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1. Introduction

Language is an inherent and fundamental human and Indigenous right, as defined in Article 22 of the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) and Article 13 of the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 
Peoples (UN Declaration). The United Nations (2019) asserts that language enables humans to “communicate with 
the world, define our identity, express our history and culture, learn, defend our human rights and participate in all 
aspects of society” (Desmoulins et al. 2019, 45). More so, for First Nations communities, language is foundational. 
Language imparts First Nations identity and worldviews, and holds knowledge, stories, songs, laws, protocols, 
histories, and so much more.

Unfortunately, the impacts of historical and ongoing colonization — including assimilationist policies like the Indian 
Act, residential schools, and the Sixties Scoop — have created barriers for First Nations communities and individuals 
learning and reclaiming their First Nations languages (Philpott 2006). These barriers include limited availability and 
access to language speakers, limited capacity and resources for language programs, incongruencies between standard 
language education practices in colonial educational models and First Nations ways of knowing and teaching, and 
finally, loss of language (Philpott 2006, 370).

Since language is foundational to First Nations ways of knowing and being, reclamation and revitalization of First 
Nations languages is a matter of great urgency and is crucial to ensuring cultural continuity and safeguarding 
traditional knowledge. Fortunately, language revitalization efforts are taking place across the country, both on- and 
off-reserve, in rural and urban areas, as well as online. There are unique advantages and obstacles to teaching and 
learning First Nations languages in these different environments and locations, which are important to understand 
when implementing language teaching approaches.

Therefore, this report seeks to understand how teaching and learning First Nations languages is similar or different 
in urban, rural, remote, and distributed communities. To undertake this work, the Assembly of First Nations (AFN) 
has partnered with Archipel Research and Consulting (Archipel) to collect and analyze input from First Nations 
language speakers and teachers. The results have been organized into key themes in order to understand the different 
landscapes of language education and programs and, ultimately, better support these initiatives.
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2. Methodology

The goal of this research is to explore how teaching and learning First Nations languages in First Nations locales are 
similar to or different from teaching and learning First Nations languages in urban, rural, remote, and distributed 
communities. To understand this, interviews were conducted with a range of language speakers, teachers, and 
administrators, and took place between March 1 and April 15, 2021. Interview questions were open-ended to allow 
for a range of responses to be shared by the participants, and they ranged from 45 minutes to two hours in length. 
Each interview was audio recorded and notes were recorded in a separate document for each interview. Participation 
was voluntary, and free, prior, and informed consent was obtained prior to each survey being administered, either 
orally or in writing.

Core topics for the interview questions were developed from the literature review and through conversations with the 
Assembly of First Nations. Interview questions related to the following topics:

• Benefits and advantages of teaching and learning First Nations languages in various environments and 
locations;

• Challenges and barriers of teaching and learning First Nations languages in various environments and locations;
• The impacts of various environments and locations on language retention.

The findings of this report are based on a thematic analysis of what participants were able and willing to share. 
Researchers coded the variables that emerged in the interview process and undertook a qualitative analysis of 
interview contents to understand the influence of locale on language learning opportunities amongst some of the 
First Nations language groups in Canada.

Recruitment and Participants

Potential participants were identified and recruited through existing AFN networks, as well as contacts identified by 
Archipel through its own knowledge of language programs and personal networks. All Archipel contacts were validated 
through the Languages and Culture Sector at the AFN. The final list of potential participants included 28 names, 
who were then contacted by the AFN via email to inform them that they would be contacted by Archipel. A total 
of 17 participants agreed to participate, which included language teachers, knowledge holders, and administrators 
of language programs. This study focused exclusively on the experiences of First Nations and does not include the 
experiences of Inuit or Métis peoples, communities, and organizations. 
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The territory of Nunavut is therefore not included in the following table.

Region Number of Participants

Alberta 0

British Columbia 3

Manitoba 2

New Brunswick 1

Newfoundland and Labrador 1

Northwest Territories 0

Nova Scotia 1

Ontario 5

Prince Edward Island 1

Quebec 2

Saskatchewan 1

Yukon 0

TOTAL 17

Table 1: Participant Regional Demographics

It is important to note that almost all participants from First Nations communities (on-reserve) were located in rural 
areas, which are understood to be any settlement with fewer than 1,000 inhabitants or less than 400 inhabitants per 
square kilometer. Only two participants identified living in a remote area – or areas that are at least 350 kilometers 
away from the nearest service centre – and no significant difference was found between rural and remote responses 
and perspectives. Therefore, these categories were combined in the analysis of this research project. All participants 
living off-reserve were located in urban areas, which is defined as a settlement with more than 1,000 people, or where 
the population density exceeds 400 inhabitants per square kilometer.

 

Due to restrictions related to COVID-19, many participants have taught or coordinated language programs online 
or partially online in some capacity over the past year. However, only 10 of 17 participants explicitly spoke to their 
experiences delivering online language programs, in conjunction with other in-person programming.
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Limitations

The findings of this study are limited to the literature reviewed and to the information shared by the participating 
individuals. The results should be viewed as a partial representation of the full range of perspectives on programs that 
support First Nations language learning. Thus, the findings within this study are limited to what participants were 
able and willing to share.

Participants did not have to answer any question they declined and were free to end interviews at any time. In an 
effort to protect participant confidentiality and anonymity, the specific names of individuals and organizations were 
redacted.

Another limitation noted by researchers was the challenge in finding and contacting interested participants in certain 
regions, notably Alberta, Northwest Territories, and the Yukon. However, in other regions numerous interviewees 
were eager to participate in this research.

 

3. Literature Review

This literature review highlights key components to understanding the implementation of First Nations language 
programs and initiatives in various locations. This review has informed the overall report that identifies and explores 
how teaching and learning First Nations languages in various locales are similar to or different from teaching and 
learning First Nations languages in urban, rural, remote, and distributed communities. The review draws upon various 
sources – including reports, studies, academic papers, film, and other literature – and focuses on a number of themes 
that have emerged: First Nations language learning and learner success, adult learning barriers, community social 
determinants to learning and cultural resilience, resource management and allocation, and financial integration of 
language resources.

Through the analysis of literature, key social determinants have been identified that positively influence the learning 
process of First Nations languages, regardless of the location. These factors include financial resources, community cultural 
resilience, parent and Elder guidance, availability of traditional teachers and Elders, adequate compensation for teachers, 
transportation to courses, childcare or childcare subsidies, financial and social remuneration, government investment, 
previous education, linguistic methodology, activity-based assessment, and the structure of immersion programs.

There are also inhibitors to First Nations language learning in rural, urban, and distributed communities. Allocation 
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of financial resources, location of courses, incentives for completing courses, and lack of available childcare are major 
barriers in rural First Nations communities. Further, course scheduling, limited incentive for completion of programs, and 
the effects of colonialism and assimilation are major inhibitors for urban First Nations peoples’ learning of First Nations 
languages. For First Nations participating in language learning online, technological challenges are often discouraging to 
members attempting to learn, particularly where there are no volunteers or staff to help and support them.

This literature review examines First Nations language learning within four different types of locations: rural, urban, 
remote, and distributed communities. As mentioned above, urban communities are defined as a settlement with 
more than 1,000 people, or where the population density exceeds 400 inhabitants per square kilometer. By contrast, 
rural areas are understood to be any settlement with fewer than 1,000 inhabitants or less than 400 inhabitants per 
square kilometer. Remote communities are found in geographical areas that are at least 350 kilometers

 

away from the nearest service centre. Finally, distributed communities are considered learning communities where 
participants are geographically separated but connect with each other through technology, including online and app-
based sources. Each section of this literature review includes a summary of major themes concerning the value and 
obstacles of different kinds of language learning programs in each location, followed by more detailed overviews of 
key illustrative sources.

Reserve (including Rural and Remote) Settings

Literature on First Nations language learning does not generally distinguish between learning on-reserve and off-
reserve in rural and remote settings. This is partly because these locations share some common challenges and 
strengths when it comes to developing language programs. However, it is equally likely that literature in this area is 
limited, and research has not fully contemplated and compared the differences of these contexts. Key themes that 
emerged about the value of language learning in reserve/rural settings include the ability to provide immersive and 
land-based learning; hosting classes in community locations instead of classroom settings that may be alienating 
to some learners; having access to language-speakers both within student cohorts and with community members 
including Elders; and in some cases, strong support and demand for language learning in schools located on-reserve. 
Challenges to providing First Nations language learning programs in rural and remote settings include the reality 
that in some communities, there are very few First Nations language speakers to provide instruction in the language 
and opportunities for conversation; limited curricular resources (note, this is not unique to reserve/rural settings); 
restrictions of government funding models; and lack of First Nations control over First Nations education.

In her book Making It Their Own: Severn Ojibwe Communicative Practices (1995), Lisa Philips Valentine offers an 
ethnographic study of communication in Lynx Lake, a small and remote Ojibwe community in northern Ontario, 
where Ojibwe is spoken by all community members.

Valentine analyzes how the historic promotion of Christianity and literacy in the community has not resulted in 
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language-loss; rather, this community has used Ojibwe translations of Christian texts to teach literacy in the language, 
while modern communication technology including radios and phones have extended oral communication networks. 
In part, the remoteness of this community has contributed to the preservation of the language due to limited contact 
with outside English-speaking communities. Gomashi (2019) and Norris (2004) similarly observe a trend that the 
relative isolation of remote and reserve communities affects First Nations language use and preservation, with more 
isolated communities having more First Nations language use.

In their article “An Intensive Native Language Program for Adults: The Instructors’ Perspective” (2002), Merle Richards 
and David Maracle explore a language program for adults in Six Nations of the Grand River First Nations in Southern 
Ontario. The intention of the program was to increase fluency among adults so that they could participate in their 
traditional cultural activities in Kanien’keha (Mohawk language). The program consisted of nine months of daily 
language teaching, as well as a six-week follow up program in the summer. While the bulk of their article explores 
the curriculum of the program, Richards and Maracle conclude by explaining that the “familiar environment of a 
house on the reserve, the presence of Elders, and the conversational tone of classes encouraged learning in a safe and 
comfortable setting.” Their article demonstrates that on-reserve language learning opportunities may allow students 
to be more comfortable in their environment so that they can focus on learning their language without classroom 
anxieties. Further analysis of adult language immersion programs at Six Nations can be accessed in Bonnie Jane 
Maracle’s article “Adult Mohawk Language Immersion Programming” (2002).

In their article “Kanien’keha/Mohawk Indigenous Language Revitalisation Efforts in Canada” (2019), Grace Gomashie 
outlines studies of four adult Kanien’keha (Mohawk) immersion programs in Kahnawa:ke, Tyendinaga, Wahta, and 
Six Nations of the Grand River First Nation. Her study builds on Richards and Maracle’s, and Bonnie Jane Maracle’s 
suggestions about the benefits of familiar environments for adult language learning on-reserve, as well as experiential 
learning. Gomashie also highlights how funding is a major barrier to the duration and sustainability of immersive 
language learning programs in First Nations communities. Most of these programs depend on federal funding and have 
limited alternative resources [see also Crawford (1996) and Burns (2006)] and consequently, are deeply impacted by 
government funding cuts. (See Jacobs (1998) for older studies of Kanien’kéha instruction in Kahnawà:ke.)

In their article, “k^sup w^u_sq^sup w^a?q^sup w^a?álx (We begin to speak): Our Journey within Nsyilxcn (Okanagan) 
Language Revitalization” (2012), Michele Johnson explores her experiences of learning the Nsyilxcn language as an 
adult learner in a small group setting. The article is based on conversations with Elders, lived pedagogy, and intensive 
immersion programming, and offers several insights into the role of location in First Nations language education. She 
draws on the work of Bill Cohen (2010), who argues that public school programs

 

are ineffective for children’s language learning because this usually requires children to be removed from their 
communities. Instead, Cohen promotes a sqalxwcawt pedagogical model for children’s language learning that “places 
children at the centre of the pedagogical process, surrounded by community, extended family, nature, spirit, mastery, 
and a sense of belonging.” Johnson argues maintaining the same community location is essential for adult learners 
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as well. This is why intensive immersion programs, like the one she attended through the En’owkin Centre, are crucial 
for language learning initiatives. As part of this program, she spent at least five hours a day speaking her language 
with other beginner-level speakers in a remote location. Ultimately, Johnson explains that the program is one that is 
grounded in community and its success is thus related to its location.

The idea of family connection as an important indicator of the success of language programming was explored in the 
article “Families Learning Together: A Family Literacy Program with Mi’kmaw Communities in Atlantic Canada,” written 
by Vianne Timmons, Fiona Walton, Alaina Roach and Maryam Wagner. This article examines the development of a 
Mi’kmaw family literacy program in four communities in Atlantic Canada: Lennox Island in Prince Edward Island; and 
Pictou Landing, Paqtnkek, and Eskasoni in Nova Scotia. Over the course of 3 years, 31 families participated in culturally 
appropriate literacy modules that had been developed in consultation with community members and respected Elders. 
The programs focused on improving both English and Mi’kmaw literacy, and resulted in measured advancements in 
children’s literacy skills, both English and Mi’kmaw. However, participating families explained that the benefits of the 
programs expanded far beyond the improvements to childhood literacy rates. Families and adult learners experienced 
their own benefits in regard to family bonding, identity, and culture. These findings demonstrate the role that familial 
connection has to the success of language learning, which is a unique benefit to on-reserve learning.

In the 2017 National Film Board short film “To Wake Up the Nakota Language,” Nakota filmmaker Louise BigEagle 
explores the efforts of one of the last fluent Nakota speakers to preserve and revitalize his language. The film highlights 
the decline of the use of Nakota, due in large part to the old age of most fluent speakers. Armand McArthur, the 
featured speaker, is considered the last fluent speaker alive. McArthur was a language instructor in his community of 
Pheasant Rump First Nation, where he taught Nakota language courses for adults. The film highlights the important 
link between First Nations language and culture and, in particular, addresses the experiences of adults learning their 
language on-reserve, pointing to the role of place in language learning and teaching.

 

Another important location for First Nations language teaching and learning is schools located on-reserve. These 
schools provide language programs, including immersive, bilingual, and programs that connect language and cultural 
learning to those living in community and nearby. The relative density of First Nations students in schools located 
on-reserve, compared to urban schools for example, generally leads to more interest and demand for First Nations 
language education in school systems [for comparative studies of immersive language programs in on- reserve schools 
in the United States, see Johnston and Johnson (2002) and Greymorning (1997), and in Aotearoa/New Zealand, see 
Johnston and Johnson (2002)]. Sometimes these language programs are developed through collaboration between 
multiple First Nations communities who develop their own First Nations education system, such as the Cree 
immersion program developed by nine James Bay Cree communities. Lynn McAlpine and Daisy Bearskin-Herodier 
report on this program in the article “Schooling as a Vehicle for Aboriginal Language Maintenance: Implementing Cree 
as the Language of Instruction in Northern Quebec” (1994).
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Other times, single First Nations communities initiate their own programming, such as the Cross Lake First Nations 
in Manitoba that developed Cree language and cultural programs in their school system, as Rebecca Ross discusses 
in the article “Ten Years After: Cross Lake Education Authority Local Control of Indian Education” (2000). Though 
rural and on-reserve settings provide unique opportunities to develop these language programs in schools, there are 
also significant barriers in doing so, as Thecla Neganegijig and Mary Breunig draw out in the article “Native Language 
Education: An Inquiry into What Is and What Could Be” (2007). For example, some obstacles include lack of curricular 
and language resources, limited availability of language instructors especially at the secondary level, constraints of 
government funding models whereby the government decides which educational frameworks will receive funds, and 
constraints on First Nations self-governance and control over their own education and curricular development.

Rural and remote settings are also important locations for land-based learning components of language courses. For 
instance, in the article “Lessons on the Land: The Role of Kaska Elders in a University Language Course” (2003), Patrick 
Moore discusses a Kaska language course that was jointly sponsored by the Kaska First Nations and the University of 
British Columbia. The course was held in Kaska territory in the Yukon and was led by a group of Elders who instructed 
students in the Kaska language and cultural activities and provided models of extended language use. Moore suggests 
that the location of this course gave the Elders more autonomy over how the course was taught and offered diverse 
experiences that would not be possible in an urban classroom setting.

Urban Settings

The literature on First Nations language learning in urban settings highlights the importance of programs in cities to 
serve the large populations of First Nations that live off-reserve. Language programs in urban centres provide valuable 
connections to home and to culture: they are often more accessible due to better transportation and childcare options 
in cities; they can connect language learners to other resources when classes are hosted by Indigenous organizations; 
and urban locations can provide a broader range of host institutions for language classes such as post-secondary 
institutions. Major challenges to language programs in urban settings include struggles on the part of students to 
meet their material needs while living in cities (limiting students’ capacity to attend language programs); lack of 
funding for language programs in cities; limited language teachers; demand for instruction in multiple languages 
that can stretch limited resources further; and the de-prioritization of language learning compared to other kinds of 
education such as skills training or General Education Development (GED) certifications.

The short film Writing the Land provides important context for the experiences of First Nations language learners in 
urban settings. This film, produced by Kevin Lee Burton for the National Film Board in 2007, explores the experiences 
of a Musqueam Elder who is working to (re)learn hən minəm̓̓ while living in the city of Vancouver. The Elder, Larry 
Grant, speaks of his experiences growing up in Musqueam, a First Nations community located in downtown Vancouver 
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and how he made a conscious decision in his youth to not speak his First Nations language. Grant later credits his 
revived use of the language to attending a Musqueam language program at the University of British Columbia decades 
later. This short documentary is relevant to this research because it demonstrates the importance of First Nations 
language programs in urban settings. Urban areas are often seen as non-Indigenous spaces and disconnected from 
First Nations homelands despite being situated on First Nations land. Writing the Land demonstrates the importance 
of urban place-based Indigenous language and culture programs for Indigenous adults, particularly those who may 
be rediscovering their language or learning it for the first time.

The idea of urban areas being overlooked as sites of language learning and revitalization was also addressed in the 
2016 report “Indigenous Languages Recognition, Preservation and Revitalization: A Report on the National Dialogue 
Session on Indigenous Languages” published by the First People’s Cultural Council (FPCC). The report states that 
urban areas can also serve as a supportive environment to learn Indigenous languages. They credit this to the potential 
for Indigenous language learners to feel a stronger desire to learn their language when they are living away from 
their home community. Language programs in urban settings “can also provide an important connection to culture 
and identity” (29), something that individuals living away from their community may struggle with. Moreover, the 
FPCC credits urban Indigenous organizations such as Friendship Centres for the success of many Indigenous language 
programs. While the main benefit of these programs for participants is learning their language, the FPCC notes 
that many of these programs also have unintended benefits, including mentorship and mutual support for learning 
traditional skills and ceremony – something they credit to the sustained success of and interest in these programs. 
This report also explores the possibility of offering incentives for completing a language program, including payments, 
job training or education grants. Such initiatives could help offset concerns of students who “often faced with the 
dilemma of losing their place in the queue for post-secondary funding” (30).

Overall, there is immense potential for First Nations language learning in urban settings, due at least in part to an 
overwhelming desire amongst First Nations living in cities to (re)learn their language, as well as their desire to (re)
connect to community.

Universities and other post-secondary institutions are other key sources for language learning in urban and on-
reserve settings by offering language learning courses, programs and certifications in language instruction. In 
their article “Imagining University/Community Collaboration as Third Spaces to Support Indigenous Language 
Revitalization” (2019), Leisa Desmoulins, Melissa Oskineegish, and Kelsey Jaggard explore collaborations between 
Indigenous language programming – particularly teacher education programs – at post-secondary institutions in 
northwestern Ontario and urban and remote First Nations communities. They propose strategies for universities and 
local communities to work together to support language revitalization through “co-programming, community-based 
courses in functional immersive settings guided by Elders, and an online site for additional supports” (Desmoulins 
et al. 2019, 45). Through such collaborations, urban and rural First Nations communities, Elders, and Knowledge 



13

Keepers can improve First Nations language programming at post-secondary institutions that often do not include 
immersive and functional learning environments and land- based learning because of their locations in cities and 
classrooms [see Moore (2003) on land- based learning and the role of Elders in post-secondary language classes].

 

In turn, post-secondary institutions can provide material and technical support for learning in local communities such 
as media technology for language resource sharing. A notable example of this type of programming is the Daghida 
Project, which saw the establishment of the Canadian Indigenous Languages and Literacy Development Institute 
(CILLDI.) The Institute held its first programming in Onion Lake Cree Nation in Saskatchewan in the summer of 
2000, which included a Cree immersion program for language teachers, undergraduate and graduate students from 
the University of Saskatchewan and the University of Alberta. The Institute further expanded its programming the 
following year to also include linguistics, curriculum and pedagogy studies. In their book chapter “Daghida: Cold Lake 
First Nations Works Towards Dene Language Revitalization,” authors Heather Blair, Sally Rice, Valerie Wood and John 
Janvier explain that the Daghida Project, as well as subsequent programming like the CILLDI, provide an important 
example of the potential of partnerships between First Nations reserves and universities. They further argue that the 
collaboration between First Nations reserves and universities has resulted in “comprehensive and ongoing linguistic 
and cultural revitalization efforts and provides both a breadth and depth of expertise between the two communities” 
(97). These efforts have proven to be beneficial to both the on-reserve community and the universities, and point to 
the potential benefits of language programming taking place in a reserve setting.

Post-secondary institutions can also provide spaces to host language programs that connect learners from disparate 
locations. For instance, in their article “Ititwewiniwak: Language Warriors—the Young Women’s Circle of Leadership” 
(2011), Heather Blair, Janine Tine and Violet Okemaw report on a language immersion camp hosted at a Canadian 
university for ten days that was attended by young women from western and northern Canada in urban areas, 
reserves, and Métis settlements. This program conceptualized language learning as a pathway to reclaim culture 
and to shape young Indigenous women as leaders. Participants engaged in Cree language training and learned about 
Cree cultural values and spirituality. Language was also integrated into other experiential components of the course 
including woodworking, drama, digital technology, traditional and contemporary art, and excursions in the city. This 
article also addresses the concept of “total physical response” (a teaching method that combines physical movement 
with verb learning, thus creating a link between speech and action) as an effective strategy for novice language 
learners. The program’s location at a university in a city provided the infrastructure and resources to support these 
specific modes of experiential learning in a centralized location.

 

There are also challenges to successful First Nations language education in urban settings. Most notably, the 2016 
FPCC report identifies that the greatest barrier for First Nations in urban settings accessing language learning 
opportunities is that their “ongoing struggle to meet material needs is made even more difficult by the daily struggle 
against colonialism” (29).
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Furthermore, the report identifies the lack of specific funding for First Nations language acquisition programs in 
urban settings, and a short supply of available and qualified First Nations language teachers as additional challenges 
for the success of urban language learning. Finally, many cities may have First Nations from multiple language groups 
wanting to learn their language, requiring multiple different programs or teachers, stretching thin already scarce 
resources. These are all factors that need to be taken into account by those interested in implementing urban language 
programs, hence the importance of partnering with neighbouring First Nations communities, as noted above.

Distributed/Online Communities

App-based and web-based learning have become increasingly popular when it comes to First Nations language learning. 
Supporters of these technologies often claim their usefulness for those disconnected from their home communities, 
or those for whom going to an in-person class or immersion program may be untenable – an important consideration 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. Additionally, online learning can effectively supplement in-person language programs 
in both urban and remote locations [see Ottmann, Abel and Flynn (2007, 23-26)].

Web-based resources can also be useful ways of disseminating teaching materials including curriculum resources and 
multimedia such as audio, visual images and recordings. Online tools are also an effective means of archiving First 
Nations language, and further demonstrate to students the diversity of and within First Nations languages [see Yeoman 
(2000), Buszard- Welcher (2001), and Bennett (2003)]. The primary shortcomings for app-based and web-based First 
Nations language learning are the lack of a learning community and the limited feasibility of using web-based learning 
programs in remote communities with limited internet bandwidth which, in turn, could affect learning outcomes.

In her article “Kanien’keha/Mohawk Indigenous Language Revitalisation Efforts in Canada” (2019), for instance, Grace 
Gomashie discusses how the Kanien’kehá:ka Onkwawén:na Raotitióhkwa Language and Cultural Centre in Kahnawà:ke 
uses technology to support language revitalization work. The Language and Cultural Centre airs television shows in 
Kanien’keha and collaborated with Rosetta Stone to produce teaching software [see also Rosetta Stone (2006)]. This 
software is available for anyone to use at the Centre as well as in homes and workspaces.

Mobile language learning apps can also help build collaborative relationships between language learning programs 
at universities and local communities in urban and remote settings, as Leisa Desmoulins, Melissa Oskineegish, and 
Kelsey Jaggard discuss in their article “Imagining University/Community Collaborations as Third Spaces to Support 
Indigenous Language Revitalization” (2019). For example, the developers of the Keewaytinook Okimakanak Board of 
Education (KOBE) worked with Elders and other language speakers fluent in Ojibwe, Oji-Cree, and Cree to translate 
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and record words, phrases, and songs on the app. This has helped to preserve the language knowledge of these 
speakers and support multigenerational learning. The lead developer of this app, Sarah Johnson, explains that the 
app is also useful for language learners in providing an alternative and functional resource to support their learning. 
This makes the app useful to learners who do not have access to a language speaking community for immersive and 
functional learning. For instance, this could be helpful for those who have access to in-person language learning but 
do not have support for their learning in their homes or social environments.

In the article “A Partnership Between Ehattesaht Chinehkint, First Peoples’ Culture Council, and First Peoples’ Culture 
Council’s FirstVoices™ Team to Build a Digital Bridge Between the Past and Future of the Ehattesaht Chinehkint 
Language and Culture” (2013), Cha chom se nup (Earl J. Smith), Victoria Wells, and Peter Brand provide a set of principles 
for building respectful and sustainable partnerships in projects of digitizing and documenting Indigenous language 
material that is essential to avoid extractive and/or exploitative practices. This study is based on one example of such 
a partnership between Ehattesaht, First People’s Culture Council, and First Peoples’ Culture Council’s FirstVoices™ 
team where FirstVoices™ worked with the community to develop Ehattesaht content in the corporation’s online 
public Indigenous language archive, which includes “online dictionaries, language teaching resources, and language 
apps for mobile devices” (Smith et al. 2013, 194).

Though web-based learning certainly benefits some First Nations language learners, Marguerite Koole and Kevin 
wâsakâyâsiw Lewis explain in their article, “Mobile Learning as a Tool for Indigenous Language Revitalization and 
Sustainability in Canada: Framing the Challenge” (2018) that online-based language programs may not be a realistic 
option for those living in remote communities. For instance, their article focuses on the experiences of Cree language

 

learners in Northern Saskatchewan, where there are many areas that may experience low bandwidth or dead zones. 
Koole and Lewis assert that there are ways in which these issues can be taken into consideration, including the use 
of apps that remain usable when the language learner is offline which can update when they are able to connect to 
the internet. An additional consideration for First Nations language app developers is the need to include special 
characters and syllabics fonts.

In conclusion, revitalizing First Nations cultures and languages must include active engagement in encouraging First 
Nations self-government and self-determination, including control over educational services and community cultural 
centers/services (Hallett 2005, 14). Such efforts reduce suicide rates and enhance cultural continuity, resilience, 
community health. First Nations languages are “critical components in maintaining and transmitting […] culture 
and identity” (Hallett 2005, 14, 58). Hallett further demonstrates this connection by explaining that knowledge 
of language has been shown to be central to the preservation of First Nations cultures due to the centrality of oral 
history. Hallett links language learning and cultural continuity with self-esteem, by stating that “a strong sense of self-
continuity […] can make life worth living (56). In short, “language knowledge seems to be a potentially well-chosen 
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indicator of cultural continuity” (58). In Canadian census data gathered from 1996 and 2001, Mela Sarkar and Mali 
A’n Metallic (2009) noted a 5% “drop in the population of First Nations’ people ‘able to conduct a conversation in an 
Aboriginal language’” (51). Statistical data informs us about how structural factors (such as classroom environment, 
funding, resource allocation, and academic curriculum) influence the language learning, teaching, and sustaining 
process within First Nations communities.

Various factors contribute to the success of language learning efforts: socio-economic status, community location, 
governmental support (financial and educational), community involvement, familial relations/involvement, time invested, 
Elder and traditional Knowledge Keeper involvement, connection to the land, and cultural revitalization opportunities. First 
Nations communities are comprised of resilient life-long learners who continually challenge their communities to engage 
in the process of decolonization, including through language revitalization. Resources such as Adult Learning Knowledge 
Centre (AdLKC) and Canadian Council on Learning actively demonstrate commitments to understanding the needs, 
barriers, resources, strengths, and opportunities that influence the adult language learning process.

 This literature review has provided a systematic overview of various dynamics that influence First Nations language 
learning and education in a range of settings. This review has also alluded to the reality that the location, dialect, 
and socio-economic placement of the community influences their experience and success of language learning. 
Common barriers that have been discussed include literacy depth resulting from systemic socio-economic issues, 
intergenerational impacts of trauma due to historical and ongoing colonization, self-esteem, transportation, 
childcare, funding, incentive to complete programs (i.e., work opportunities), lack of reliable Internet access, timing, 
location, governmental resource allocation, and societal perspective of the importance of language learning (Han 
Martin Associates 2008).

Despite challenges to implementing successful language learning programs on-reserve and off- reserve, in remote, 
urban, and dispersed settings, the literature also reveals themes of ever- present resiliency. This resiliency in processes 
of language learning is supported by familial relationships, community connections, cultural teachings, aid for online 
learning, land-based teaching, intensive (days-long) integrative experiential learning opportunities, the involvement 
of Elders and Knowledge Keepers, and employment opportunities after the program is completed. Indeed, to continue 
the decolonization process within First Nations communities and influence healthy revitalization of language and 
teachings, these above factors are crucial to consider in future First Nations language learning initiatives in Canada.
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4. Key Findings

A growing number of individuals, communities and organizations across Canada are supporting First Nations language 
revitalization and reclamation efforts, despite facing significant barriers and ongoing challenges. As the literature shows, 
the location where language learning efforts take place may determine the barriers a learner may face, or the benefits a 
learner may gain. There is also evidence that some challenges and assets are common to most or all locations.

The perspectives, realities and issues brought forward by those included in this research project further affirm what is 
suggested in the literature. These have been compiled into four overarching themes: the availability and accessibility 
of speakers, teachers and programs; language retention and engagement; approaches, frameworks and models of 
First Nations language learning; and resources and supports. The experience of language learning and teaching in 
each locale is included within each overarching theme. These are summarized below.

Availability and Accessibility of Speakers, Teachers and Programs

The main theme that emerged throughout the interview process from participants located both on- and off-reserve 
and those working online, was the availability of and access to language speakers, teachers and programs. Canada’s 
colonial policies and practices – such as colonization, land dispossession, residential schooling, and child apprehension 
– have resulted in a disconnection from culture and loss of language. Accordingly, participants expressed serious 
concerns that language loss is accelerating, noting that language “is really in danger” and in some cases, even faces 
the threat of extinction.

“Languages are slowly dying. If you look at the Sioux language, […] I don’t think they really have any 
teachers. They only have a few speakers left. You look at the Lakota, I think there’s only, in this area anyway, 
[…] maybe only one or two speakers left and nobody’s helping them. You look at the Nakota [in this area] 
there’s one speaker left.”

Thus, the concerns related to the loss of language stem from the steady decline of fluent speakers, many of whom are 
Elders. As one participant candidly stated, “our fluent speakers are dying. We’ve had 11 pass away in the past 2 years, out 
of one hundred or so.” Another similarly stated, “right now within our community, we’re starting to lose our speakers.” 
The pandemic is making this tenuous situation worse, as noted by a few participants. Not only are First Nations Elders 
overrepresented in populations at heightened risk of contracting the virus, but the COVID-19 virus has also forced 
isolation on community members, prevented the cultural events and programming that keep languages alive, and 
undermined the progress of language stewardship. One language teacher who teaches immersion on-reserve talked 
about the impacts of COVID-19 on language programs:



18

“Last year before COVID happened, I was able to incorporate living people into my classroom by talking 
about history, telling stories and singing with the kids. But since COVID hit, we’ve been hibernating and 
separated from community. […] Because my students are 8/9 years old, it’s not the easiest task to get them 
to wear masks perfectly. […] So, I don’t know if Elders would feel comfortable in that environment. So how 
do we incorporate community members [into programming] in this kind of situation?”

As a result of the loss of language and connection to speakers and Knowledge Keepers, the availability and accessibility 
of speakers, teachers and programs both on- and off-reserve has been greatly impacted – albeit in distinct and 
distinguishing ways, as further described below.

Reserve (including Remote and Rural) Settings

First Nations living on-reserve generally have more access to speakers and teachers in the First Nations language 
of that community than those living off-reserve and in urban areas. Living in an area with a higher concentration of 
speakers enables opportunities for programs and activities that may not otherwise take place in locations without 
language speakers and teachers. Many participants noted that the older generations are typically those who learned, 
remember and speak the language, and many of them live in community, near their families, lands and cultures. As 
one participant shared, “I can also lean on my family, my aunts and uncles are here. So, I can always lean on them 
for help [with the language], which I wouldn’t have in another setting”. Therefore, community members who live on-
reserve have more access to this knowledge, when there are speakers remaining in the Nation.

While First Nations living on-reserve may have more access to speakers and teachers, participants have still identified 
limitations in this area. There are different levels of language endangerment. Although some First Nations languages 
are less vulnerable than others, all participants noted that there is always a need for more fluent speakers, and 
specifically, more first-language speakers. As previously mentioned, most language speakers are elderly, and the need 
for first-language speakers consequently continues to grow.

“We’re at the end of the line here. I’m going to be 45 [years old], and I’m one of the youngest speakers in the 
community. […] Everyone here that speaks is like 55 or older. So, we’re getting in a tight position where we 
can’t grow our program because we don’t have enough speakers.”

Some communities actually do not have fluent speakers left living on-reserve. One participant shared how their 
community brought in an Elder from a neighbouring community to help revitalize the language. While this does 
create access to language speakers and support language revitalization, there is still a loss for the unique words, 
phrases and/or dialects that the community may have been using. On this topic, one participant noted that,
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“Although we love our Elder and she has done so much for our community, we can never truly recover our 
language here because she brings her own teachings and knowledge from her community that is different. 
[...] Also [...] it is a big burden for her to carry and when she does eventually move back to her own community 
we will have no speakers.”

The speakers that are available are heavily relied on, and “there’s not enough of me to go around”, as one language 
teacher shared. There is much more pressure when the transmission of the language is dependent on only a few 
individuals. Therefore, many language initiatives have hired second-language speakers to deliver programs. This was 
noted as a limitation, but also as a strength, since communities continue to pursue language revitalization efforts 
despite the barriers and challenges they face. Participants felt that any initiative to reclaim language is a positive step 
in the right direction. “I’m not fluent but I try to do the best I can, and I try to hit all of the stuff that [students] need.” With 
the threat of language extinction looming, language speakers feel a sense of urgency in everything they do and intend to 
contribute to ongoing efforts in any way they can. Still, this means that there are limitations in assuring the accuracy of 
some grammar centric elements of these language learning processes. A lack of fluent, first-language speakers means 
that “good literacy in [First Nations] languages is very limited,” with one participant adding that “there’s nobody around 
who is really literate.”

Access to, and availability of, language speakers is not the be-all and end-all of language teaching. It is imperative that 
fluent language speakers who are in teaching positions have the skills and capabilities to effectively teach. Several 
interviewees explained that there is an urgent need to train more language speakers as teachers who understand the 
nuances of various methods of teaching and challenges students may face when learning. “A lot of our teachers are 
speakers who aren’t trained to be teachers […]. They didn’t go to Teachers College and learn all the different processes 
and how to deal with students […]”. Essentially, participants felt that language speakers are not innately language 
teachers. One participant highlighted their approach to addressing this gap; the teacher, who is a second-language 
speaker, invites a fluent first-language speaker to support their classroom. This language speaker mentors both the 
teacher and students:

“I have a speaker in my class. He’s a mentor for the kids. But I’m actually using him as a language mentor too 
because he’s a first-language speaker. He’s older, he doesn’t have an education degree. He was a ranger for 
many years but later in life, he […] decided to help out the immersion program. He sits with the […] class, 
and he helps me out when I’m looking for a word and corrects me.”

People living on-reserve typically have better access to language programs, activities and initiatives. There are many 
community-based language classes, immersion schools, language nests, tutoring and mentorship initiatives taking 
place in First Nations communities across the country. Yet, language programs were still identified as a need for 
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community members living on-reserve. Specifically, a lack of adult learning programs was acknowledged as a gap. 
The benefits of providing more adult learning opportunities are twofold; adults have access to learning the language, 
and children receive more exposure to the language at home. Indeed, children “need to hear their parents using the 
language as well so they can hear it in the home”. Still, participants noted the need for a wide variety of programs, 
available across the lifespan, and implemented in diverse formats.

One participant indicated that jurisdictional barriers were also limitations to accessing language programs and 
initiatives. For example, one community located on the Canada-US border offers language programs at an immersion 
school located on-reserve, in Canada. Unfortunately, due to limited resources and jurisdictional barriers, the students 
located on the American side cannot enroll into the language immersion program, and therefore are prevented from 
accessing opportunities to learn their language.

 

Urban Settings

By contrast, there is often less access to First Nations language speakers in urban communities, which may be linked 
to forced relocations of First Nations to remote reserves located farther away from the centres of urban areas. Though 
this may not always be the case – as some communities were displaced within urban areas (e.g., Kahnawá:ke First 
Nation, Songhees First Nation) – relocation was and continues to be extremely disruptive and can impact access to 
community, culture, and language. While cities grew to engulf First Nations traditional territories making them part 
of the urban space, First Nations peoples were restricted from occupying these spaces through colonial policies. Thus, 
First Nations languages were no longer practiced in these urban spaces, which has resulted in a lack of language 
speakers in these spaces today, as noted by participants.

As restrictive colonial policies were revoked, First Nations began moving to towns and cities to access opportunities 
like education, employment, health care, and housing. The decision for First Nations to migrate to towns and cities 
has often been misinterpreted by non-Indigenous people to mean that they have rejected or abandoned their culture 
and identity. Though this is certainly not the case, this relocation has impacted First Nations’ access to culture and 
language. Still, First Nations living in urban areas continue to express their identities, practice their culture and desire 
to pass it on to their children.

As such, there are initiatives taking place to increase language speakers and/or teach languages in urban spaces, 
including language courses offered in Friendship Centres, as well as university programs. One example highlighted by 
participants are the language revitalization graduate programs offered at universities like Cape Breton University and 
the University of Victoria, which offer “capacity building and leadership training for leaders, people who are already 
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in leadership positions, or are growing into leadership positions, in language revitalization,” as stated by a participant. 
Further, participants mentioned how universities are also spaces that research and study pedagogy, which is, as one 
participant stated,

“studying ways of teaching and learning Indigenous languages and trying to learn about the efficacy, like 
what actually works and what works in different contexts. I’m not a teacher of the language […] but I would 
call myself a helper. […] I work with a mentor and then put together curriculum and resources and just kind 
of be like a conversation partner in the class […]so also the Elder/speaker is not kind of just there by herself, 
trying to run the class.”

Such programs increase access to language speakers and programs, and although they are located off-reserve, 
ultimately support language revitalization in all communities and settings. In urban settings, the support of 
postsecondary institutions and the adult learning departments of school boards makes this less of an issue. However, 
one concern brought forward by participants around western institutions, such as universities, is that these spaces are 
often unwelcoming to First Nations people and Elders.

“Knowledge Keepers, in my experience, have a hard time going into institutionalized settings, like schools. 
They’re very nervous, and I understand, they probably didn’t have a good experience. I’d have a harder time 
accessing Knowledge Keepers if I were off-reserve.”

An additional theme that has been raised by participants is the diversity of language learners in urban communities, 
again, due in part to displacement of First Nations peoples to urban areas. This can result in the need to offer a 
variety of language programs, as there may be multiple First Nations (including numerous languages and dialects) 
represented in one city, further complicating the ability to offer First Nations language programming. For instance, 
one participant noted that there are many Cree speakers in the city of Vancouver, located on traditional Coast Salish 
territory.

While participants highlighted some of the important language revitalization efforts taking place off-reserve, 
generally it was felt that there is a need for better access to programs and teachers in urban areas. One participant 
expressed disappointment that there has not been more of a concerted effort to ensure urban populations can access 
these programs:

“I partly understand it because First Nations are fighting for their sovereignty and rights, but […] when you 
think about […] all the people who don’t live in their communities: people who are looking for jobs, people 
who are looking for housing, children who have been taken away for fostering and adoption. […] women who 
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have had to leave their family and their communities because of family violence. There are lots of different 
reasons why people […] have had to leave. [But] there’s nothing in place to serve that population. Nothing.”

 

Online / Distributed Learning

Online language programs are accessible to a wide audience. In fact, online courses make it possible for “people from 
all over Canada” to join the class. Language speakers have been very creative in making language initiatives available 
online. “We are in a digital era […] which is why I started an Instagram page, because I knew people were scrolling out of 
habit. I wanted to give them more exposure to language.” It is important to note, however, that language speakers may 
not always have the capacity to deliver online programs without additional technical support. This is a key concern 
given that fluent language speakers and teachers are often Elders, who are often less familiar with technology. It is 
also a barrier for the learners, as identified by one participant:

“We run zoom lessons once per week and have a comprehensive Facebook page. However, we are limited in 
many ways, one is that our Elders and other community members are not equipped or not tech savvy enough 
to get online. Sometimes I end up using lesson time to help with tech support.”

Other accessibility issues relate to connectivity. Some communities are “still having trouble getting hardware or 
having trouble getting connectivity. In my community […], which is fully wired, […] there are patches in the community 
that still didn’t have connectivity.” Some First Nations communities face unique challenges to Internet access, and 
there is still a long way to go to address the connectivity gap in rural and remote communities. This is consequently 
a limitation to the accessibility of online language programs.

 

Language Retention and Engagement

Acquiring and, importantly, retaining a language is integral to preventing language loss. Many participants noted the 
role that colonization plays in a community’s or individuals’ ability to retain their language. One participant spoke 
of difficult times in the 1970s when First Nations languages and cultures were seen as shameful, whereas speaking 
English did not carry the same feelings of shame. Several participants tied this shame to historical and ongoing issues 
of colonization and how First Nations children were forbidden to speak their language in residential schools. The 
opportunity to learn First Nations languages, and retain First Nations languages, was stolen from First Nations, which 
has had a ripple effect and continues to hinder people from retaining their language across generations.

Hence, the capacity for learners to practice, and subsequently retain or remember the language is an important 
consideration, still today. Language retention is a long process, which requires consistency as well as engagement. 
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Vocabulary retention is only one piece of the puzzle when learning a second language – another piece is ensuring 
learners have the motivation and the confidence when speaking in the language. One participant observed,

“there’s some people that came out of that [language] program that were kind of beginner level, and they 
learned a lot of words but were never […] confident enough to speak.”

Language teachers, both on- and off-reserve, have the tough task of finding the best teaching methods to use in order 
to ensure long-term second language retention, as well as strategies to engage First Nations in learning First Nations 
languages. Participants spoke to the efforts made in order to ensure that students are able to use the language 
at their fullest potential, yet there are still many limitations. Overall, participants felt that language retention and 
engagement are perhaps the factors most influenced by the location of the learners, teachers and programs, as 
further detailed below.

Reserve (including Remote and Rural) Settings

First Nations language programs have identified a number of core features that support the retention of language 
among learners living on-reserve, particularly in communities where language is still widely spoken. First and foremost, 
is the capacity to completely or partially immerse the learner in their First Nations language. Immersion is considered 
best for retention because learners are forced to rely on their skills to communicate with others, enabling them 
to practice regularly. According to one participant, language is often a part of everyday familial life in community: 
“Everything that goes on in the family […] has to do with teachings and culture and the language is every day.” They 
added that in their community, “language is everywhere. It’s spoken amongst the leadership. Everywhere! The store, […] 
the church…” Living in spaces and communities where language speakers are present, and language is widely spoken 
and integrated into everyday life supports better language retention overall. This is much more common in First 
Nations communities, though it is certainly not the case in all communities, as language vitality varies greatly across 
communities.

When the community is involved in language revitalization efforts – meaning there is collaboration among learners, 
family, community members, staff, Elders and language speakers – learners are better supported in retaining the 
language, especially children and youth. Participants shared that the use of First Nations languages at home and 
by parents and caretakers is essential for young learners. Integrating language into education, play and everyday 
conversations is therefore essential to language retention. It is key to “integrate language everywhere. It needs to be 
intertwined into all aspects of communal living in the community,” as shared by one participant. This is also true for 
learners of all ages. An example of this is in First Nations immersion schools, which are exclusively located on-reserve.
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“Our school […] is immersion too so we’re teaching everything in the language. And that’s how it should be. 
[…] It took us a while to speak in all domains – through math, science, social studies and across the board – it 
took us a while because the language hadn’t been spoken to young children in about three generations so 
it’s coming back. But [our First Nations language] has a large role at our school, […] it’s spoken all day long.”

Integrating language in all aspects of life is key. Another avenue of language retention is through the use of language 
within recreational activities, which again is almost exclusively available in First Nations communities. One participant 
shared an experience at a soccer game where “the kids from my community were talking to each other in our language, 
giving instructions in our language.” They were proud of these kids, because “language is spoken [in certain settings] 
but generally not on the playground [or field]. But I’ve always noticed that if you can activate the language in games and 
in the play field, there’s much more motivation to learn a language.”

While people who live on-reserve are more likely to have the opportunity to be immersed in the language, individual 
language retention appears to be strongly influenced by communal language retention. The younger children and 
youth are less likely to be fluent speakers, and this may be influenced by their families and peers not speaking their 
language as frequently. “If they don’t hear the language at home, it feels like double work and is more challenging for 
children [to retain what they learned].” Therefore, language retention may be facilitated by the immersive environment 
of living on-reserve, but not all communities are in the position to offer these opportunities.

When it comes to language retention, there is also the issue of interest, engagement and motivation. For one 
participant, it is the awareness of the traumatic history of their ancestors which fuels their passion for language 
learning. They see it as a gift, privilege, and act of resurgence from the genocide their ancestors and they themselves 
have endured. However, participants explained that there can sometimes be an attitude that learning First Nations 
languages is not important, or not as important as learning English or French, as these languages may offer more 
opportunities in mainstream society. Some also choose to attend schools off-reserve, due to the stigma that English-
language schools are better than Indigenous- language schools, and therefore have less opportunities to practice and 
retain the language.

Finally, some felt discouraged by the judgement faced when learning or speaking their traditional language: “Every 
once in a while, when I’m not fluent, some people will undermine me saying that what I’m teaching is wrong. There can 
be judgment.”

Urban Settings

Most participants acknowledged the challenges of retaining the language when living away from their home 
communities. One participant spoke about their own childhood, and shared how their years in a school away from 
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her family and community impacted their ability to retain the language. Living in an area with a low concentration of 
speakers, and consequently having far fewer opportunities to practice speaking the language, will certainly influence 
a person’s retention of the language. This is an important consideration given many First Nations peoples now live 
off-reserve, including in urban areas. This means language support is needed everywhere in Canada, not only in 
communities located on-reserve. Participants noted that in most urban settings, the only opportunity to use their 
language is often in the context of their language course or class, not in any day-to-day activities. Participants noted 
the importance of having these language programs available to people located off-reserve, such as those offered in 
Friendship Centres, as they have contributed to language reclamation amongst many urban First Nations. However, 
these programs, on their own, are considered by participants to be insufficient. One participant shared that:

“a lot of what we do here in the city is what I would call beginner level, because you’re always kind of starting 
over. So, every time we do a […] class, it always has to be surface level.”

Generally, participants felt that these programs:

“are not going to create speakers. And it’s just not enough time [to learn the language]. It’s enough time to 
do numbers and the alphabet and you know, animals, but it’s not enough time to bring back the language.”

This is also the case for university programs, where participants felt that in the four-month period of a semester, 
there is not enough time to sufficiently work through the materials. “That’s one of the tough parts; not having enough 
time to go over stuff, you know we have so much content we have to do in less than four months”. Another participant 
suggested that “in order for language retention to exist we need to spend 30% of our day speaking, thinking and living in 
the language. That is very difficult to achieve, but with real dedication and desire it can happen.”

It is important to note that connection to language is different in urban spaces. As explained earlier, the urban First 
Nations population is highly diverse in their identities, lived experiences, and degrees of connection to language. 
Participants highlighted how many who live in the city maintain close ties to their ancestral homelands and remain 
in frequent contact with their families living in their home community – an integral part of retaining language. Other 
urban First Nations peoples are second and third generation city dwellers and their Indigeneity may not be primarily 
defined by connection to language. As mentioned, First Nations peoples without close ties to a reserve may struggle 
to retain First Nations languages while remaining in the urban areas.

 

However, an interesting dimension of the urban context is the motivation to learn the language. Participants noted 
that in urban communities, the opportunity to learn one’s language may constitute one of the few ways to connect 
to one’s home community and culture in the city. There is an understanding of the benefits and responsibilities of 
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learning the language, and as one participant put it,

“in some ways, it may be somewhat easier for people in urban settings because they have the drive and desire 
to learn. And I think sometimes people in community might be a little complacent.”

Some who are disconnected from community have the motivation to learn their First Nations language as a way to 
reconnect with their culture.

Online / Distributed Learning

There is some controversy over the use of technology for First Nations language learning when it takes away from 
hands-on direct learning. Online classes and tools can be good opportunities to practice and improve language retention, 
but again, participants felt these were inadequate on their own. Technology is most successful when used to support 
immersive experience and where there is a high degree of language loss. Online resources can also help students link 
to dictionaries, games, puzzles, and other innovative resources and methods of computer assisted language learning. 
Language apps – such as phrase-to-picture matching games, for example – can be a great way to practice the language 
in small moments, like waiting for an appointment or at the bus stop. As one participant shared, their students told 
them “oh I was bored on a trip somewhere, so I just got hopped on Quizlet and practiced my words.” Still, participants felt 
retention is lowest among self-directed learners who only, or primarily, have access to learning online.

 

Approaches, Frameworks and Models

In First Nations cultures, language and worldview are intertwined and interconnected; languages contain the 
worldviews, philosophies, and ideologies of First Nations People. Hence, First Nations languages are steeped in a 
fundamentally different ideology and value systems than colonial languages. First Nations worldviews are expressed 
in specific words, which are embedded in cultural practices, knowledge systems, and spirituality. The role of First 
Nations languages is therefore very important.

“Language: It’s everything to me. It’s opened up this whole different realm, because the perspective of a 
[First Nations] speaker is totally different than the interpretation in English. And when you look at it through 
that kind of lens, […] our ancestors were so smart.”

First Nations languages subscribe to different worldviews and, subsequently, different approaches to knowledge, 
which are not reflected in colonial ways of teaching and curricula. Accordingly, teaching and learning of different First 
Nations languages should apply different approaches and be grounded in culturally appropriate frameworks in order 
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to be relevant and suitable. If teachers do not approach the language teaching in a culturally relevant way, and are 
pushed to teach as many people as they can in the name of revitalization, the language will be reduced to grammar 
and vocabulary. Given the different contexts and circumstances of living on- and off-reserve, it is sensible that the 
approaches taken to delivering language programs may look different depending on the location as well.

Reserve (including Remote and Rural) Settings

On-reserve approaches to language learning are different from the approaches taken in urban settings, notably that 
the approaches are more informal, integrated and immersive. As mentioned, learning language through everyday life 
interactions is considered to be easier and faster. Not only is it easier, but learning the language in community, from 
Elders and Knowledge Keepers, also encourages learners to speak and learn words that are not necessarily prioritized 
in a western setting, or even translatable in the English language. Where classic language programs may focus more 
on translating words, learning in community, from others in community, may be a more organic process.

 
“There are many concepts in our language that don’t translate easily into another language – to English 
or probably even French or Spanish – because the value system is different […]. What we deemed to be 
important, how we’ve come to understand our relationships: That’s what’s described in the language, in the 
words that we use, and not just the words that we use, but how we use the words.”

Another approach to learning the language on-reserve is through culture and ceremony. Through ceremony, 
community members acquire cultural teachings in the language. One participant shared,

“what helps me and […] those who want to relearn the language are our ceremonies. They help with that. 
Because when we do ceremonies, we’re speaking the language, when I do a pipe ceremony, we are speaking 
the language.”

Speaking the language is a way to connect to Creator, as some participants explained. Some also shared how it is 
important to integrate language when teaching about traditions, culture, history and land. This is generally more 
accessible on-reserve, as Elders and Knowledge Keepers are more accessible and available to share these teachings. 
Of course, individuals who live off- reserve and in urban settings may also have access to culture and ceremony – but 
generally speaking, these opportunities are more easily accessible in First Nations communities, where Elders and 
Knowledge Keepers live.

Numerous participants also spoke of the importance of incorporating land-based teachings in language learning 
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programs, as participants explained that it is best to learn the language out on the land. One participant spoke to 
the belief that First Nations “languages were born on the land, so our relationship to the land, then, is really tied to our 
language.” Participants expressed how important it is for students to live and breathe the language by experiencing it 
on the land, which is more easily facilitated in communities located away from urban areas. First Nations languages 
are mostly oral languages, so participants felt there should be less focus on classroom-style language learning, where 
reading and writing is the main objective, and more hands-on, interactive and participatory learning out on the land.

“[Classrooms] are an unnatural setting, for sure. It’s not the ideal place, because a lot of the words we’re 
losing are the words that have to do with nature or outside. We’re losing how to say the different kinds of 
melting snow, you know, there’s different words for each cycle […]. But we’ve lost those, because how am I 
going to teach that to the kids through pictures? It’d be easier to teach them if you were actually touching it 
and looking at it […]. It’s like the language wasn’t meant to be taught in a classroom.”

Land-based initiatives on-reserve also give the learners the opportunity to learn the language through movement. 
This is especially important since First Nations languages are verb-based. “It has to be learning through different 
activities. There’s a lot of movement going on when you’re learning a language that is a verb-based language.”

Urban Settings

Being displaced from the territory where First Nations ancestors have occupied since time immemorial can result in 
a lack of access to the land, access to knowledge, and access to worldviews which shape the ways of knowing and 
doing. Participants have noted that in urban settings First Nations languages are often taught in a classroom, within a 
Western framework, using a culturally irrelevant curriculum. Often, in university language programs, for example, the 
focus of the learning materials centers on writing and grammar. However, Indigenous language structure is different 
and, therefore, must be taught differently.

“Students struggle answering simple questions. The way it’s being taught, it’s not sticking. It’s a polysynthetic 
language, one word in [my First Nations language] is a whole sentence in English. We have nouns, and verbs, 
but it’s a different language – yet it’s taught the way European languages are taught, but it’s not the same 
language.”

Some participants stated that distortions may occur when attempting to teach First Nations languages through 
English-centric methods, which in return over enunciate vowels or under anticipate vowels, and may change the word 
the individual is trying to learn, or create a whole new vocabulary different than the one intended.
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Participants also stated that even in classroom settings Indigenous language learning should focus less on written 
language because Indigenous languages are principally oral, as mentioned above. As such, participants felt that the 
traditional classroom environment – more commonly observed in urban spaces – is not sufficient in itself for learning 
language. For learners in urban spaces, “there is a lack of ability to go on the earth to learn, which is a vital resource 
in Indigenous language learning.” Finally, participants emphasized the need for more practical experiential learning, 
which helps guide people in how to speak the language.

Online / Distributed Learning

Online programs are unique in their approaches to teaching First Nations languages. The framework for online teaching 
is usually self-paced learning, which requires learners to have self-discipline, good time management skills, and self-
study habits. Additionally, the teaching methods used online can sometimes reduce the language to grammar and 
vocabulary. The childlike understanding of a language attributed to these learning tools may be detrimental to the 
integrity and significance of the language. While most participants were grateful for the capacity to have an online 
presence during lockdowns related to COVID-19, there is still a preference for in-person conversations and human 
connections, which are central to effective language teaching.

For the most part, online learning lacks the land-based quality of First Nations language teaching, and given that First 
Nations “languages [are] earth-based, they should be taught, you know, on the earth.” Another participant expressed 
similar sentiments,

“We operate 100% virtually due to funds, geography, and now COVID-19. [...] Language is connected to 
culture, land, and traditions. I wish we would teach on the land itself, it would allow us to teach in a more 
culturally meaningful setting.”

Still, while participants recognized online approaches are not always ideal, it is better than offering nothing at all. 
One participant noted that without online programming, there would be zero language services in their community 
so it is still an important tool, “despite [...] its limitations […]. We are our language. Everyone who lost language has 
also lost a piece of themselves and their identity. Any bit of language we can bring back, also brings back a piece of 
Indigenous identity.”
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Resources and Supports

Participants located both on-and off-reserve noted that a lack of resources, supports and funding remained a major 
barrier towards the ability to teach and learn First Nations languages. This was identified as a barrier commonly 
experienced in all locations and settings, though unique locational considerations are further described in the 
respective subsections below. One participant felt that language learning is “not so much affected by the setting or the 
context – it’s more affected by this impediment that comes from the sheer lack of resources.” Participants, regardless of 
their location, noted a lack of resources such as curriculum, handbooks, dictionaries, flashcards, and other materials, 
and importantly, a lack of funding required to develop these resources when needed. As one participant shared,

“[…] We don’t have a store; we can’t go to a store and pick up a bunch of curricula. There’s a big giant teacher 
store in town where I go, and I look for ideas, but I can’t buy anything, because it’s all in English.”

Given the lack of existing resources – notably reading, grammar, and spelling resources – both on- and off-reserve 
community members are taking the mantle upon themselves to create these resources. Participants noted that this is both 
very time consuming and requires a great deal of knowledge. While teachers of other languages can focus their time and 
efforts on teaching the language and supporting their students, First Nations language teachers must make time to create 
these much-needed resources, despite their limited capacity and capability to do so. One participant stated,

“The other thing is the lack of time for resources. If you’re an English or French immersion teacher, your 
resources are there, your curriculum. You go online you can find all the things you need: lesson plans, 
worksheets… That’s not the same for us. If we do print something out, we have to also take the time to […] 
translate and all that.”

Participants expressed that they felt the need to undertake this important work because it was essential to create 
resources to ensure the success of language learners and the safeguarding of First Nations languages. Language 
speakers and teachers have created a diverse range of materials using the means and tools that they have at hand. 
One participant shared how they record the teachings and classes in order to share these more widely. Recording 
and archiving audio files of Elders or fluent speakers is a preservation tool that can provide a foundation for language 
revitalization.

The upside of having to create resources is the opportunity for individuals and communities to connect to one another 
in order to develop them: “We’re all doing this research together, we’re all like learners and teachers of our language, 
too.” This also allows knowledge holders to come together in order to address other gaps and needs of a First Nations 
language. For example, one participant talked about “a lexicon group made up of our fluent speakers and speakers who 
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learned as adults. We gather together to talk about the words that we need to create because we just don’t have them.”

Participants explained that restricted funding also limited their ability to provide adequate language materials and 
develop and disseminate language resources and tools. For example, one participant spoke to the time, effort and 
costs related to the development of a twenty-four- thousand-word dictionary. Every word was carefully researched 
and verified with expert speakers from the community, and hand-sketched pictures were included to illustrate some 
very specific words. Consequently, this was a lengthy and costly undertaking that required substantial funding, 
and the project lead was able to secure this funding after overcoming many obstacles. However, funding for these 
initiatives should be easily accessible and available.

Funding is a barrier as it relates to tools and resources, but it is also a barrier for language programs and initiatives 
more generally. Again, for both on- and off-reserve, there is a lack of adequate funding to prepare curriculum, train 
fluent speakers to be immersion teachers, train non-fluent teachers to be speakers, and provide various types of 
programs (i.e., immersion and non-immersion) in a variety of locations. As one participant mentioned, “our big thing 
is that we don’t have the funds to entice more speakers to come here.” Some participants, to increase the likeliness 
of receiving funding, have partnered with other First Nations communities or organizations, which has also allowed 
them to build relationships and mutually support each other in their language initiatives.

“[A handful of neighbouring First Nations] were wanting to learn [our First Nations language] so I started 
reaching out to some of them because they were looking for resources or funding, and I said, ‘well you know, 
how about we work together, we need to get together.’ I haven’t even met them in person yet, but we’re 
starting to work together more closely and supporting each other in trying to revive and strengthen [our First 
Nations language].”

 
Finally, participants felt that funding must be permanent, sustainable and flexible to support First Nations to 
implement initiatives to recover, restore and maintain the vitality of First Nations languages wherever First Nations 
people reside. Further, federal governments have an obligation to fund First Nations languages, according to 
participants, to rectify the damage that was done to languages as a result of colonialism. While some participants 
acknowledged that the availability and accessibility of funding is increasing, there were concerns that these funds 
may not reach grassroots, Indigenous-led initiatives and programs. One participant shared that,

“we do not have any stable funding and there is not enough money to support what is truly needed to sustain 
language learning and development. I am hopeful that […] more funding will come in; however, I am very 
concerned about non-Indigenous organizations coming in to take funds. I think Indigenous language funding 
must stay in control with Indigenous Peoples.”
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There were also concerns that languages that are widely spoken, such as Nēhiyawēwin (Plains Cree) and 
Anishinaabemowin (Ojibwe), receive significantly more funding than languages that are critically endangered, like 
Nuxalk, or dialects less widely spoken, like Moose Cree.

Reserve (including Remote and Rural) Settings

While most participants, regardless of location, highlighted a need to create resources and tools, the barriers to doing 
so were somewhat unique in First Nations communities, such as issues with standardizing languages. Particularly for 
languages spoken across many regions, such as Nēhiyawēwin (Plains Cree) or Mi’kmaq, First Nations communities 
often speak different dialects and use different writing systems, and different regional varieties may not be mutually 
intelligible.

“One of the challenges that I find is how people write. That’s been a discussion with linguists, I guess, between 
the orthography, standardizing it. A lot of people just write it phonetically – how it sounds – so everybody’s 
writing it differently.”

This has sparked a debate on if a standardized writing system is appropriate for all communities. Efforts at standardizing 
the spelling system sometimes fail because speakers are keen to use a writing system for their particular dialect and 
may reject a system that does not match their pronunciation. However, participants felt it might be beneficial to 
reach consensus on principles and rules for a common writing system to facilitate the creation and dissemination of 
resources and materials. This was not so much of an issue for urban, off-reserve participants, as teachers often use the 
most common or widely used writing systems, given the diverse populations that they are teaching.

Again, funding was identified as an issue for language initiatives across the board. Yet, there are unique circumstances 
related to living on-reserve which make funding a barrier for language learners. For example, poverty, lack of 
employment, lack of adequate housing, limited transportation, and other factors identified as concerns in some 
communities can have significant ramifications for language learning. Community members may need to prioritize 
health and wellness over learning First Nations languages, limiting their capacity to participate in language initiatives.

A lack of funding and basic infrastructure on-reserve can equally impact language learning. One participant specifically 
noted that language learners living on-reserve lacked the transportation to get to the language learning programming, 
and others noted a lack of physical space to gather. “There’s no public transportation on-reserve, and some people 
don’t have cars to even get from their house on-reserve to our building where we’re having class.” Another funding 
issue noted by participants living on-reserve relates to supporting language learners with disabilities. While students 
with disabilities may want to learn their First Nations language, communities are not adequately funded to support 
any additional needs or supports they may require.
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Urban Settings

Participants working off-reserve and in urban areas observed that there is an even bigger western influence on the 
development of resources, whereas in communities located on-reserve, resources tend to be more community-
based, and consequently more grounded in First Nations approaches and worldviews. One participant shared that 
resources developed for off-reserve language initiatives must fit the mold of the colonial educational system. “There 
is no guidance or support […] to be able to figure out how to go about creating resources that [are] helpful to us, also 
that [are] based on our cultural ways.”

For learners living in urban areas, there are distinct financial barriers as well. Many language programs and initiatives 
are available through universities, which are costly and inaccessible to many. If individuals have the financial means, 
or receive funding to attend university, there are also costs related to living in urban areas, such as the high costs 
of housing, food, childcare and transportation. These are all barriers for individuals who wish to reclaim their First 
Nations languages in urban spaces. However, teachers and programs largely have more access to resources than 
those on-reserve. For example, universities and post-secondary institutions have more access to physical resources, 
like classroom space, and financial resources to appropriately compensate staff and teachers.

Online / Distributed Learning

Several interviewees also raised the possibilities and limitations that they face with technology and digitalization of 
resources. For some participants, technology, including phone-based apps or websites are very exciting and could 
greatly expand their abilities to teach language.

“A lot of great things are happening, [a new staff person] was just hired to basically create this website 
resource […] with all of the language resources you’ll need for the public, and also specifically for the 
teachers - a section where we can access [resources] online and we can just pull out what we need.”

For some First Nations languages, there is an abundance of apps and web-based resources. For other languages 
which may not have specific apps and websites, there are tools that can be modified and utilized for any language 
(i.e., Quizlet). As previously mentioned, the key limitation here remains a lack of speakers who are fluent, and a lack 
of individuals with technological knowledge, two barriers which combined, make it difficult to make these online 
resources available to people or create barriers for people to use what they learn through the apps or websites.
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Another issue brought forward by participants is the need to Indigenize technology to meet the needs of language 
teachers and learners, since “technology doesn’t take into account Indigenous languages”. For example, computer 
keyboards use western characters and alphabets, and do not have the option for syllabics.

“The characters on the computers […] were all designed in a Western language, mainly English. [Students] 
couldn’t [type] in their language, because it was forcing them to use the English characters.”

 

Fortunately, technology like smartphones have allowed the creation of keyboards featuring unique characters and 
syllabics. One participant shared that the First Voices app created keyboard software for over 100 languages. “When 
the FirstVoices Keyboard app is installed on a mobile phone or tablet, any of the 100+ custom keyboards can be activated 
in any application on the device. Users are able to select their keyboard(s) of choice within their email, social media, word 
processing or other apps, enabling unlimited communication in their mother language” (First Voices 2020).

There remains a significant element of ethics which should be considered in how language teaching and speakers are 
represented through technology. First, it is important to use precaution as to the information that is made accessible 
to the public. Language, as previously mentioned, contains stories, histories, and laws which may not be appropriate 
for public consumption. Some Elders caution that this information is privy to particular First Nations, and not to the 
wider public. This is an important consideration given the history of extractive and harmful research practices by non-
Indigenous people with First Nations communities. Web- based developers may seem keen to support First Nations 
communities, but participants are cautious of their intentions.

“Because there’s money, there are lots of predators, people who go to a community and they say, ‘oh we can 
do this, we can do that’. And because people are desperate for support and for help, they get taken by nice 
technology predators. I see a lot of them, and they sell a good line […] but people don’t realize that they’re 
making themselves really vulnerable. They’re not protecting their data. Luckily, in [our] province, we have 
[an First Nations-led organization] that can support communities.”

Finally, online programs and initiatives have their own financial barriers. In addition to the barrier of accessing 
bandwidth, as mentioned previously, another barrier is the lack of funding and financial availability to pay for the 
internet in order to use online tools. The ability for a community or individuals to learn, therefore is greatly impacted 
by the financial resources they have available. As one participant shared, “[we have] nothing online, we are a poor 
community.” It is also costly to develop online tools and resources, and there are limited funding sources as well as 
high demand.

 
“We did put in a proposal for digital projects. […] We put in a proposal and never got funded. Basically, they 
got so many proposals and there was limited funding, so I didn’t hold my breath for that.”
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 5. Conclusion

First Nations people from across Canada contributed to this important work to identify unique advantages and distinct 
challenges associated with teaching and learning First Nations languages in urban, rural, remote, and distributed 
communities. Key themes emerged as part of this research project, including the availability and accessibility of 
speakers, teachers and programs; language retention and engagement; approaches, frameworks and models of First 
Nations language learning; and resources and supports.

Generally, living on-reserve allows for increased access to language speakers, teachers and programs, and enhances 
language retention among learners. Additionally, approaches to teaching language tend to be more community-
based and culturally grounded. However, there are still many barriers, including the increasing loss of first-language 
speakers. Individuals living off-reserve still have access to language programs and speakers, yet these may be more 
limited. Importantly, individuals living away from their communities seem to be exceptionally motivated to learn First 
Nations languages as a way to reconnect with community and culture. Finally, while online learning is an important 
tool, there are limitations around speaking opportunities and networking, among others.

Despite historical and ongoing oppression, First Nations have shown incredible resilience and strength. Individuals 
and communities are undertaking activities and initiatives aimed at revitalizing language, reclaiming culture, 
reconnecting to the land and water and subsequently, counteracting the cultural discontinuity caused by Canada’s 
historical and ongoing colonialism. As one participant put it, “language to me is my connection to my homeland, to the 
spiritual realm, and to our medicines and our plants and such.” Thus, literature and research simply validates what First 
Nations have always known; language is integral to positive First Nations life outcomes and essential determinants 
of individual, family, and community wellness.

Wherever First Nations people may live, work and play – connection to language is paramount.
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Appendix A:  
Pre-Interview Information Sheet

To better understand our participants, we ask that you answer the following questions. Please note that responses are 
not mandatory but are helpful for participation in the interview.

1. What are your preferred pronouns?

Answer:  ____________________________________________________________________________

2. What is the name of your Nation and/or home community?

Answer:  ____________________________________________________________________________

3. What is your professional role and how does that involve your language?

Answer:  ____________________________________________________________________________

4.  What is the name of the communities or locales where you have been involved in teaching or learning  
First Nations languages?

Answer:  ____________________________________________________________________________

5. Do you speak a First Nations language? If so, which?

Answer:  ____________________________________________________________________________

6.  Where did you learn that language? For example, at home from your parents or grandparents, at school (where 
and for which grades), as an adult (where and how), at a university (where and which programs?)

Answer:  ____________________________________________________________________________

7. Are you now teaching, or have you ever taught, a First Nations language and, if so, which language(s)?

Answer:  ____________________________________________________________________________
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 Appendix B: Interview Guide

Kwe, Hello, Bonjour, my name is, __________________________________and I am a researcher with Archipel Research, 
an Indigenous owned and operated research company. We are working with the Assembly of First Nations “AFN”, 
to conduct a research study concerning the teaching and learning of First Nations languages in different types of 
communities or contexts.

The Languages and Culture Sector of the AFN is interested in better understanding how teaching and learning First 
Nations languages in First Nations locales (communities) are similar to or different from teaching and learning First 
Nations languages in large urban centres, in small towns and villages located in largely rural areas, in remote First 
Nations communities and remote non-Indigenous communities and in virtual, online or distributed communities.

The purpose of this project is to further understand the challenges and opportunities that language teachers and 
language learners face in the different types of contexts. By context, we mean, for example, on-reserve communities, 
remote or fly-in reserves, in remote or fly-in non- Indigenous communities, in urban areas, in rural off-reserve towns 
or villages or in an online context.

Here are some things you should know about this interview:

• The interview concerns teaching and learning First Nations languages in different settings and the challenges 
and opportunities presented by those contexts.

• 
• Completing this interview is voluntary: you can end your participation at any time and are not required to 

answer any or every question.
• 
• When the interview is complete, I will send you a copy of the notes I have taken and you will have an 

opportunity, usually about 3 business days, to verify or correct them.

Do you have any questions?

Are you ready to begin the interview?
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Section 1: Opening Questions

Researcher Note: review Info Sheet answers and highlight / personalize the following two questions: i.e., “I see from 
your info sheet that language is important to your family; how has that shaped your relationship to language?”

1. What is your relationship to your language?

2. What role does language play in your community or organization?

Section 2: Teaching First Nations Languages

Researcher Note: the next series of questions asks you about your work and working experiences.

1.  Does your teaching or work take place on-reserve, in a remote or fly-in community either on or off-reserve, off-
reserve in a village or small town in a rural setting, in a major urban area, or online?

a.  If NOT a Teacher: how have you been involved in language programming, e.g., as an academic, language 
coordinator, other? Please specify.

c.  If Teacher: In what format is or was your teaching program being delivered? (adult education classrooms/ 
language nest / immersion program / tutoring/ online classes, or other)

2.  Are there any geographical limitations to who can access the program? Such as, do the students have to live on-
reserve or live in an urban setting?

3. Are there challenges reaching potential learners that are specific to the context in which you are teaching?

4.  In your opinion, what are some of the unique benefits or advantages of teaching in any of these various contexts?

5.  What are some of the challenges of teaching First Nations languages in these various contexts e.g., urban/on-
reserve/rural-off-reserve etc. contexts? (Interviewee will choose a context based on answers to previous questions)

 
6.  Are any limitations or advantages associated with the context of teaching (e.g., on-reserve, urban, etc.) for the 

particular format of your program as compared to others (adult education classrooms / language nest / immersion 
program / tutoring / online classes? Other)?
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Section 3: Learning First Nations Languages

The final questions focus on understanding some of the challenges, successes, strengths, and barriers language 
learners face, especially related to the learning environment or setting.

1.  Can you comment on how the learning environment influenced or affected your learning (or your students’ 
learning) of the language?

2.   In your opinion, what was good about learning a First Nations language in the community environment where you  
learned your language (or where your students are learning their language)?

3.   In your opinion, what was not good about learning a First Nations language in the community environment where 
you learned your language (or where your students are learning their language)?

4.  How has delivering language programs in your on-reserve/urban/rural-off-reserve/online context affected 
language learning or retention? (Interviewer will choose a context based on answers to previous questions)

5. How are your students learning / practicing the language outside your teaching program?

a. Do they have access to the language through more than one avenue of learning and, if so, what are they?



55 Metcalfe Street, Suite 1600
Ottawa, ON K1P 6L5

www.afn.ca

Toll Free: 1.866.869.6789
Telephone: 613.241.6789

Fax: 613.241.5808


