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authentic exchanges. This article is a report of interviews conducted on this
occasion with the Associate Director of the Institute, two teachers and five
graduates.

This report examines an initiative whose influence is already enlightening the sphere of Indigenous education in Quebec. Recognized as a
place of revalorization and of revitalization of First Nations languages
and cultures, Kiuna Institution is the first centre for college education to
offer training programs designed by and for First Nations. The success of
the graduates testifies to the positive impact of the approach implanted
in this institution, which is distinguished by its humanism. On February
22nd and 23rd, 2018 were held the Days of Reflection on the Academic
and Social Trajectories of Kiuna Graduates in which many students and
graduates of the Institution participated.

THE KIUNA INSTITUTION
Located in Odanak, in the Centre-du-Québec, the Kiuna Institution provides an opportunity for students from the various nations of Quebec to
benefit from training that respects the history and cultural heritage of the
First Nations and leads them to become Indigenous citizens better able
to lead social change. To allow greater access, all programs are offered
in both French and English1. According to Hannis, “Training meets the
needs expressed by communities and reflects the reality of the market”.
She states that “[s]ince its opening in 2011, 92 First Nations (FN) students
have graduated from Kiuna and [that] almost 96% of college diploma
(DEC) holders have pursued university studies in Quebec or elsewhere,
namely at the University of Ottawa”.

These days were an opportunity to mobilize and promote Kiuna graduates, in addition to allowing, according to the associate director of the
institution, Prudence Hannis, “the various actors of the college, university,
government, private and community sectors to get to know the Indigenous
student population better”. All the staff and teachers were delighted to
see their former students again; the closeness was evident and the pride
shared, which created the atmosphere of reunion emerging from their
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INDIGENOUS STUDENTS WITH DIVERSE BACKGROUNDS
Associate Director, Prudence Hannis, and history teacher, Medérick Sioui, provide a picture of Kiuna students:
The largest number of our students are Innu and Atikamekw, but each year is different. The majority is now
francophone whereas it was once anglophone. In the attestations d’études collégiales (AEC), we mainly
welcome an adult clientele from the labour market. At the beginning, pre-university students were mostly
dropouts returning to school, then the word spread around, and now we have many high-school students.
(Prudence Hannis)
We work with young adults and at this age, it’s easier to deviate from one’s course. Depending on the community
they come from, the adaptation can be intense when arriving at Kiuna. (Médérick Sioui)

Médérick Sioui,
History Teacher

ORIENTATIONS ADAPTED TO INDIGENOUS REALITIES
At the Kiuna Institution, several means are implemented to welcome each student, to make him or her proud of his or
her culture and to promote perseverance and academic success. For Prudence Hannis, “the human aspect is essential.
Beyond the student is an individual who has realities, baggage, who has a project. We must get to this person, and it
takes time to establish a lasting link. In order to adjust to the Indigenous learning style, Médérick Sioui mentions that
teachers do a lot of oral feedback: ‘Here, discussions are more important than the written comments. Peer and teacher mentoring as well as flexible study sessions are other strategies to support students in a tailored manner. Other
conditions contribute to aligning the educational project with the Indigenous realities:
The small size of the premises, the small number of students, between five and 20 students [per group], the
looping, that is to say the teachers who teach continuously for two sessions, are factors that help us to get to
know our students, their strengths and weaknesses. This allows us to offer individualized support, an advantage that young people appreciate greatly. (Prudence Hannis)
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Prudence Hannis,
Associate Director

Médérick Sioui says that ‘students have often experienced failures elsewhere and [in Kiuna] they are experiencing success. As an example, before arriving in Kiuna, Mashteuiatsh graduate Pamela Duciaume attended
another CEGEP where she felt ‘unhappy and misunderstood’. This passage describes her experience in Kiuna.

Hannah Claus,
Teacher and Visual Artist

It was my Kokom who told me about Kiuna. I did my research and I enrolled. My boyfriend also signed
up with other friends. Once at Kiuna, we felt included from the beginning. Friendships were easy, people
were sensitive to our needs and we had help with adaptation. We also had a follow-up for language,
work planning and catching-up. The teachers were accessible, and I had the help of psychologists, which
made a difference. I also had a small job as a facilitator, to support myself. It was different from the other
CEGEP I attended.
According to teacher and visual artist Hannah Claus, “The teacher-student ratio is ideal”. As a teacher in the
English section of the college, she is involved in the deployment of her students, who discover more about their
culture through art:
Although consistent with departmental requirements, the curriculum is created from an Indigenous
perspective. All texts and works shared in my courses are produced and created by Indigenous people.
Students discover content that reflects their life experiences. They can learn the broader meaning of
being Indigenous on Turtle Island.
For Hannah Claus, “Art is a privileged means of expression to address Indigenous identity and cultural issues. At
the end of the course, students are better able to express their ideas." As part of her courses, she presents artists
who humorously address the question of the Indian stereotype, which challenges students and encourages
them to express themselves.

TO EACH CHALLENGE, A SOLUTION
The Kiuna Institution has an intervention team composed of a psychologist, a psychosocial worker, a pedagogical worker and a street worker, which
makes it possible to identify the problems experienced by students and prevent dropout. "The psychosocial support is as important here as the teaching
team," says the Director, who believes that students learn strategies at Kiuna that will serve them for the rest of their lives.
Among the challenges faced by students, anxiety caused by remoteness seems to be the most important. Most students are away from their families,
some even from their children. Many are returning to families each weekend. However, although returning to the community often and travelling for
long hours makes it sometimes difficult to refocus when returning to Kiuna, all students agree that family support is essential to their success. For some,
remoteness also brings a change of scenery: "they miss the boreal forest, the river" (Médérick Sioui).
In addition, managing performance stress is also a concern for which Kiuna actors are mobilized. In these respects, Prudence Hannis emphasizes that
"psychosocial support is provided by enhanced services based on findings and funding". She adds that consumption problems were more prevalent
in the past and are better managed now.
The problem of learning French as a second language is also reduced by customized services for them:
"Our young people are doing well on the standardized French examination, the Ministry congratulated us for
our work" (Prudence Hannis).
Finally, measures are implemented to facilitate work-study-family reconciliation: “We support the family
environment. I allow parents to bring their children on pedagogical days. It creates a microcommunity”
(Prudence Hannis).

Jimmy-Angel Bossum
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KIUNA :
A REAL HOME
FOR STUDENTS

The Kiuna Institution is for many students a place where one feels
at home away from home, “home away from home” as expressed by
Odanak’s Chief, Rick O’Bomsawin, during his opening speech of the Days
of Reflection on Academic and Social Trajectories of Kiuna Graduates. To
describe this feeling, Prudence Hannis maintains that “Kiuna is much
more than a school, it is a family. Indigenous students are not a minority
as in other college settings. For some, feeling one among many others
does a lot of good. Soon, they develop a strong sense of belonging.
Medérik Sioui reports on the benefits to students:
Proximity to staff is beneficial in that it creates a sense of cultural safety.
The ‘Kiuna family’ environment is a great success factor for students.
There is a direct impact on their esteem, a reappropriation of their
traditions, compared to school programs that have obscured a large part
of history.
A passage in the interview with graduate Jimmy-Angel Bossum, Innu
from Mashteuiatsh of Cree descent, adds to this feeling of inclusion: ‘We
were so well supervised by teachers, they understood the remoteness we
felt. We also created links in the residences and kept in touch.” Another
student mentions that she wants to “take off her shoes when entering
Kiuna” (Gabrielle Vachon-Laurent, Innu, Unamen Shipu). Prudence
Hannis adds that’ [t] he students already in Kiuna welcome the new ones
and integrate them quickly into the group”. All these factors contribute
to the social cohesion that is the hallmark of this institution.

WHEN THE EDUCATIONAL PROJECT
BECOMES A FAMILY STORY
For some students, studying in Kiuna becomes a family experience. This is
the case for Louis-Xavier and Lisa-Maude Aubin-Bérubé, Maliseet brother
and sister from Cacouna. Louis-Xavier graduated in two Kiuna programs:
Humanities, FN profile (2015) and Administrative Work for FNs and Inuit
(2016). Finding, in Kiuna, an educational environment matching his values,
compared to a more difficult experience in another CEGEP, he invited his
sister Lisa-Maude to join him. That’s what she did:
I finished high school and my brother told me to come. I trusted
him, and I did not regret my choice. I discovered new passions.
[...]. Having this diploma is a great pride for my brother and me.
Our grandmother came, and she saw our pictures on the wall. She
was very moved because she and my grandfather encouraged us
a lot to pursue our studies.
Lisa-Maude, for her part, obtained a diploma in Humanities, FN profile, in 2017.
Particularly moved by the elders’ intergenerational traditional teachings,
she explained that the presence of her
brother urged her to enrol in Kiuna and
she added that this passage awakened,
in her, the desire to find her roots.

Louis-Xavier et Lisa-Maude
Aubin-Bérubé
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VECTORS OF SOCIAL CHANGE
In 2017, Marie-Christine Petiquay,
an Atikamekw from Manawan,
obtained a DEC in Social Sciences—
FN profile. Her testimony reflects the
positive impact of her time in Kiuna:

According to Médérick Sioui, “[M]any students
arrive not knowing much about their
culture. In Kiuna, a historico-cultural pride
is revived by examples of resistance
promoting proactivity”. He uses the
metaphor “standing straight as a pole”
to portray the confidence that students
acquire when as they leave to pursue their
studies. Louis-Xavier Aubin-Bérubé testifies as
follows: “When you know your story, you better
understand where you come from, who you are;
Danysa Régis-Labbé
it gives you great power to act. We have influence
over our brothers and sisters, our cousins, our
parents, the influence is great.” “I had become Indigenous,” adds graduate
Danysa Régis-Labbé (Innue, Pessamit) who plans to work as a community
worker. In this regard, everyone we met agreed that Kiuna graduates are
becoming ambassadors of their culture and vectors of change for their
nation. The following paragraph presents Prudence Hannis’ thoughts on
this question.

I arrived in Kiuna with the ambition
Marie-Christine Petiquay
of becoming a high-school history
teacher. I wanted to tell the true
story of our people. Kiuna made me want to do more. Through
my training, I was made aware of many issues. That’s why I’m
currently doing a bachelor’s degree in Political Science. I want
to help change things concretely.
She emphasizes the importance of having been exposed to models of
activism for the rights of FNs and for the environment, such as Natasha
Kanapé Fontaine (Innu poetess) or Ellen Gabriel (spokesperson for the
Oka crisis). “They made me want to be like them,” she says before adding:
“Kiuna enables us to (re) discover, teach us who we are and who we would
like to be. It helped me to gain confidence in myself. To express the impact
of the training, Jimmy-Angel Bossum evoked the following metaphor:
"Kiuna is a spark plug and a fire that continues
to burn afterwards. Kiuna allowed me to
consolidate my belonging to this pivotal
age where you seek your difference;
the fact of learning one’s story, gives
the taste to get involved socially".

Kiuna leads the students to reclaim their culture, perennially,
to keep it active thereafter. Many of the graduates are actively
involved in promoting their culture. They become role models
for their families. Many are also involved in helping their
people, finding solutions to some problems experienced
in their community. The programs lead to great careers. The
potential of young people is fascinating. They take initiatives.
This is our greatest reward.

LIVING THE TRANSITION FROM COLLEGE TO UNIVERSITY
After Kiuna, "students have to face a world that does not take into account
Indigenous realities," says Médérick Sioui. On this transition, Prudence
Hannis adds:
We prepare young people, make them aware of their career
choices and make projects in collaboration with universities.
At the end of their studies, they must choose for themselves.
The transition to university can be difficult for some students,
who will not find the closeness that Kiuna offers. For others, it
is going well, thanks to the trust they have acquired here.
Graduates Danysa Régis-Labbé and Pamela Duciaume both claim
that, in Kiuna, they took their place and became very involved, while
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Pamela Duciaume

in university, large groups seemed intimidating. Pamela Duciaume
describes the transition she experienced:
This depersonalization does not promote motivation. You
arrive from a warm and caring place where everyone knows
you. At university, there are so many people, teachers can not
offer us a personalized follow-up. I found myself alone in an
apartment, in a new city, a new program. For me, adjusting
to this new reality was a shock that disappeared with time.
I developed links with other Indigenous people. Now, I feel in
the right place.

For Danysa Régis-Labbé, the transition to university also entailed
some challenges:
I was very successful at Kiuna, which gave me confidence. My
choice of university program was still difficult. I am now in the
third year of my bachelor’s degree in preschool and elementary
education. I'm not above average like in Kiuna, but it's going
well. I even think of doing a master’s degree in educational
management. Nevertheless, at university, I tend to isolate
myself from the group. I sit behind and ask fewer questions.
The dynamic is very different than in Kiuna.
She, along with Jimmy-Angel Bossum, believes that it was easier to
integrate with groups at Université du Québec à Chicoutimi (UQAC),
particularly because of the Centre des Premières Nations Nikanite,
which provides access to personalized resources and a place where
students can gather.

CONCLUSION AND DEVELOPMENT PERSPECTIVES
In just eight years, progress has been significant and hopeful for future
generations. "It is these young people who will bring our project to
completion" (Prudence Hannis).

During these days of reflection, potential solutions, recommendations
and strategic directions to develop a common understanding of the
issues facing FN students pursuing post-secondary education were
identified. According to the five graduates interviewed, the keys to a better
integration of Indigenous students in universities lie in the access to
targeted services and personalized support measures, particularly about
language, additional cultural and territorial outings, by inviting elders
and Indigenous experts, by participating in activities (social, sporting,
cultural) and in the availability of resource staff, ideally Indigenous and
concerned about their well-being. Humour would also be an essential
ingredient in working with Indigenous students.

The testimonials presented in this report have highlighted the impact
of the educational project developed at the Kiuna Institution on the
personal and academic trajectories of students who complete a program.
Beyond the benefits of self-reaffirmation and cultural reappropriation,
the quality of the relational fabric unfolding in Kiuna is the result of the
investment of a team united in a commitment to provide an inclusive
educational environment sensitive to Indigenous realities. The transition
to university remains a challenge for graduates. The indigenization
process and cultural safety practices underway in some universities are
the way to develop to facilitate the integration of Indigenous students:
"Universities want to offer welcoming and supportive measures to FN"
(Prudence Hannis). In all respects, the Kiuna Institution is proving to be
an example to follow from which actors present at the Days of Reflexion
can now draw inspiration.

Finally, the people we met were able to target a few practices to be
developed, especially the intergenerational transmission of knowledge,
which could be improved by a greater presence of elders. Access to the
territory is also an issue on which the Kiuna team is working. Given the
popularity of all services offered to students, Prudence Hannis believes that
resources can be further enhanced to ensure better access for all: "We have
waiting lists everywhere." To date, 295 students have journeyed in Kiuna.

NOTE
1

The Kiuna Institution offers a customized DEC Springboard Program

to complete high school, three pre-university programs (in the humanities, arts

and literature, and media communication) and three college-level certificates
(AEC in special education, accounting, and administrative work).
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