the challenges families face, city living can make access to culture and to the land difficult, lead 
to loss of language and mean a smaller social network.  In these circumstances, some families choose 
to return to their community after trying it out the city; this option is perceived as a break from the city, 
a period of healing to be able to maybe return to an urban area later. Parents and the Centres’ staff 
members explain this decision to return to the community as follows:

“After that, I decided to go back to the community because something was missing for 
me. It was my culture. I was wondering who I was through all that. Because I was being 
asked questions at the private high school. I thought to myself: I don’t even know the 
answers, so I have to go home. You know, I was 15 years old. I still wanted to know more 
about my culture.” (Friendship Centre employee) 
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“Settling for the first time in an urban area, with everything that entails, the cost of 
housing, the money you have to have for everything and being able to pay. Depends 
where you stay, too. Because kids experience their parents’ difficulties. It’s tough on 
the kid, too. The whole process is intense. Maybe that’s why we go back, to then come 
back in a better way. Because many do come back later.” (Friendship Centre employee)  

In short, as families and staff members point out, the school transitions Indigenous youth experience 
in elementary and secondary school are intertwined with family realities and the challenges of moving 
to a new environment. The quality of children’s transitions therefore stems directly from that of their 
family; this points to the importance of offering Indigenous families specific services to facilitate their 
transitions and thus support youth through their schooling.

4.3. Experiences of school transitions
If for some youth and their families the transition to another city is a stimulating and even liberating 
venture, it nonetheless brings its share of difficulties. Regardless of the circumstances that led to a 
move, the discussions documented in this study show that leaving the community and integrating a 
new school does not happen without facing certain challenges

EXPERIENCES RELATED TO THE URBAN ENVIRONMENT 
In this section, we first discuss four issues related to the transition to the urban environment. These are 
culture shock and the different pace between community and city; racism; isolation from family and 
social networks, and; the risk of losing one’s language. 

Integration into the city 
“It’s a culture shock” 
Adapting to the pace of the city and a different way of life was one of the challenges many people in 
this study mentioned. Living in an urban area involves administrative procedures, stress, loss of one’s 
reference points and adaptation to different social and cultural codes. 

Many of the people interviewed pointed out the multiple contrasts between the behaviours that 
are expected in the city and those that are normal in the community. They mentioned how they lost 
freedom when they moved to the city: 

“But the kids in the community… it’s a rural area, it’s like you could be yourself, you 
could be wild, you could be climbing the walls, you could be climbing the trees. But 
when they come here, it’s like they try to be like that. They don’t know the rules […] But 
here, they don’t know how to do it. It’s like there are more rules in the city, in town.” 
(Family) 
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“It’s a culture shock for them because none of it exists over there (in the community). 
That in itself is just big. […] They can walk around at night over there without worries 
[but] here [in town] at night, it’s a whole different story. So just those things are a big 
barrier, hard.” (Friendship Centre employee) 

“It’s a huge transition [...] because they’re not used to, I would say, so many rules. You 
know, some parents tell us: ‘I try to explain to my child that we are in town, things 
aren’t like [in the community].’ You can’t go out all night and then arrive whenever 
you want without [anyone knowing where you are]. Here in town it’s not like that. 
You know, there are more rules.” (Friendship Centre employee)

The city and the community are perceived as different worlds. Crossing over from one world to the 
other requires a shift in social norms and skills. These differences in attitudes and habits are even 
perceived between cities and adjacent communities. 

A psychosocial counselor explains what she observes in students who arrive in the city from the 
community and how these differences can affect young people: 

“It’s a transition to a society they aren’t familiar with and that has different norms. 
One isn’t better than the other; they are just different. [For example,] looking 
someone in the eyes when they talk to you. It’s not like that in their culture, on the 
reserve, for these young people. […] or having different boundaries about what is 
mine, what is yours, things like that. What I saw was a young man who became 
suicidal.” (Friendship Centre employee)

These differences in social skills can also be difficult for young people who have a hard time finding 
where they belong and their bearings in this new social and cultural system: 

 “This young man felt isolated because he didn’t understand the norms of the people 
around him, so... Well, he didn’t fit in.” (Friendship Centre employee) 

The difficulties in socializing with classmates and the changes in relationships with the home 
community that can occur after a transition can lead young people to question their identity and 
even experience significant psychological distress, as these two young people explain: 

“When I arrived in the community, I was white, then at my high school I was called 
an Indian.” (Youth)

“... when I went to school in [the city], I felt like an outcast with my friends in the 
community as well, because it’s kind of like I left. So, when you go to school in the 
town, you do feel a bit like an outcast from your own community members. It was 
challenging.” (Youth)
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It should also be noted that the whole family can also experience this culture shock. They come to 
the city to get more services, but access sometimes turns out to be more complicated than expected. 
Managing administrative aspects seems to be a major challenge many families experience when they 
arrive in the city.  Institutions, such as employers or school boards, do not have the same expectations 
as those in the community. This may make it difficult for families to understand and meet these 
expectations.  

“The administrative part is intense for a family. Some people don’t have their ID cards. 
They’re looking for spots in childcare [...] but some do not even have a birth certificate. 
All the steps that have to be done are intense.” (Friendship Centre employee)

The administrative burden can make families’ daily life exhausting. They perceive the city as “too 
complicated” and stressful, which sometimes precipitates their decision to return to the community 
after a while. The school staff members we met during this study all mentioned situations where student 
absenteeism or last-minute enrolment in the school year had required organizational adjustments at 
the start of the school year.

Prejudices and racism
“Racism is still alive and well today”
The vast majority of people interviewed in this study mentioned that racism is one of the major 
challenges they face in the city. In our study, 70% of Indigenous participants report that since arriving 
in the city they have been victims of racism or have seen their child victimized or bullied for being 
Indigenous.  Racism is still a major issue in many cities, as this community worker explained:

“I would also tell you, I will name it ‘how your child is welcomed,’ but behind the word 
‘welcome,’ there is racism and discrimination, which are still very present today. I don’t 
think there have been any major breakthroughs in the place Indigenous people are 
given. We tolerate. I think we’re in that dynamic, we tolerate it.”  (Friendship Centre 
employee)   

This opinion was echoed by this young woman:

“When I was in Secondary 1, I wanted to drop out of school because I was alone all 
the time and then I started being bullied. I told my grandparents about it and they said 
they’d experienced the same thing, but that they hadn’t given up. That helped me.”  
(Youth) 

Tensions stemming from non-Indigenous people’s racist behaviour can greatly affect the daily lives of 
families who have recently arrived in the city. This is worrisome for parents, who may have experienced 
racism and bullying in their own schooling in urban areas. They fear that their children will experience 
the same thing in public spaces or in school. A father recounted what he experienced as a child:  
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“I went to school in the city. It was really stressful for me. I didn’t know what to expect 
when I arrived in a big city, like Trois-Rivières. I had long hair back then. I was scared, 
you know. Young people laughed at me, because of my long hair and my braids [...] 
They called me a savage, that I should go back to where I came from, that I was not 
clean.” (Family)   

This stress can be exacerbated by the anxiety of having to negotiate with landlords or employers 
who sometimes refuse to accept an Indigenous candidate. Several parents told us about the trouble 
they had finding suitable housing for their families when they arrived in the city. They often reported 
falling victim to landlords’ prejudices. This attitude also seems to be present in public services, such 
as hospitals, social services or police forces. 

However, it should be noted that experiences of racism were variable. Some cities seem to be more 
welcoming than others, thus affecting families’ adaptation to their new environment. Several people 
mentioned that racism was less prevalent in large cities, such as Québec City or Montréal, where 
greater cultural and ethnic diversity leads Indigenous people to be less stigmatized. Parents, such as 
this young couple, explained how in other cities they felt ostracized; now living in a big city, they find 
their daily lives easier: 

“Here, we don’t stand out, we aren’t noticed. Here, people think we’re Spanish [...] 
There’s no difference. There’s no such thing as paranoia, you know. I am not paranoid 
here, but I was really paranoid [in the small town near the community]. There is a lot 
of racism there. They are nearby [a community], they hate each other a lot and you 
can feel it.”  (Family)  

Conflictual relationships appear to be more frequent in cities located near Indigenous communities. A 
community worker from a small town explained this by the history of tensions and misunderstandings 
between non-Indigenous residents and the Indigenous people living nearby. It would seem that racial 
stigma is sometimes so difficult to take some people choose instead to isolate themselves so as to 
avoid falling victim to racist behaviour. 

Isolation
 “I was really alone in town” 
The people we met during this study mentioned a third issue that arises as soon as they move to the 
city: their physical distance from their loved ones, families and social support networks. Extended 
families provide psychological, physical, economic and other support. Participants emphasized the 
difference between the mutual aid and social support available to them in their community and the 
social isolation they experienced in the city. Some people may be completely uprooted from their 
networks and culture, as was the case for these two participants:

“Adapting to the city is really hard, because in [a community], you have everyone’s 
help.” (Family)

“I was, like, afraid to move to the city. It was like uprooting myself when I was really 
anchored in the community.” (Family)
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Once in the city, people rely on their informal connections, such as an extended family member already 
living in the city, to learn about the resources available and to orient themselves. People still feel isolated all 
the same and even if some families travel many kilometres to join their loved ones in the community over 
holidays, for instance, not everyone is able to afford this expensive option. 

Transitioning to a new city can be particularly difficult for young adolescents, who have to build new 
friendships in their new school environment. Many young people talked about the isolation they felt in 
school:

“It was pretty hard because I really didn’t know anyone. I’d never been here before. You 
know, I only knew, like, two people. And I don’t know why, but they didn’t talk to me at all. 
Normally, when I’m not in school, I talk all the time. But in school now, I’m, like, I’m always 
off on my own. I don’t talk at all. I’m able to not talk for a whole day.” (Youth)

“Yeah, it’s hard. You’re away from your mom, you’re far from your dad, you’re far from 
everything. You connect in a new world. Should you commit suicide? You don’t know what 
to do anymore. You don’t have many friends in town. You clam up, you eat alone. In town, 
I’d eat lunch all alone all the time. I didn’t talk to anyone. I was the little guy off in a corner, 
listening to his music, in his own world.” (Youth) 

“You know, when you’re in the community, that’s how it is. You’re, like, you want to be cool. 
So when you’re the coolest and then you move to the city, you’re not anymore. You’re really, 
like…What are they going to think if I’m wearing these shoes? In my community they like 
it, you know. What do they like here or what do I have to do to be cool? To fit in.” (Young 
mother) 

For young people living in boarding homes for the school year, the distance from their families is even 
greater.  By the age of 11 or 12, some young people leave not only their communities, but also their parents 
and extended family members. 

“So, it’s hard leaving a family when you’re 11 or 12 years old. It’s really hard. And sometimes 
you’ll be living with family. But sometimes you’re bounced around to people you don’t 
even know. You might not know who you live with. So just that is big.”  (Friendship Centre 
employee)

Since communications technologies are less or not at all available in remote areas, children are not always 
able to talk with their families on a daily basis. School transitions therefore involve living with new people 
and adapting to a new daily environment and routine.  

Linguistic and cultural loss
“I don’t want to lose my language” 
Language and, more broadly, communication is the fourth element that can be difficult for Indigenous 
families as they transition to a city. In the Atikamekw, Côte-Nord Innu and Anishinabeg communities, 
Indigenous languages are commonly used as the primary languages of communication. This means that 
French and English are often people’s second and sometimes even third language. When they arrive in the 
city, children and families therefore experience a linguistic transition, having to communicate in a language 
they do not always master. 
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Parents often feel that their choice to move to the city involves sadness about the language their 
children will master. Some complained that living in the city meant that their children would never 
be educated in their native tongue, and therefore that this would have a negative influence on the 
preservation of their culture and language. In addition, the urban education system tends to discourage 
children from speaking their native languages (see section 1). 

Young people who have lived mostly in cities reported that they do indeed notice losing their language: 

“I don’t want to lose my language but, at the same time, I want to speak French. You 
know, there are many young people who have been losing their mother tongues like 
that since they arrived.”  (Youth)

“A few conversations [in my language], yes [my children are able], but now I notice 
that they are speaking more and more French. This worries me because my language 
is important to me. It will be difficult to strike this balance between school, where he 
wants to get better in French, and home, and keeping the language alive.” (Young 
family) 

Parents sometimes hope to quickly go back to their community (after their own studies) so that their 
children can learn their language again.  

“I want him to know that he is part of a community, for him to have a sense of belonging. 
Since he can speak his language too. I don’t want him to lose it.” (Family)  

Parents who are forced to move to the city to provide their children specialized services deplored 
the fact that it is impossible to get specialized resources in their first language. For example, there 
are no specialized Atikamekw caregivers to work with an autistic Atikamekw child.  Study participants 
did not mention the option of using an interpreter during interventions, even though this practice is 
recommended by most specialists as a way off supporting bilingual children with language difficulties. 
For the time being, Indigenous families have no choice but to accept services in French, at the cost of 
losing their child’s native language.

“Since my son has a severe language impairment, we had to give up our mother tongue 
so that he could access services, like a speech therapist, so that he could understand. 
That’s why we said we’d speak French with him. But we were reluctant. I felt bad about 
it.” (Family)  

In short, regardless of the circumstances that led to the move and subsequent school transition, the 
discussions conducted during this research showed that leaving the community and integrating into 
a new urban and/or school environment comes not without certain personal and family difficulties 
and challenges to overcome. Leaving a home community and the distance from family support forces 
many adjustments. For youth and their families, a transition to an urban area means adapting to a new 
environment and this can lead to experiences of racism, culture shock and social isolation. Transitions 
also sometimes mean the loss of one’s native language, an important part of culture. Thus, urban 
Indigenous youths’ educational transitions fit into a much broader context of transformation and are 
not just a simple change of school or cycle. 
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EXPERIENCES RELATED TO THE SCHOOL ENVIRONMENT
Indigenous youth’s relationship with the school environment is another aspect of their transitions. In 
this section, we will highlight how schools welcome and follow-up on Indigenous students, and the 
impact these relationships have on youth’s academic journey.

This study identifies four dimensions of the educational realities of Indigenous youth in transition: 
schools’ lack of knowledge of Indigenous realities, communication issues, the reception and ranking 
of Indigenous students, and finally interrupted schooling. By addressing these four dimensions, it will 
be possible to illustrate how the realities of school transitions extend to Indigenous children’s entire 
educational experiences. 

Lack of knowledge of Indigenous realities
“... teachers have to get to know the student’s background”  
There is a generalized lack of knowledge and understanding of Indigenous people in schools that is 
similar to the widespread lack that exists in cities. This lack of knowledge in the Quebec educational 
community is reflected by the lack, or even absence, of quantitative data on Indigenous students 
attending city schools. Elementary and secondary institutions do not systematically count the number 
of Indigenous students in their schools, and there is no available data on the identification, ranking and 
distribution of these youth across the Quebec public school system.

The following figures are therefore based on deductions made by the school staff members we met. 

In Roberval, for example, about 9% of high school students and 11% of elementary school students are 
Indigenous. This proportion would be more diffuse in large urban centres, such as Quebec City or Trois-
Rivières, where there are perhaps 8 to 10 Indigenous students in an elementary school of approximately 
350 students. In Maniwaki, Woodland Elementary/Secondary School, which is overseen by the Western 
Quebec English School Board, has a higher proportion of Indigenous students, at 70%. 

Although they remain limited in describing the urban Indigenous population, Statistics Canada data 
corroborate the population growth of Indigenous people in several Quebec cities. For example, the First 
Nations population in the Québec City metropolitan area tripled, from 2,070 to 6,225 citizens, between 
the 2006 and 2016 censuses (Statistics Canada, 2018). The Indigenous and school community staff we 
met mentioned the increase in the concentration of Indigenous students in elementary and secondary 
schools across Quebec. 

Despite these estimates, it is important to note that there is currently no mechanism in place to monitor 
the evolution of the Indigenous presence in Quebec public schools. Also, many young people told us 
that they have experienced bullying because they are Innu, Atikamekw or Anishinabeg, because they 
have difficulty communicating in French, or because they are behind in the academics for their age 
group. 
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We also collected several testimonials revealing teachers’ frequently stereotypical image of Indigenous 
students. Some teachers consider Indigenous students to be shy, introverted, quiet, discreet, not 
participatory, difficult to communicate with, not always understanding or understood, with lower school 
attendance, and with significant academic delays. According to one high school teacher:  

“There is something that naturally blocks Indigenous people. It’s unfortunate, but it’s 
embarrassment or shyness. Indigenous people are closed. They don’t try, they often say 
‘I can’t do my presentation, I’m too embarrassed.’ Who knows why. It seems it’s like in 
their DNA. It’s almost outright dysfunctional. So what happens when we’re talking about 
transition? Well, of course, this shyness blocks them, prevents them from exploring their 
strengths [...] It is appalling, this embarrassment that is almost national in Indigenous 
people [...] It prevents them from progressing in their talents. From exploring their 
strengths. Well, that’s my opinion. I mean, that’s my humble opinion right there.” (School 
staff member)   

This interpretation of some students’ behaviours as a specific mark of Indigenous cultural identity can 
lead to stigmatization and that in turn contributes to hindering Indigenous youth’s academic progress. 

According to a school staff member who has piloted several innovative initiatives with Indigenous youth 
in her secondary school, these attitudes among teachers reveal prejudice against Indigenous students 
and thus are a form of tolerated or trivialized racism. She says: “It is an accepted form of racism. My 
co-workers parrot huge prejudices that we wouldn’t accept about other cultures.” She went on to say 
that people are curious about other cultures but not about Indigenous cultures. Young people who are 
stigmatized in their schools have a harder time reaching their full academic, identity and social potential.

It is also common to hear from school staff members, like some of the ones we met with, that the academic 
difficulties Indigenous youth face stem from their parents’ “sloppy” child rearing, to unfavourable or 
unstable family situations or to parents’ laxity in dealing with their kids’ absenteeism. In short, there is 
a widespread belief that Indigenous parents do not sufficiently communicate the importance of school 
to their children. 

As a result, the beliefs among many teachers in regards to Indigenous students, their parents and their 
parents’ attitudes about school show little sensitivity to Indigenous people in general and even less to 
the cultural realities and contexts of the Indigenous youth who transitioning to schools in the teachers’ 
city or region. Some parents report that they do not attend school meetings because they do not feel 
comfortable there: “It’s intimidating, you don’t feel like you belong, so you don’t go.”  (Family) As a 
whole, the testimonials we collected showed that many schools are unable to welcome Indigenous 
parents in a safe and secure manner or to forge a relationship of trust with them.
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Difficulties in communicating with Indigenous families
“There are cultural stereotypes on both sides”
Language is often a barrier for Indigenous parents. Sometimes struggling to understand French or English, 
some parents don’t ask school professionals for help, for fear of not being able to understand what is being 
said and of not being able to meet the requirements of the non-Indigenous school setting. This is particularly 
striking among Anishinabeg families in Maniwaki who speak English as a second language, while the rest of 
the city’s non-Indigenous population is predominantly French-speaking. 

Language adaptation is indeed the most important academic challenge participants in this study faced. Almost 
half (38/71) of respondents raised language as the greatest challenge to their inclusion in the city. In schools, 
Indigenous children often find themselves immersed in a language they do not speak fluently, given that for 
the majority of people we met, neither English nor French is their native language. Furthermore, schools in 
the communities often favour Indigenous mother tongues, especially in children’s first years of schooling. A 
young person explained the challenge of arriving in the city:

“From elementary, when I first moved here, I didn’t speak a word of English. So, I only spoke 
Algonquin. So that was difficult, because I didn’t understand anybody. Like, I struggled in 
school to do journals, to do math. You know, I didn’t know any of that. I wasn’t prepared for 
any of that, especially trying to understand the teachers or whatever.”  (Youth)  

We also found during this study that some parents had the idea that it was a disadvantage to their children’s 
schooling to speak different languages at home and at school. As a result, some have stopped speaking to 
their children in their mother tongues, for fear of creating confusion and making their kids’ schooling more 
difficult. It would seem that this idea is sometimes instilled by teachers, who ask parents to speak French at 
home to get their children practising.10 This reduces or even extinguishes Indigenous language skills in young 
children, who end up no longer speaking their language. This mother’s testimony expressed the frustration 
she has in this regard: 

“It’s tough. It was almost like blame at first from the teachers: «But do you speak French at 
home? You have to speak to them in French, you have to speak to them in French so that they 
learn more French vocabulary. It was like an insult to me because we already speak French 
when we leave the house. You know, you already have to speak French with everyone you 
meet. Home is practically the only place where we can speak our language. And then to go tell 
me I have to speak French at home too... C’mon, it’s too much!” (Family) 

The lack of knowledge of Indigenous realities among some non-Indigenous teachers contributes to making 
school transitions difficult for youth. As this parent explained, this lack of knowledge influences the relationships 
between students and their teachers:  

“It’s like the teachers have to get to know the student’s background… Especially with the 
relationship between the teachers and the students. Like, what I hear from my nephew? It’s 
like the teachers over there, they’re not very nice, you know? […] But it’s hard for my nephew 
to try to cope with the teachers because he’s coming from the community. He’s coming to 
a high school in town, you know? Like, there’s a big gap there of not connecting the dots, 
building relationship with the students.”   (Famille) 

10  However, this request goes against current knowledge of bilingualism and the fact that learning two languages does not cause problems for youth (see 
section 1). 
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This lack of understanding and trust at school squelches motivation and can lead students to adopt 
protective mechanisms, such as voluntary silence. These in turn have a negative impact on their school 
perseverance, as this Native Friendship Centre employee explained:

“We also see voluntary silence. Our Atikamekw kids arrive at school [in the city], and they 
no longer speak. They don’t talk to non-Indigenous people. They don’t talk to teachers. 
They don’t talk to the principal. They talk in Atikamekw [among themselves] and then 
the teachers reprimand them: ‘No, you can’t speak Atikamekw here!’ When sometimes 
it’s them just helping each other out. They help each other. They speak to each other in 
Atikamekw to support each other. But the teachers feel threatened.” (Friendship Centre 
employee)  

School staff’s lack of knowledge of Indigenous cultures and realities is particularly difficult for kids 
transitioning from a community to a non-Indigenous school. Indeed, these pupils have to adjust socially, 
but also academically (i.e. how success is conceived, how to organize time, how school is set up and 
functions, and attendance). Children have left an educational setting where other students and teachers 
were familiar, and who valued and encouraged the acquisition of cultural knowledge and traditional 
knowledge. They then arrive among strangers in a new, larger school where they are often a cultural 
minority, in an educational environment with objectives focused on assessments and quantifiable 
academic learning outcomes, while their knowledge base is different.  

Most new Indigenous students who have moved to a city face such dilemmas, which keep them from 
developing a sense of belonging to the school and contributes to squelching their motivation in school. 

 

Lack of specific services and procedures to welcome Indigenous students
“We don’t fit into the Quebec education system” 
Although all the interviewees mentioned the importance of adequately welcoming Indigenous youth as 
they transition to a new school, special attention should be given to how schools currently address the 
specific needs of these students. In this section, we will first examine intake and support services, and 
then assess the academics and special needs of Indigenous students. 

In sum, among the schools approached for this study, we were able to identify only 5 out of 10 in 
3 school boards that had programs or activities specifically designed for Indigenous students. While 
some schools offer tailored services, such as speech-language pathology, to new students, staff rarely 
distinguish between services for Indigenous people, immigrants or students with learning disabilities. 
Some staff members explained to us that they could not offer services specific to this population because 
there were too few Indigenous students in their school. 

In particular, French-second-language services drew strong reactions from many Indigenous parents, 
who would like their children to be better supported in learning French. However, Indigenous students 
do not have access to these services, which are available only to immigrants. For example, at the Pays-
des-Bleuets school board, three criteria must be met to access FSL services: 1) the language spoken 
at home must be a language other than French; 2) the mother’s native language must be a language 
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other than French; and 3) the child must be enrolled in a French-language school for the first time. 
While Indigenous people may meet the first two criteria, the third often excludes them. Schools 
in the communities are generally considered Francophone or Anglophone, even if the majority of 
teachers use an Indigenous language.  

“FSL is not offered to Indigenous youth [in the community] because they are 
not considered immigrants [...] Then here [at the high school] [FSL isn’t offered] 
either, because we have a curricula to follow. Then it becomes remedial education. 
But talk about barriers: this one is real, because they think in Innu, they think in 
Atikamekw. They are always translating in their heads. It’s exhausting.” (School 
staff member) 

“At first, I asked the school if they could enrol her in the FSL class, but I was 
immediately told that no, it’s for immigrants. It kind of shocked me a little bit, I 
mean how is it for a child who doesn’t have French as a native language?  Difficult 
time understanding? He’s coming from the community where he spoke Atikamekw. 
Even if they were taught in French sometimes, it’s the second language in the 
community.” (Family) 

However, some school boards and schools (mainly elementary schools, where there are more 
Indigenous students) support initiatives that meet the needs of Indigenous youth, for example 
through the 15060 Measures – Support for Indigenous and Northern Development Projects of the 
Ministère de l’Éducation et de l’Enseignement supérieur (MEES) 11 (see section 5.3 for examples 
of funded initiatives). However, the use of these funds is disputed, given the apparent lack of 
follow-up on the actual investment in an Indigenous clientele. This is the case of a school staff 
member, who expressed concern about the lack of guidance for teachers who accept a task under 
this measure: “Yeah, when you have the job, there’s no one pushing you. You don’t have to be 
accountable. I could have done anything and everything and it would have been fine. There is 
no follow-up.” (School staff member)  We observe that some schools value specific activities to 
foster cultural pride in Indigenous students, but generally there is little room for the cultural and 
linguistic recognition of Indigenous people in Quebec schools.

Another important issue is how Indigenous students’ academic levels and special needs are 
assessed at their arrival in a new urban school.  Schools perceive a significant difference in literacy 
and numeracy achievement between Indigenous and non-Indigenous students of the same age. 
It is generally considered that students from a community school are not at the academic level 
expected of their age group. While some schools implement special measures that allow Indigenous 
students to catch up on their academics while staying on the regular track, other schools place 
Indigenous students in lower grades (sometimes even two years below their age) or are sent to 
specialized remedial classes or to the vocational track. A youth explained his experience: 

“We moved here and then it was really hard. When I arrived at [school], they said I 
was late, but the learning is not the same [in the community]. So, I was like a year 
late. It was really hard. It took like a year, maybe two years, let’s say, for me to be 
good.” (Young Friendship Centre employee)  

11  Consult the document on the MEES’s budgetary operating rules on pages 80 and 81 for more details on these measures: http://
www.education.gouv.qc.ca/fileadmin/site_web/documents/education/RB-CS-18-21-fonc-amend-aout18.pdf.
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For example, in several of the schools we visited during this study, a disproportionate number of Indigenous 
people were in remedial classes. This was the case in one of the high schools visited. According to the 
staff members at this high school, 95% of Indigenous students are in special education classes. As a result, 
these students find themselves on a vocational track, from the age of 13 on. These large proportions of 
students sent on special educational tracks is a concern for parents, and some teachers also question this 
practice. One teacher commented:  

“I find the school not adapted for them, half of them drop out every year... I would like to 
know why they are all in special education?” (School staff member)

Some young people say that their parents had to argue with school administrators to let them start their 
school year in regular classes where they would be able to close the academic gap (especially due to the 
difficulty of learning in French). Others said no one has ever explained why they were on a particular 
track, as was the case with this student:  

“I don’t know why they put me in CC1 (special education class). I just didn’t react. [...] I 
got put in CC1. I thought I was going to regular, but they put me in CC1. I still don’t get 
it.” (Youth) 

One student said how this led him to quit school:

“I ended up going to school in town, at the high school here. And the school was different. 
It was hard. There was a lot of students. There was like a French sector, so it was kind of 
like culture shock all over again. And the workload was harder. So I really, really struggled. 
I tried to graduate all the way, but I was always put into a special class, which I didn’t like.”  
(Family)

These concerns go hand-in-hand with questions about the overabundance of diagnoses of learning 
problems among Indigenous students. A psychoeducator who works at the Centre d’amitié autochtone 
du Lac-Saint-Jean explained that she works closely with the Atikamekw communities to screen for 
developmental difficulties and delays specifically in Atikamekw children. The “conventional” screening 
processes in most other educational settings, particularly in urban areas, are carried out by school staff: 

“So I think that, to get an idea of a kid’s profile, capacity and difficulties, school staff do 
a remedial education assessment. At least that’s what I’m hearing. So we’re trying to 
situate it and there’s the whole question of... When we talk about evaluation, there’s 
culture and there’s language, which is surprisingly not really taken into consideration in 
the interpretation of the evaluations of young people coming from communities [...] I 
think it certainly leads to an over-diagnosis of problems, actually an over-diagnosis and 
an under-diagnosis as well.” (Friendship Centre employee)

The education system’s management of these “cases” reveals one of the difficulties raised by community 
and school staff, namely the lack of transfer of school records and assessments of children when they 
move from an Indigenous community school to a new school in the city. A school counsellor explains:
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“Transitions and city changes happen at any time, even during the school year. Sometimes 
we have kids who arrive in May who we’d never seen before. We take them in. We try to 
integrate them as much as possible, but the transitions, I would say that when they leave 
[the community], because it is from there that they come mostly, when they leave [the 
community] and then they arrive here, what’s difficult is that their academic records don’t 
follow. This means that students and their parents do not arrive with anything in their 
student files. It means that we start from scratch when there were interventions, there 
were things that were tried with the student, things that were put in place that probably 
worked super well with them.”  (School staff member)  

Without information on the follow-ups carried out in the community school, the young person’s schooling 
is once again made more complex: the new school environment must start the young person’s assessment 
processes over, sometimes without having culturally appropriate knowledge and skills to properly analyze 
and support these students. 

Interrupted schooling
“there’s not a single Indigenous person I know who has followed a perfect academic path”  
These different realities contribute to the complexity of Indigenous youths’ daily experiences in school and, 
for many, result in discontinuous schooling. Indeed, the majority of the Indigenous adults we interviewed 
had not followed a continuous academic path. They interrupted their studies during high school for various 
personal and family reasons (for example, loss of motivation and interest in studying, difficulty of classes, 
pregnancy or substance abuse). 

The young teenagers we met also told us that many of their high school friends had dropped out because 
they were no longer motivated. Young people in Joliette estimated that this was the case for about 50% 
of their friends. Indeed, a significant proportion of Indigenous youth have been observed to drop out of 
school around the age of 14, in Secondary 2. However, the data suggest that the majority will later return 
to school one or more times, either through adult or continuing education, to obtain their high school or 
vocational diploma. Some go on to pursue post-secondary education. 

It would seem that the difficulties young people experience in urban schools leads them to consider adult 
and continuing education from the age of 16 onwards, as an appealing solution for getting their high 
school diploma. According to some, this program offers more freedom and flexibility than high school, 
since students can progress at their own pace. In some institutions, such as the Centre de développement 
de la formation et de la main-d’œuvre (CDFM) huron-wendat, a professional training centre in Wendake, 
young people find themselves in a classroom where the majority of their classmates are Indigenous, and 
this context allows them to get involved and learn in a community spirit. For others, training that leads to 
a vocational degree is more stimulating than secondary schooling, since it provides learning that is more 
practically applied.

It is important to remember that these personal paths also fit into a collective past and healing process. 
Indeed, today’s generation of elementary and secondary students are often the third since the residential 
schools. This particularly significant period in the history of Indigenous Peoples in Canada and Quebec 
continues to have a major impact on current generations, among other things on their relationship with 
the Quebec education system. This father reported trying to understand and overcome this baggage: 
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“[My parents] are residential school survivors. And because my parents’ childhood, they 
weren’t shown care, you know. They didn’t show them love, they didn’t show them how 
to care for people. It was just always like rulers, detention, and stuff like that. So, I don’t 
blame my parents, the way they drink, because that was the effect after, you know, 
from the trauma that they had from residential school. And whatever, however they 
were raised in residential school is how they raised me. And that was always tough. So, 
me, I’m trying to break the cycle. Like, me, I show a lot of love. I show love to my kids. 
You know, I try not to act out my anger on them, because that’s still going to connect 
them to the residential school…how they were raised, how my parents were raised. So, 
that’s what they call the intergeneration trauma, and it’s always going down to every 
generation. Because my parents were never shown love in residential school. So, that 
takes a lot of our people, my people.” (Family)   

One staff member commented that discontinuous trajectories are common, but must be viewed 
positively: 

“The line is not necessarily straight. Because I don’t have a friend, a family member, 
not even myself... there is not an Indigenous person I know who has a perfect academic 
record, who will finish on time, because we have cultural realities. We have children 
young, it delays [graduation]. We have troubles. We don’t fit into the Quebec education 
system. It’s not for no reason we aren’t able to do it one shot.” (Friendship Centre staff 
member) 

For many Indigenous people, coming back to school is a way to explore, to get to know themselves and 
to build trust, as one practitioner put it:  

“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)

In short, the academic realities Indigenous youth experience are marked by different relational expe-
riences that influence their daily lives at school. School professionals’ lack of knowledge about Indi-
genous realities, difficulty communicating and the ways students are welcomed and assessed do not 
promote a harmonious educational path for Indigenous students, who often find themselves with dis-
continuous academic journeys and very low graduation rates.
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5. PROMISING PRACTICES
Learning about how to support the Indigenous students’ and families’ school transitions requires a better 
understanding of the practices currently identified as positive and as facilitating school transitions. In this 
section, we will discuss three types of existing best practices: those coming out of the Friendship Centres, 
those developed in collaboration with the Centres and those offered by schools. This review of best 
practices will lead us, in the following section, to identify approaches to consider with a view to moving 
toward more harmonious transitions for young Indigenous people and their families, and proposing the 
ways to get there.

5.1. In the Native Friendship Centres  
In each city participating in this study, the Native Friendship Centre provided essential support, to both 
children and families, that facilitated school transitions. As we have seen, children’s school transitions 
cannot be dissociated from those of their family, hence the importance of supporting every member of 
the family. The following are several activities and programs participants in this study identified as having 
a positive impact on their school transitions. 

 
Providing a range of services and activities for children and adolescents.  
The Centres develop their services and activities in response to the needs 
and realities of the youth who visit them. For example, in Maniwaki, 
where a significant proportion of urban Indigenous people are young 
teenagers, employees have focused on organizing various activities, such 
as free lunches, dance nights and cultural activities. It has been important 
for them to focus on cultural activities that reinforce identity-based pride, 
such as a cultural summer camp with Elders and a group of drummers. 
These activities build self-confidence and break isolation, while providing 
a safe and warm place for youth to meet, receive support and have 
positive experiences.  

Support offered in all the Friendship Centres we visited, homework assistance was identified as a particularly 
important service. This resource provides urban Indigenous youth with academic support and stimulates 
their interest in and motivation for learning. These services not only provide academic support, they also 
work to strengthen young people’s social identity by building on identity-based pride and providing a 
culturally safe space.  

Mother and daughter at homework 
assistance in MAMUK
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THE DRUMMING GROUP AT THE MANIWAKI NATIVE FRIENDSHIP CENTRE  
Cultural workers from the Maniwaki Native Friendship Centre invited young teenage boys to join 
a group of drummers. In recent years, these young people have had the opportunity to travel and 
perform at various events, which has strengthened their confidence. A group of adolescent girls was 
also formed, at their request. All these youth benefit from the mentoring of young adults who are 
invested in Anishinabeg cultural pride. 

“For sure. It’s been a positive activity for some 
children. It brings them back to their culture. It teaches 
them their culture. It gives them something positive 
to do. I mean they’ve gone to different gigs. Like they 
opened up for Bryan Adams. It’s giving them different 
experience and showing them what’s out there, the 
possibilities. So I find it’s been a really positive thing 
for them.” (Employee, Maniwaki Native Friendship 
Centre)

YOUNG ENTREPRENEURS WORKSHOPS AT THE CENTRE 
D’AMITIÉ AUTOCHTONE DU LAC-SAINT-JEAN

The Centre d’amitié autochtone du Lac-Saint-Jean in Roberval 
holds many activities for children and teenagers. It organizes 
cooking workshops and physical fitness for girls, as well a young 
entrepreneurs project. These workshops allow young teenagers 
to discover talents and interests, build their self-confidence and 
strengthen their social networks.  

These activities help youth feel supported, valued and connected to other Indigenous people. As a 
result, Native Friendship Centres are a safe environment conducive to listening and trust. The Centre’s 
staff members are remarkable in their sensitivity, open mindedness and listening skills. It is by paying this 
kind of attention to young people, to their daily concerns and emotions that staff members build special 
relationships with youth and provide them with the help, support and attention these young people need 
to feel more comfortable 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 school experience. 
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PARENTING GROUP AT THE CENTRE D’AMITIÉ AUTOCHTONE DE LANAUDIÈRE
The parenting group at the Centre d’amitié autochtone de Lanaudière (CAAL) is one example of 
a program set up to help youth. Called Witcihitisotan (mutual aid), it is a place where parents of 
children and adolescents can listen and be heard and receive and offer support. Group members 
expressed their views on the importance of having a culturally appropriate place to gather in solida-
rity, talk, support each other in healing and work together to address the challenges of parenthood.  

“What I find great about the group is that parents can 
confide in each other about what they are going through. 
You know, they have people who are there to take care of 
each other, to support each other. They’re parents of 
teenagers. It’s pretty tough [parenting] that age. But it’s 
never the same for a teenager. So it gives them some 
support, then it also gives them... Get it off their chest, talk 
it out.” (Family from Joliette) 

“It is also stimulating to do activities with your child. You 
know, he sees you participating, it’s something that’s 
good. We give each other advice. It’s together that we’re 
going to move forward.” (Family from Joliette) 

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, housing searches, etc.) or to facilitate access to medical and psychological services, the Native 
Friendship Centres in Quebec try to meet the many needs families in urban areas feel on a daily basis. These 
resources facilitate young people’s transitions to a new urban and school environment. 

FAMILY TIME MANAGEMENT TOOL AT THE CENTRE 
D’AMITIÉ AUTOCHTONE DU LAC-SAINT-JEAN 

In the fall of 2018, the Centre d’amitié autochtone du 
Lac-Saint-Jean launched its family time management 
tool to help parents organize a healthy routine for their 
children. This tool is also a way to maintain a link, offer 
training and follow-up between families and the Centre’s 
workers, while informing parents of the various services 
available in the city. 
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Strengthening a sense of belonging to an urban Indigenous community. People get involved in the 
Native Friendship Centres in their city to receive help, but also to support others and share common 
experiences. “It’s a second home”  (Family), where people can feel comfortable expressing their culture and 
meeting each other. Thus, the Centres organize family and cultural activities that foster intergenerational 
relationships and mutual support (cooking, studying, cultural outings, women’s circles, crafts, group 
dinners, Indigenous language classes, etc.).

“I would say it’s a cultural refuge. When you arrive 
from the community, you need to keep seeing people 
from home, you need to speak your language, you need 
to feel that if you need help, the Centre is the place for 
that. It’s reassuring.” (Family) 

 

5.2. In collaboration with the Friendship Centres
Friendship Centres also play a key role in the relationships that can be forged with schools. The Centres’ 
staff are currently working to strengthen ties with local schools with a view to supporting Indigenous 
children when it comes to reception, follow-ups, homework assistance, shuttle services, liaison with 
parents, etc. 

Thus, the Centres are working to set up several awareness-raising training courses for school teachers 
and staff. For example, in the fall of 2018, the CAALSJ collaborated with teachers to invite an Indigenous 
expert to Roberval’s high school to raise awareness, for the first time, about cultural safety and Indigenous 
students: 

“As soon as school started in the fall, we did a workshop 
that was mandatory for all the teachers in the high 
school. And you know, they weren’t happy because, you 
know, the start of the school year is a busy period... We 
understood that, but it so happened that I met one of the 
teachers in another setting and she told me that yes, they 
were not very enthusiastic about this workshop at first, 
but that they considered that there were really important 
and relevant elements, and that it was very interesting.” 
(Friendship Centre employee)  

Although sometimes these relationships take time to develop, the Centres are major allies for the schools 
with whom they collaborate. This was the opinion of one Centre member, a parent who considers that 
their Centre facilitates kids’ transitions from community to city and makes a real difference in students’ 
daily lives and school perseverance. 
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“Well, for them, I think that the Friendship Centre makes the transition a lot easier. Like, 
I wish I had that when I was young. Somewhere to go, somewhere to help you with 
homework. Somewhere where you could eat because a lot of times, I didn’t get lunch. I 
wasn’t really taken care of. Where there’s a support system. I find there’s a lot of support 
here. I think that the Friendship Centre makes the transition a lot easier. They have 
real support. Even because they work side by side with the school, so depending on the 
situation, we always have somebody that’s ready to take care of the situation.”  (Family)  

The principal of an English-language high school also expressed his appreciation for the Centre’s support 
of the Indigenous students in his school: 

“Outstanding, I mean the support that they offer to our students, you know, as you were 
there and you met some of our students, they’re there every day at lunch. I mean yeah, 
they’re going there for the food, we’ll be honest. But at the same time, Charlotte and 
her team, they’re giving little workshops during lunchtime. They’re helping the students. 
We’ve seen an increase in the level of engagement in our students. A lot of our students 
are, you know, staying for the entire year because of the Friendship Centre. So, in the past, 
maybe let’s say five years ago, before the Friendship Centre was here, students would 
come down and there’d be some challenges, you know, adjusting to [life in town] because 
there weren’t those supports there. Now, with the Friendship Centre, it makes a huge 
difference because they always have things going on for the students and there’s so much 
support there. It’s amazing!” (School staff member) 

This kind of strengthening of ties between schools and Native Friendship Centres in other Quebec cities 
would also help young people persevere and succeed. 

School liaison officers in the Native Friendship Centres. Another form of collaboration that we identified 
is a school liaison officer, who was hired 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 drive home the importance of paying attention to the specific needs and realities of 
Indigenous students in their schools. The school liaison officer’s role is extremely welcomed, in a context 
where there is an increasing number of Indigenous students attending the city’s schools.

“In any case, for the time being, I do a lot of work supporting parents, supporting families, 
the children themselves all to help the children succeed in school. I’m there to make the 
parents feel safe, so sometimes it’s easier for them to express themselves when they 
have an Indigenous person with them. Just speaking in your language to express yourself 
better, to get help to choosing your words. Sometimes I act as a liaison between the school 
staff and the families. Because the staff don’t understand what is going on for Indigenous 
families. They wonder why parents don’t show up for the meetings. Is it because they 
neglect their kids? But it’s not that, of course. That’s where I fit in so that the two parties 
can understand each other, so that they can work together. Because there are cultural 
stereotypes on both sides, issues that need to be understood. And I get it. I see when there 
is misinformation, prejudices.” (Friendship Centre employee)  
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Raising the various non-Indigenous actors’ awareness of Indigenous realities. The Friendship Centres 
believe that 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. Through the Tables locales d’accessibilité aux services en milieu urbain pour les Autochtones,12 
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. A Centre employee in charge of the local Table saw her role 
as follows:   

“I gather all the front-line workers or the main organizations in the town of Maniwaki and put 
together an action plan. We work together to combat different barriers that the First Nations 
living in the town of Maniwaki face every day, like the language, the racism.” (Friendship 
Centre employee)

In addition, the Friendship Centre offered workshops to raise awareness about Indigenous realities among 
all public employees in the areas of education, justice and health and social services. In this way, they tried 
to guide and equip these authorities for interventions with Indigenous people. These actions contribute 
to a safer and more comfortable environment for all Indigenous people in the city and region, which can 
contribute to more harmonious school transitions for children.

5.3. In schools 
Our research team identified several school initiatives that address the needs of Indigenous students 
attending their institutions. All the best practices presented here were identified by research participants as 
being promising ways to accompany Indigenous youth and support them through their school transitions.  
We saw that, although without any kind of classification per se, these initiatives varied by type, ranging from 
specific activities for Indigenous students to visible recognition of Indigenous cultures in the school, the use 
of Indigenous pedagogy13 and even changes to curricula. Here is an overview of what was shared about these 
initiatives: 

Creating spaces where Indigenous students come together. In the two elementary schools in Roberval, 
the Mamu Project offers about 15 young Indigenous students weekly activities and social support aimed at 
enhancing their identity and culture. The program leader explained:

“The goal is really to work on self-esteem and cultural pride, to do activities that touch them 
in their culture and then to make that culture shine... What we really want is for them to feel 
at home, to feel good in school, that they feel comfortable coming to school because often, 
let’s say, they don’t necessarily feel a sense of belonging [....] So far, it’s been once a week, we  
 
 
 

12   The local tables on urban accessibility to services for urban Indigenous people, co-chaired by Friendship Centres and a regional branch of the 
Quebec Directorate, have been in place since 2017 in the regions of Sept-Îles, the Vallée-de-l’Or, Mauricie–Centre-du-Québec, Maniwaki and 
Montréal.  

13  Indigenous pedagogy is consistent with the learning styles of most Indigenous learners, but it is also a worthwhile option for all students and 
teachers. This pedagogy is based on the following principles: learning is through participation, experimentation and observation; authentic 
learning experiences are sought out on the land; enjoyment of learning and multisensory experiences are encouraged; Elders and guardians of 
Indigenous knowledge are crucial; the teacher acts primarily as a guide and learning is primarily aimed at lifelong self-development. (Campeau, 
2015) 
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see the students for an hour, let’s say, every Wednesday afternoon [...] It’s because of being 
all together, they find each other. It seems that when they come, the pressure drops and 
they can be themselves... We’re guessing it’s working because absenteeism is going down. 
They attend school more, but there are also some kids who come just for this.” (School staff 
member) 

Getting support from a resource specifically dedicated to Indigenous students. An resource specially 
dedicated to Indigenous students in Trois-Rivières works in two of the city’s schools to support Indigenous 
elementary-school students with learning disabilities. She has been building relationships with students, 
parents and the school community for 18 years now and many consider her work to be essential: “She is 
a bit like the buffer between school and parents, she does wonders [...] She serves as a liaison with some 
parents, with some schools.” (Friendship Centre employee in Trois-Rivières). This employee has training in 
second-language teaching and supports 15 Indigenous students with learning disabilities and their families. 
Funding for this position, which comes under the MEES 15060 measure (Support for Indigenous and Northern 
Development Projects), must be reapplied for each year. This funding is not even enough to cover a full-time 
teaching load for the whole school year. As a result, other schools and school boards may prefer to assign 
this teaching task to round out another employee’s workload, even if they have no expertise in Indigenous 
realities.

High-school teachers’ committee for Indigenous people. Some initiatives aim to enhance the value of 
Indigenous cultures in schools and the integration of Indigenous youth. The “Indigenous committee” at the 
high school in Roberval, made up of a few teachers, is tasked with reflecting on the realities their students 
experience and making recommendations to the school administration. 

A high school teacher in Joliette talks about the scope of a project that sought to foster cultural appreciation. 
This teacher and her class of Indigenous students produced a book of poetry in collaboration with students 
from the local Cégep:  

“I think that Indigenous students must adapt, must follow the program as much as they can, 
make an effort to attend and all that… But that they did this particular project, and activities 
and projects that are truly related to Indigenous realities, this can also help them persevere 
and follow through on projects connected to who they are and that they also created. And I 
think we had an impact on a number of people, we’ve been able to make some things clear 
[...] I know that carrying out a project has made them very proud. Holding that book in their 
hands, they were really happy to have gone all the way and have a tangible result like that. 
They were very happy.” (School staff member)  

Adopting 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 has incorporated Indigenous pedagogy into their teaching. 
This makes room for Indigenous cultures and languages via visible signs of recognition of the Indigenous 
presence in the school. Its principal explained:  

“One of the things that we make sure that we do is we always have lots of culture built into 
our school and try to make sure that we’re building that into our teaching practice. Now, I 
mean it’s not happening during every lesson and during every minute, but it’s very visible… 
Another thing that we do, the way we approach teaching is from an Indigenous pedagogy 
approach. So, it’s basically really good teaching, hands-on learning where students have 
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the opportunity to observe first. Then they have the opportunity to actually physically do 
something like that, like hands-on activities. Also, the learning doesn’t always take place 
inside of the classroom.” (School staff member, Maniwaki)

Moreover, the place of culture within the school arena is one of the major elements young students 
raised as having the potential to contribute to their well-being in school, interest in learning and school 
perseverance. This was raised by the young people we met in Maniwaki who go to English-language 
schools. In their high school, they are particularly aware of place given to the Algonquin language. They 
were proud to see vocabulary words in Algonquin, English and French on school signage. 

While several of these initiatives have already been identified as promising and some reflect the principles 
and structures put forth by the Guide to Inspiring Initiatives for the Educational Success of Aboriginal 
Students (Government of Québec, 2015), we note that their success and effectiveness often seem to depend 
on the involvement of someone in situ who understands the importance of providing Indigenous students 
support that is both adequate and tailored to their needs. Although these initiatives provide insight into 
the various possibilities, their potential is limited. They come piecemeal, with uncertain funding and are 
rarely institutionalized or structuring.

6. TOWARDS HARMONIOUS TRANSITIONS
The portraits of Indigenous youths’ academic journeys in urban areas identify courses of action to consider 
with an objective of supporting school transitions. Our analysis of conversations with parents, youth and 
Friendship Centre and school staff members reveals the need to approach school transitions with a holistic 
approach. The preliminary results of this study were presented to a group of employees, youth and Elders 
from several Friendship Centres with a view to enhancing and validating them. This meeting clarified and 
confirmed the characteristics of a holistic approach to education and school transitions. Among other 
things, it was established that such an approach would recognize that the educational transitions urban 
Indigenous youth experience are complex, that they represent much more than usual changes in cycle and 
that they require action on multiple fronts. In the following, we will present components of this approach, 
followed by elements that would make it possible to create, implement or strengthen various actors’ 
actions with a view to promoting harmonious school transitions for Indigenous students in urban areas. 

6.1. A holistic approach to school transitions
Transitions and changes are part of everyone’s life journey. An Elder pointed out that change is a way of life 
for many nomadic Indigenous Peoples. For her, “being nomadic is freedom” and for centuries peoples have 
had the capacity to adapt to change and their resilience has made them stand out. Thus, in and of itself, 
transition is not so much negative as adaptation is just part of life.
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That said, change destabilizes and requires a period of adjustment. Our study would suggest that the 
experience of change for urban Indigenous youth is multidimensional. It is filled with multiple realities and 
challenges that set their experience apart from that of non-indigenous youths, for instance. Adjustment is 
possible and depends on the resources at their disposal. 

This study highlights the specificity of the Indigenous educational perspective, which is understood and 
experienced as lifelong learning with multiple pathways and transitions. As these staff members explained, 
school perseverance and success take on different meaning when academic paths are accepted as being 
diverse and non-linear:  

“It is not a direct path, it is winding and had pitfalls. That makes it difficult [...] I think school 
and the Friendship Centre are there to support you, but you are the one who will find the 
way there. Well, you know, often you have to carry yourself, but there are your kids too, 
who you take with you. And then your family, your friends, they’ll support you all the way 
through.”  (Friendship Centre employee)

 “These paths shape you. All trails are important. It’s like when you portage through the 
woods: there was a main path that the ancestors took, but there were also paths that 
allowed us to find game on each side, that allowed us to come back, to make detours. I 
think that’s necessary [...] Because it’s all about learning. And it also depends on who’s 
around you.” (Friendship Centre employee) 

The purpose of schooling is therefore not only to obtain a diploma but, from a lifelong learning perspective, 
it’s also about developing a sense of identity. We take a series of small steps that are not just to get to 
graduation, they are also to get to know oneself. In this context, Indigenous parents, youth and community 
workers recognize that “harmonious transitions” involve all the players who take action and make 
adjustments for the child. For Indigenous youth in the city, these actors include children, families, Native 
Friendship Centres, school and community workers. Each has a distinct and complementary role to play in 
creating environments where Indigenous youth will feel comfortable, valued and supported in their school 
learning, regardless of the number and complexity of the transitions they experience.  

In the next lines, we present three areas to consider when implementing harmonious school transitions 
for Indigenous children. These are the city environment (awareness raising, reconciliation and reception); 
the school environment (culturally sensitive and safe educational support); and the social and community 
environment (family and cultural support).  

6.2.   The city:    
Raising awareness, reconciling and welcoming Indigenous 
newcomers 

Despite existing efforts and initiatives, much remains to be done to make the urban environment welcoming 
and safe for Indigenous youth and their families. It is essential to work continuously to eliminate racism 
and discrimination, recognize and promote Indigenous cultures in the public arena, and support activities 
that bring the different peoples together in Quebec’s cities and regions. 

The setting youth have left behind and the new environment that takes them in have a role to play in 
children’s school transitions. A quality transition is defined as “maintaining relationships between the 
multiple environments in which the child develops” (CTREQ, 2018: 6; translation). Often, urban areas and 
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schools are not environments where Indigenous families feel welcome or comfortable, making school 
transitions particularly difficult for this population. To make these settings more welcoming, work is must 
occur simultaneously on several levels.

Working to eliminate racism and discrimination. Moving and adapting to a new environment are in 
themselves difficult steps, on top of which comes an additional challenge, specific to Indigenous youth 
in cities: dealing with the racism and discrimination that persist in many off-community environments. 
The prevalence of the exclusionary attitudes participants reported alters the lives of Indigenous youth, 
both in general and academically. All school, political, citizen, community, etc. players are therefore called 
upon to eliminate racism and discrimination by helping co-create welcoming environments that are open, 
understanding and sensitive to Indigenous realities. If Indigenous youth who move from the community 
or who live in the city are to feel valued and able to move safely through their schooling, there must be 
increased recognition of the great wealth of Indigenous cultures and a significant increase in the knowledge 
of Indigenous realities and history.

Supporting Friendship Centres as they guide young people and families and raise awareness among 
non-Indigenous actors. Friendship Centres are privileged places where people meet and gather: They are 
described as a “home away from home,” a warm and dynamic place for daily living. Via their multiple roles, 
the Centres facilitate families’ transitions in many ways, including breaking the isolation that often goes 
hand in hand with a move. The Centres thus play a key role in the lives of young people and their families, 
through their services and the social and cultural support they provide. Raising awareness among other 
urban community workers with whom young people and their families interact, they are also essential 
educators who promote understanding of the realities and meet the needs for support and navigation 
through the array of services in the city that are specific to Indigenous people. 

Adequately preparing families and children before they leave their communities. Since their arrival in a 
new urban environment can throw young people and their families off balance, harmonious transitions 
from community to city also depend on the preparation before these people leave home. In particular, 
links could be made between primary schools in the community and secondary schools in the city to 
help students get familiar ahead of time with the new school and the urban context that awaits them. 
In addition, the parents interviewed mentioned that assistance in and preparation for moving to the city 
offered in the community would have been beneficial before their departure. This might have allowed 
them to get help finding housing, enrolling children in school, etc. ahead of time.
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6.3.  School factors:   
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 find new ways of offering Indigenous students culturally 
sensitive support which would effectively retain Indigenous students and help them succeed, regardless 
of their personal, family and linguistic realities. 

Context and academic requirements necessarily play a role in school transitions. Our study shows that 
urban schools lack Indigenous content and pedagogy. It also demonstrates that current diagnostics 
and assessments tend to stigmatize Indigenous students at their arrival and thus penalize them for the 
lack of coherence and continuity between the curricula of different schools. For Indigenous youth to 
feel included and valued, and to equitably pursue their schooling, schools should modify curricula and 
educational support for Indigenous students to make room for culturally safe approaches. For example, 
although efforts have been made to modify history courses in recent years, a more cross-cutting 
approach to Indigenous content would allow non-Indigenous people to learn about Indigenous realities, 
including the realities specific to the territory on which the school and city are located. These inclusions 
would foster a positive perception of Indigenous identity, thus supporting Indigenous students’ sense 
of pride in their identity and more harmony between students. In schools in English-language school 
boards where Indigenous pedagogy would appear to be better integrated, we saw the positive impact of 
these cultural values on young people’s academic performance and graduation rates. Attending school 
in the Quebec public system should not be synonymous with academic failure or loss of identity and 
culture for Indigenous students.  

Recognizing Indigenous students and raising awareness in formal school settings about Indigenous 
contexts and histories. “The school’s job is to get to know us.” (Youth) 
The school environment is a unique space where actions facilitating harmonious transitions can be 
implemented thus giving rise to a true equality in opportunities for educational success. This process 
could include implementing a process to identify First Nations and Inuit students to document their 
specific trajectories and needs. Currently, such methods do not exist; rather, school authorities 
deductively count Indigenous students by approximation, often based on the school’s own interest 
in this population and according to vague criteria. With an inherent system for recognizing students’ 
Indigenous identities, schools would be better placed to get involved. And this in turn would allow 
teachers, other staff and principals to respond to Indigenous students’ needs and update their praxis so 
that students might receive culturally sensitive support throughout their schooling.  

Establishing proactive intake to bridge the gap between schools, youth and peers. Participants 
in this study often mentioned the importance of the quality of their welcome and the availability of 
appropriate measures for Indigenous students upon their arrival at school. Currently, these measures 
are either absent or not formally implemented in school functioning. Systematizing a specific process for 
welcoming Indigenous students might include holding more cultural activities in school, various academic 
and psychological resources available throughout the school year, as well as hiring a resource person to 
guide families to urban resources as soon as they arrive. The school’s role is to build a supportive and 
welcoming environment for teaching and extracurricular activities, so as to encourage children through 
this challenge and thus help them through their academic progress.  
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Hiring Indigenous staff in schools. The presence of employees, such as social workers, teachers or any 
other Indigenous person in schools, is a particularly important element many young people reported 
as facilitating their inclusion and daily life at school. Students feel more supported, understood and 
valued through the trusting relationship they have with an Indigenous adult role model in the school. 
The young people we met during this study all mentioned the importance of a person they trusted 
at school who would be able to offer more resources, organize cultural activities, provide a place in 
school to speak Indigenous languages and understand their experiences as urban Indigenous youth.  
Such a person could also support Indigenous youth experiencing transitions within the school since, as 
this study shows, the more numerous and complex transitions are a normal part of most Indigenous 
students’ academic journey.  

Revisiting the methods used to make diagnostic assessments and to assess Indigenous students.  This 
study highlights the significant disproportion of Indigenous students who end up in special education. 
This fact raises questions about how the current system interprets the learning differences of Indigenous 
students and how this leads to the stigmatization of youth. A more beneficial and appropriate approach 
would be to consider more intensive but temporary support measures that would allow youth to adjust 
to academic expectations (for those arriving from the communities, for example). This would give them 
a chance to stay with their age group and not be assigned into specialized classes or put on a vocational 
track when they transition to secondary or a new school. In addition, “conventional” processes for 
language and learning disability screening should be revisited to ensure that these are culturally 
appropriate. Too often these diagnoses seem to be made following the identification of behavioural 
disorders or developmental delays, the wording of which is rarely updated with regard to children’s 
academic progress, without the intervention of experts knowledgeable in Indigenous children’s specific 
situations (bilingualism, Indigenous cultural identity, intergenerational traumas, financial insecurity, 
marked historical gaps in education, etc.).

Supporting linguistic integration while valuing the maintenance of the Indigenous language in schools. 
French (or English) is often the second or even third language Indigenous young people speak and 
yet these children go without support to overcome the challenges of adapting to and mastering the 
language of instruction. Being given access to skills development services in the language of instruction 
as soon as they arrive in their new urban school would certainly facilitate these children’s transitions. 
However, if the specific needs of Indigenous students in formal educational settings are to be truly 
taken into consideration, it must be recognized that FSL for Indigenous people cannot be modelled on 
FSL for immigrant students. Given the great fragility of Indigenous languages in Canada and Quebec, 
the support offered in Quebec schools for learning the teaching language should promote bilingualism 
and the preservation of students’ Indigenous native languages. It also involves revisiting the erroneous 
conception held by the non-Indigenous school system that success comes with more difficulty when 
students’ bilingualism or trilingualism is supported in the school and family environment (see section 1). 
The training of school staff should be updated in light of the current state of knowledge on this subject, 
in order to prevent Quebec schools from becoming engines of linguistic assimilation for Indigenous 
students. Quebec schools can offset the risks of discrimination and language loss by valuing Indigenous 
languages and cultures in their classrooms and by encouraging the use of Indigenous languages by 
students and those who master them.
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Strengthening ties between Friendship Centres and schools, and developing memoranda of agreement. 
In a context of urbanization where more and more Indigenous children are attending regular public 
schools in Quebec, the relevance and value of Friendship Centres is clear. The Centres are bridges, liaison 
agents and guides through the family-school-community relationship. Partnership between schools and 
Native Friendship Centres in each region allows information to be shared and for dialogue that leads all 
to respond adequately and dynamically to the specific needs and realities of Indigenous youth, regardless 
of the type of school transition these latter are experiencing. Our research shows that Friendship Centres 
develop distinct approaches based on the specific urban context in which they operate (e.g. in smaller 
cities with fewer schools vs. in larger urban centres, in communities with a high or low proportion of 
Indigenous people, etc.). This partnership between schools and Centres is all the more important in that 
it makes it possible to meet a range of Indigenous needs according to the specific characteristics and 
challenges of each urban region in Quebec. 

6.4.  Social and community factors:   
Family and cultural support

The academic trajectory of youth in transition is greatly influenced by their (nuclear, but also extended) 
families’ experience, as well as by their well-being in all aspects of their life. It is therefore important 
to consider all of young people’s social, cultural, community and family contexts and to support these 
youth holistically to promote their school perseverance and success. In this regard, interconnection 
between family, school and Indigenous community environments can promote more harmonious school 
transitions for urban Indigenous youth. 

An element that emerges from this study is just how inseparable young people’s school transitions are 
from that of their family; similarly, young people’s relationship with their Indigenous language, culture 
and identity mirror their family’s. Indeed, the transition experience of the (nuclear and extended) family, 
as well as the level of appreciation of Indigenous cultures in the urban environment influence children’s 
well-being. It would therefore seem essential to consider all community and family contexts when 
providing educational and other services. The strength and interrelationship of young people’s social, 
family and community networks are an integral part of the support system that will enable them to 
transition smoothly. 

Providing a gathering space and services for extended families. Indigenous families and individuals 
transitioning to a new environment have a strong need to come together. Families need an informal 
network in the city and to come together as people who share a common history and culture. In addition 
to providing a continuum of services to urban Indigenous families and serving as a liaison between schools 
and families, Native Friendship Centres are living environments where Indigenous youth can expand their 
social network, have learning experiences that are culturally relevant and reinforce a sense of pride in 
their identity—all elements that are considered essential to lifelong learning, development and success 
(RCAAQ, 2016). The participants in this study recalled some of the elements that they felt were priorities 
in the support and assistance Friendship Centres offer to families in urban areas. Providing essential 
services (medical, social, psychological) to families in a culturally safe environment, as Friendship Centres 
do, is fundamental. From this perspective, it is the services offered in urban areas for Indigenous people 
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as a whole that influence children’s well-being. In addition, developing measures to raise awareness of 
Indigenous realities in schools and adequate academic and extracurricular support help create a social 
space that is conducive to harmonious transitions. 

Valuing the links between various community networks. Considering that young people (or their families) 
may go back and forth between Quebec communities and cities during their elementary and secondary 
schooling, it is important that links be maintained between these different environments and that school 
authorities adapt their understanding of the school transition so as to respond to this particular reality. 
Moving is not perceived as an end in itself for families and youth; it can be part of a more complex journey 
between different urban settings, to an Indigenous community or within the same city. In particular, 
communication could be facilitated and encouraged across Quebec, between Friendship Centres in 
different cities and between schools in different school boards, in a systematic way when an Indigenous 
youth is in a school transition. 
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CONCLUSION
One observation that emerges from this study is the number and variety of school transitions Indigenous 
youth experience in elementary and secondary school. This reflects the hypermobility of Indigenous youth 
and their families between city and community, between cities and within cities. The school transitions ur-
ban Indigenous youth experience are complex, much more than a change in cycle, for instance. This study 
therefore highlights, on the one hand, the need to understand the particularities of the experiences and 
reasons for the educational transitions of Indigenous youth and, on the other, the importance of revisiting 
and redefining how we design educational services so we may provide better support during the educatio-
nal transitions of Indigenous youth. 

A school transition should not be decontextualized or viewed only in the negative light of a rupture, but 
should rather be seen as an opportunity for continuity in young people’s experiences and learning. Reco-
gnizing that the educational pathways of Indigenous students are different from those of non-Indigenous 
students requires a redefinition of what the academic and research worlds mean by the term “quality 
educational transition.” In addition, the collaboration between the various actors must be reframed to 
include and acknowledge the complexity and specificity of the social and community dynamics of Indige-
nous families living in urban areas.  

As one young adult told us, when we were validating the study’s results in the Centres: “If you move a plant 
from its natural place to another, it will grow. But not as well as if it had stayed in its original soil, even if its 
basic needs for water and sun are met.” Our study results suggest that, like for this plant, urban Indigenous 
youth’s experience of change is multidimensional, and filled with multiple realities and challenges. Indeed, 
young people are often confronted with culture shock, racism, social isolation, loss of their mother tongue 
and specific academic difficulties. Supporting young people through their school transitions requires taking 
into consideration these realities of their family, social and historical ecosystems. Participants in this study 
argued that experiences related to school transitions reach well beyond school: They are central to broader 
issues related to the recognition of urban Indigenous people and co-habitation in society. 

If we want to allow Indigenous students to have culturally appropriate and safe school transitions, change 
must be considered at multiple levels. It is clear that acknowledging and strengthening the role of various 
stakeholders, including Friendship Centres, has a positive impact on the experience of school transitions 
for Indigenous youth in urban areas. Thus, a holistic approach to school transitions could guide the type 
of services and resources offered, while recognizing the complementary definition of the roles and res-
ponsibilities of the various actors in children’s lives, with a view to adequately supporting these young 
people through their major life changes. Such a paradigm shift is necessary, especially since Indigenous 
youth experience school transitions more often and with greater complexity than most students attending 
elementary and secondary schools in Quebec.
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