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“I was in the dark most of the time, now I have knowledge… 

It goes deeper; I have the urge to learn now.” 

 

- ASAP Student 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

All parts of the Aboriginal Skills Advancement Program’s (ASAP’s) design and delivery are owned by and copyright of Kiikenomaga                                     

Kikenjigewen Employment and Training Services (KKETS). No element of ASAP’s design or delivery may be replicated by another                                   

program without the prior written consent of KKETS. To inquire about obtaining permission to use any material, please send a                                       

request to KKETS (www.kkets.ca) or contact at 1-888-688-4652. 
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Executive Summary 
 
The Aboriginal Skills Advancement Program (ASAP) is operated by Kiikenomaga Kikenjigewen 
Employment & Training Services (KKETS) out of Thunder Bay. ASAP applies a trauma-informed approach 
to offering the Ontario Secondary School Diploma (OSSD) to members from nine Matawa First Nation 
communities in Northwestern Ontario. In addition, ASAP provides certification education, workshops, 
cultural events, and wrap-around supports to aid in the personal development of learners. As a holder of an 
ASETS (Aboriginal Skills and Employment Training Strategy) agreement from Employment and Social 
Development Canada, ASAP offers practical skills development while being thoughtful of the 
intergenerational trauma faced by Aboriginal communities, providing opportunities for cultural engagement, 
and community building as a means to heal. This case study documents how ASAP’s wrap-around supports 
and holistic approach to program delivery have been successful in providing a unique, personalized program 
model to meet the educational advancement and workforce development needs of First Nations.   
 

The methods and documentation used in this case study include interviews with current and past 
ASAP students, staff, and stakeholders; focus groups with ASAP’s staff, teachers, guidance counsellor, and 
Client Support Officer; exit surveys completed by graduating students; reports, newsletters, and 
administrative documents.  
 

ASAP was found to be unique in its holistic and trauma-informed approach to service delivery. A 
program is defined as being trauma-informed when it is aware of the widespread impact of trauma, 
understands possible paths to recovery, recognizes the signs of trauma in the individuals involved with the 
program, responds by fully integrating knowledge about trauma and healing into policies, procedures, and 
practices, and seeks to actively resist re-traumatization. A trauma-informed service delivery model is 
characterized by six key principles: 
 

1) Safety: The physical setting is safe and interpersonal interactions promote a sense of safety. 
 

2) Trustworthiness and Transparency: Organizational operations and decisions are conducted 
transparently with the goal of building and maintaining trust with those involved with the 
organization. 

 
3) Peer Support: Peer support and mutual self-help are key in establishing safety and hope, building 

trust, enhancing collaboration, and utilizing client stories and experiences to promote healing. 
 

4) Collaboration and Mutuality: Importance is placed on partnering and the leveling of power 
between staff and clients. 

 
5) Empowerment, Voice, and Choice: The individual’s strengths and experiences are recognized as 

building blocks for achieving their goals. 
 

6) Cultural, Historical, and Gender Issues: The program leverages the healing value of traditional 
cultural connections and incorporates policies, protocols, and processes that are responsive to the 
cultural needs of the individuals served.   
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By observing those principles, ASAP is able to successfully provide programming that meets the 

social, psychological, and cultural needs of each student. Workshops and external events provide students 
with the opportunity to develop employment skills, engage in traditional cultural practices, and receive 
counselling and consultation from an on-site Elder. Wrap-around supports were provided to assist students 
through personal and academic counselling, pathway planning and goal setting, literacy and basic skills 
development, improving life and parenting skills, health and nutrition planning, transportation, 
acclimatization to moving into Thunder Bay from their home communities, and an on-site child minder. 
Students, staff, and teachers suggested that learning experiences and personal development in ASAP were 
greatly enhanced by the wide variety of wrap-around supports, adjunctive services, and cultural 
opportunities offered by the program. 
 

Exit questionnaires and KKETS’ internal statistical tracking provided rich sources of information on 
client goals and the outcomes of the ASAP program. Nearly 70% of ASAP students are successful in achieving 
their OSSD goal, considerably higher than traditional adult learning settings. As of February 2018, the career 
goals and program outcomes of all 324 OSSD graduates from across all of ASAP’s cohorts are: 
 

Career Goals (As of February 2018) 

● Trades: 112 
● Business: 89 
● Social Services: 74 
● Culinary: 20 
● Healthcare: 12 
● Engineering: 3 
● Environmental: 3 
● Millwright: 2 
● Firefighter: 1 
● General Workforce: 8 

Total Graduates: 324 

 

Program Outcomes (As of February 2018) 

● Found Employment: 131 
○ In Trades: 43 
○ In Business: 30 
○ In Customer Service: 28 
○ In Social Services: 17 
○ In Culinary: 7 
○ In Healthcare: 6 

● Started College: 67 
● Started University: 7 
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● Unemployed: 98 
○ Returned to their First Nation with no employment: 63 
○ Providing dependent care: 18 
○ Became incarcerated: 4 
○ Medical issue: 1 
○ Unable to secure post-secondary funding: 12 

Total Graduates: 324 

 
The most common reasons for graduates of ASAP to be unemployed include unsuccessful job 

searching, lack of employment in their First Nation, and caring for dependents while their spouse 
participates in the ASAP program. Students who decided not to pursue a post-secondary education often 
noted that the long waitlists to First Nation funding contributed to their decision. 
 

ASAP is a successful example of a program that delivers effective skills training and personal 
development to Aboriginal communities, but it does face some organizational challenges which must 
considered. Teachers and administrators indicated high school transcripts were difficult to access, and when 
they were accessed, transcripts often did not accurately reflect the capabilities of students. In response to the 
high rate of students who required basic literacy and numeracy skills upon entering ASAP, a pilot 
preparatory literacy and numeracy program will be initiated in the near future to provide basic training to 
Matawa First Nation members prior to commencing KKETS’ education, training, and employment 
programs. Time spent in the classroom, workshops, and external events must be carefully balanced to meet 
the personal development and learning needs of students, posing an organizational challenge which ASAP 
manages through counselling services, intervention processes, and proactive student engagement. Other 
challenges include the absence of co-teachers to support students in a post-secondary environment following 
their graduation from the program, accessibility of the building’s physical space for persons with disabilities, 
and contract-based staff funding arrangements.   

 
Alongside the above challenges which ASAP must be mindful of, it is recommended that focused 

action be taken to address three particular needs: 
 

● Implementing a new data management structure would close a significant information gap 
by providing fluid information updating and sharing, preserving a historical record of 
student data, and making thorough follow-up surveys available for analysis. 

 
● Additional services should be offered to strengthen student success, especially expanded 

access to childcare services, parenting courses, and the Native language program. 
 

● The risk of conflict between coursework and non-academic programming should be 
minimized by maintaining a communication flow with students, staff, and teachers to 
ensure scheduling needs and expectations are effectively gathered and alternative scheduling 
arrangements are explored as necessary. 
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If the above three needs are left unaddressed, they could pose compounding difficulties for ASAP as 
the program continues to operate and grow. Despite these surmountable challenges, ASAP remains a highly 
successful example of how to tailor a program model to meet the uniquely multi-faceted and 
trauma-sensitive needs of Aboriginal communities. 
 

Introduction 
 
Aboriginal Canadians have considerably lower levels of educational and economic achievement compared to 
non-Aboriginal Canadians (Place, 2012). The long-term and intergenerational effects of trauma incurred at 
the individual and community levels through harsh colonization practices have received considerable 
attention. A report by the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada (2015) cites “centuries of 
systemic imperialism” (p. 385) as the most significant contributing factor to high unemployment among 
Canada’s Indigenous populations. Connors and Maidman (2001) describe the nature of this trauma and the 
central role of Aboriginal culture in the healing process: 
 

Despite the many assaults that have occurred on the Aboriginal families of North America during 
the past five hundred years, Native people have survived and are beginning their recovery from their 
state of ill health. While it is a travesty that some First Nations did not survive to see this time of 
healing, it is a testament to the resilience and strength of the tribal family that so many Aboriginal 
families remain. Today, many Aboriginal people are beginning to realize that most of the strengths 
that enabled their survival lie within their culture. Those ways that the colonizers regarded as 
primitive and from which they attempted to separate Native people are what many First Nations and 
non-Native people now realize contain the tools that will likely ensure the survival of all peoples and 
all of Creation on this planet. This is why today there is a strong resurgence of Native culture and 
Native pride. Aboriginal families are now coming full circle to redefine the principles from their past 
that will help them to form a healthier future. (pp.415-416) 

 
Providing effective skills development to Canada’s Indigenous populations requires an approach that 

is sensitive to intergenerational trauma, offering pathways to healing through cultural engagement and 
community-building. The Aboriginal Skills Advancement Program (ASAP) applies a trauma-informed 
approach to offering the Ontario Secondary School Diploma (OSSD) as well as certification education to 
members from nine Matawa First Nation communities in Northern Ontario. This case study documents how 
ASAP’s wrap-around supports and its holistic approach to educational advancement have succeeded in 
tailoring a unique program model to the workforce development needs of First Nations. Sources of 
information used in the production of this report are listed in Appendix A. 
 

The terms Indigenous, Aboriginal, and First Nations are used interchangeably in this report.   
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Background 

Aboriginal Skills and Employment Training Strategy (ASETS) 
 
ASETS is a federal training and employment program (formerly AHRDAS) funded through Employment 
and Social Development Canada since 2010. ASETS empowers organizations and communities to provide 
programming that supports Aboriginal people to find and prepare for high-demand jobs that meet Canada’s 
current labour market challenges. The program works by linking training to current labour market demands 
to allow Aboriginal people in all parts of Canada to participate in economic opportunities. The ASETS 
program was designed to target Aboriginal peoples living in urban, rural, and remote areas throughout 
Canada. Those eligible to apply include Aboriginal youth, women, single parents, mature workers, persons 
with disabilities, and those experiencing career change or transition. 
 

ASETS’ goal is to assist all Indigenous people, regardless of status or location (i.e., on- or off-reserve, 
urban or rural), to find a job or upgrade skills to meet current, local labour market demands through 
provision of employment counselling, supported by focused training and skills development. Specifically, the 
goals of the national ASETS program are: to offer individualized supports in skills development; training for 
high-demand jobs; job finding; programs for youth; programs for urban and Indigenous people with 
disabilities; and access to child care. 

 
ASETS services may include: 
 

● Employment Counselling: Guidance with career planning, training, labour market information, 
resume preparation, job searches, interview techniques, etc. 

 
● Skills Training: Targeted funding for quality training and skill development relevant to the labour 

market. 
 

● Wage Subsidies: Subsidies to employers to provide work experience leading to long-term 
employment. 

. 
● Self-Employment Assistance: Financial assistance, business training and professional support that 

enable individuals to develop a business plan or start a business. 
 
There are six organizations functioning as ASETS agreement holders in Thunder Bay: Kiikenomaga 
Kikenjigewen Employment and Training Services, the Ontario Native Women’s Association, Anishinabek 
Employment and Training Services, Fort William First Nation, the Thunder Bay Indigenous Friendship 
Centre, and the Ontario Métis Association.   
   

Matawa First Nations Management 
 
Matawa is a non-political tribal council established in 1988 to develop and facilitate social and economic 
opportunities for its nine member communities in Northwestern Ontario. The Matawa head office is located 
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in Thunder Bay. The organization is named for the Cree word “Mammamattawa,” meaning “a place of many 
rivers coming together,” in recognition that the rivers were the life that maintained their communities. The 
Chiefs and Elders chose to shorten the name to “Matawa,” meaning “mouth of river,” alluding to their shared 
values of being dynamic and sustainable communities working together to uphold quality of life socially, 
economically, culturally, and environmentally.   
 

Matawa achieves these goals by providing diverse advisory services and program delivery to the 
Ojibway and Cree First Nations making up its membership. Programs and services are provided through 
local community governments, including health and social services (e.g., home and community care, 
addictions services, immunization clinics), resource development services (e.g., economic development, Ring 
of Fire), property and housing, technical services (e.g., fire protection, environmental), and education (e.g., 
community-based education support, Matawa Learning Centre in Thunder Bay, and employment and 
training). The organization embraces modern developmental practices alongside traditional culture and 
heritage. As of 2012, Matawa was serving an on-reserve population of about 5000 individuals (211 North). 
 
Matawa’s member First Nations are: 

● Aroland First Nation 
● Constance Lake First Nation 
● Eabametoong First Nation 
● Long Lake #58 First Nation 
● Marten Falls First Nation 
● Neskantaga First Nation 
● Nibinamik First Nation 
● Webequie First Nation 
● Ginoogaming First Nation 

 

Kiikenomaga Kikenjigewen Employment & Training Services (KKETS) 
 
KKETS is an ASETS agreement holder under Employment and Social Development Canada and provides 
employment and training services to all Matawa First Nation members except Long Lake #58. KKETS was 
incorporated in 2011 in Thunder Bay with the objective of providing culturally appropriate opportunities for 
education, training, and employment. Each community has a local Employment Community Coordinator 
who works as a liaison with KKETS to deliver and assist with the implementation of training programs. 
   

Aboriginal Skills Advancement Program (ASAP) 
 
The Aboriginal Skills Advancement Program (ASAP) offers the Ontario Secondary School Diploma (OSSD) 
and certification education in Thunder Bay, Ontario. ASAP is a unique education and training program 
designed to meet the needs of Indigenous adult learners aged 22 years and above. The ASAP program was 
founded on the knowledge that each learner would bring to the program the shared goal of empowerment 
through education and training, and each individual would arrive at the program with their own dynamic set 
of strengths, needs, and challenges. ASAP was developed to address the immediate and evolving 
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wrap-around needs of diverse learners by offering adjunctive services and supports that could be responsive 
to the needs of learners. 
 

ASAP enables learners to complete a high school diploma (OSSD), and connects learners to 
post-secondary education (e.g., College, University) and/or specialized training to meet their employment 
goals. When needed, fundamental skills upgrading is also provided using MPLAR (Mature Prior Learning 
Assessments Recognition) and SEA (Senior Equivalency Assessments) with a focus on literacy and numeracy. 
Individual learners’ academic plans are directly linked with their career and employment goals, which are 
often determined or narrowed through career consultation and assessments. ASAP learners have 
opportunities to obtain recognized basic industrial employment certifications by taking courses in First 
Aid/CPR, Basic Construction Skills, Safe Food Handling, Smartserve, Service Excellence, Ontario Driver’s 
License, and WHMIS. On average, it can take an individual approximately 10 months to complete the 
program, depending on how many years the learner has been out of school for, their last grade completed, 
and their established career goal. 

 
Throughout the program, ASAP provides assistance to access social services, either directly or in the 

community. These include support with finding childcare, finding affordable housing, personal safety, 
meeting medical needs, treatment for substance use, legal services, bereavement support, and re-entry and 
transition supports for students who take a leave from ASAP. An informal relationship between ASAP and 
the Ministry of Community and Social Services (MCSS) allows learners to receive payments through Ontario 
Works or the Ontario Disability Support Program (ODSP).  Students enrolled in ASAP receive full 
exemption from Ontario Works as long as they are attending school. MCSS allows OW recipients/ASAP 
students to pursue their education so long as they are attending a minimum of 17.5 hours per week of 
in-class instruction and/or three credits per semester or six credits per year. Additionally, an informal 
process has been established between ASAP and MAESD, minimizing the risk of Employment Insurance (EI) 
disruptions for future ASAP students. 

 
A key component to ensuring the success of the learners who come to ASAP is providing activities 

relevant to achieving and maintaining balance, and feeling a sense of belonging within the ASAP program 
and with their ASAP cohort. Learners are encouraged to participate in sharing circles and weekly communal 
meals to discuss their weeks or weekends, their progress in the program, or anything else on their minds. 
Communal meals are tied back to employment training by having learners complete Safe Food Handling 
certification, then work in ASAP’s cooking program—delivered in partnership with Roots to Harvest—where 
certified students put their skills into practice by planning and preparing a meal for their peers. In addition, 
on-site Elder(s), the ASAP teachers, and staff are all available for learners to approach either with an issue or 
for a friendly interaction.  They are also attentive to changes in learners’ behaviour, whether positive or 
potentially indicating distress. For example, if a student’s attendance or progress is not maintained, the 
teacher will submit a intervention form to the Client Support Officer who will follow up by phone call, 
instant message, and/or a personal visit to assess the student’s barriers and help them find a solution. This 
type of individualized support complements the more explicit workshops and life skills training activities that 
occur every Friday.   

 
ASAP realizes that some learners will be faced with complex personal and family situations (e.g., 

illness, loss, trauma, mental health needs, or substance use requiring treatment) which may affect their ability 
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to complete the program all at once. For those students, ASAP offers students to take a short or long term 
leave of absence that will  to allow learners to attend to immediate family or personal priorities, then return 
to ASAP when their barriers have been resolved.  A return to school assessment process is then conducted, 
ensuring that when the student returns, their barriers are resolved and the student is ready to fully commit to 
their education. 

 
ASAP is the only adult education program listed on the Matawa website that is available to members 

from all nine of the Matawa communities. However, the number of students participating in ASAP varies by 
community and can fluctuate year over year. To deliver its services, ASAP staffs a Program Manager, 
Program Assistant, three Client Support Officers, a Post-Secondary/Communications Officer, a Transition 
Worker, a Social Development Officer, a Finance Clerk, an Administrative/File Clerk, an on-site Elder, as 
well as four teachers, two co-teachers, and one guidance counsellor who are contracted through the 
Lakehead Adult Education Centre.   

 

Other Aboriginal Training Programs in Thunder Bay 
ASAP has been successful in making use of wrap-around supports, adjunctive services, personalized 
guidance, and a flexible program structure to meet each learner’s individual needs. A scan of other Aboriginal 
training programs in Thunder Bay underscores the uniquely holistic approach that ASAP has taken to 
Aboriginal skills development. 
 

ASETS - Ontario Native Women’s Association (ONWA) 

ONWA is a not for profit organization that supports women and their families in Ontario who are of 
Aboriginal, Métis, or Inuit descent. ONWA’s head office is located on Fort William First Nation, just outside 
Thunder Bay, and they operate satellite offices across the province, including one in Thunder Bay. ONWA 
programs offered in Thunder Bay include: 
 

● Culturally appropriate health services (e.g., diabetes education and awareness, community health 
outreach, responsible gambling awareness) 

 
● Family services (e.g., Healthy Babies Healthy Children, women’s leadership program) 

 
● Intervention and support (e.g., victim and family liaison program and community wellness program 

for victims of violence and/or trauma; anti-human trafficking, youth in transition) 
 

● Spiritual and mental health services 
 

● Residential support for those experiencing or at risk of homelessness   
 
Additionally, ONWA promotes skills development and employment opportunities through the ASETS 
program. 
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The ASETS program at ONWA helps Aboriginal women to succeed in education and training 
toward obtaining and/or maintaining employment. ONWA’s ASETS program works by providing career 
counselling and labour market information to Indigenous women living in urban areas. Through ASETS, 
ONWA will purchase up to 52 weeks of training for participants though recognized training institutions 
(e.g., a college) that will prepare Aboriginal women for working in a current labour market. Participants may 
gain valuable work experience through job creation partnerships. These partnerships can include up to six 
months of wage subsidies to encourage responsible employers to hire unemployed urban Aboriginal women 
and provide them with training, leading to long-term, independent employment. 
   

Family Connections 

From 2013 to 2016, ONWA, in partnership with the Lakehead Adult Education Centre (LAEC), operated 
the Family Connections program. Family Connections primarily supported Aboriginal single parents toward 
accumulating academic credits to receive the OSSD, and also strived to support the individual needs of 
single-parent learners. Family Connections provided many wrap-around supports to help participants 
achieve their personal and academic goals. Learner success was facilitated by providing education and 
support in a culturally appropriate context that included personal and academic counselling, pathway 
planning and goal setting, literacy and basic skills (LBS) supports, supports for improving life and parenting 
skills, access to Elders and Aboriginal support groups, health and nutrition services (e.g., healthy hot lunches 
for learners and children), transportation, and an on-site child minder. Learners had access to computers in 
the on-site resource centre for school work, resume writing, developing computer skills, research, or 
personal use. There were also social activities at holiday times. 
 

The program was evaluated with pre- and post- learner surveys which were tied to attendance and 
credit accumulation data. Overall, the program was successful in supporting single-parent learners to obtain 
credits, earn an OSSD, and feel prepared to enter the workforce. Three quarters of participants in Family 
Connections felt that they could not have achieved their academic goals without the wrap-around supports. 
The supports perceived as most useful were for childcare, housing, mental health, and financial 
planning/services. Learners were often required to interrupt their programs due to family commitments or 
emergencies, and so, a modularized curriculum that allowed for stops and starts was found to be useful for 
successful completion of the program. Job-specific skills were not the focus of Family Connections, although 
relevant skills such as resume help were available. No follow-up data on employment outcomes was collected 
from participants. 

 

Labourers' International Union of North America (LiUNA, Local 607) 
 
LiUNA is Canada's largest construction union. In June 2017, LiUNA signed an accord with the National 
Assembly of First Nations to promote a larger Indigenous workforce. LiUNA formally embraced a 
reconciliatory approach to training, hiring, and skills development, using the framework provided by the 
United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, which also align with the principles of 
reconciliation from the TRC (found in Appendix B). Through ASAP, a 12 day Basic Construction Skills 
training is offered to graduates, who can gain skills and certifications that will enable them to succeed in 
construction careers, including health and safety training, first aid/CPR, traffic control, and the operation of 
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several types of equipment and machinery. Through KKETS’ Nishnawbe Education and Training Program, 
Matawa members can access an in-depth seven week Construction Craft Worker Training Program. 
 

Lakehead University Native Access Program (NAP) 
 
NAP is a nine-month program that admits between 15-30 students per year. Students enrolled in the 
program have not met university entrance requirements (either regular or mature student) or they may 
require further academic preparation before admission to their program of choice. Student cohorts take part 
together in core courses in English, Study Skills, Indigenous Learning, Mathematics, and Science. The goals 
of the NAP program are to help students develop research, study, and communication skills essential for 
academic success; applied skills in science and math; knowledge about Aboriginal history, culture, and 
traditions; and critical thinking and problem solving skills. Academic counselling and tutoring is available, as 
well as culturally appropriate support services. NAP is designed to offer a stable and comfortable setting that 
fosters the strong peer support that is integral for the success of learners from rural and urban communities 
alike. University services such as nutritional support (e.g., food bank, weekly meals), childcare, medical and 
counselling services, Elders, as well as support for gender and violence issues, are all available. 
 

Upon completion of the NAP program, learners are eligible for admission to regular Lakehead 
University degree programs and will have earned three university credits to apply toward their degree. The 
three credits will also smooth the transition to regular classes by lessening the course load, if the student so 
wishes.   
  

Nishnawbe Education and Training (Formerly Ring Of Fire Aboriginal 
Training Alliance) 
 
NEAT (formerly RoFATA) opened its doors in March 2018 to provide training for employment 
opportunities based on current labour market needs (e.g., heavy equipment operator, pre-trades carpentry, 
pre-trades welder, surface diamond driller helper). Training is provided using a tiered, skills-based system 
and small class sizes capped at 10-12 participants per session. Sessions range from five (e.g., Tier 1: Mining 
Common Core) to sixteen weeks (e.g., Tier 2: Remote Camp Cook). Most of the training programs offered 
require completion of the OSSD as a prerequisite. NEAT’s funding is secured through August 2020. 
 

RoFATA was a partnership between Confederation College, Noront and KKETS established in 
2013. RoFATA provided skilled trades training and guidance programs related to employment in the Mining 
industry. Since ASAP’s inception, 88 out of 324 graduates have participated in RoFATA training. RoFATA 
was funded through the HRSDC's Skills and Partnership Fund from 2013 and replaced by NEAT in 2017. 
 

Hardy Giles Consulting 
With $2.5 million in federal support provided through the Skills Partnership Fund (SPF, January 2018), 
Hardy Giles Consulting (based on Fort William First Nation) will work with training provider, Workplace 
Training and Safety First, and industry partner LTL Contracting Ltd. to train approximately 60 individuals 
to fill heavy equipment operation roles. For candidates who pass screening exercises in a simulated 
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environment, further training will be provided. Screening is mobile and undertaken in various communities 
in Northwestern Ontario. Training will include workplace culture orientation, work readiness preparation, 
simulated and hands-on heavy equipment operation, and on-the-job experience in the mining, construction, 
and forestry industries. The program was reported to be addressing specific challenges Indigenous people 
face in obtaining secure and long-term employment in the natural resources extraction sector. Operation 
Innovation provides life skills training, self-esteem, goal setting, and team-building exercises alongside 
individualized job skills training. According to Employment and Social Development Canada, the SPF 
program has helped over 12,500 individuals to get jobs since 2010. 
 

Lakehead Adult Education Centre (LAEC) 
 
LAEC itself does not offer Aboriginal-specific training programs, but ASAP contracts the delivery of 
academic instructional and guidance counselling services through LAEC. LAEC is operated by Lakehead 
Public Schools in Thunder Bay. LAEC offers high-school credits in classroom, through e-Learning, self-study 
(independent learning), and co-operative education. In addition, LAEC offers community-building and social 
activities to students as part of their operational mandate. Individuals 18 years and older are eligible to earn 
credits for skills they already have using the Mature Prior Learning Assessment and Recognition (PLAR) 
program at no cost.   

 

Methodology 
 
This case study evaluation was undertaken in March and April 2018. Another OCWI researcher previously 
provided an exit survey to ASAP which was completed by a number of students just prior to graduating (19 
of 66 graduates). Responses were subsequently analyzed to inform this report. The researcher conducted 
semi-structured one-on-one interviews with current and past ASAP students, staff, an administrator, and 
stakeholders. Focus groups were held with ASAP’s staff, teachers, a guidance counsellor, and with ASAP’s 
Client Support Officer (CSO). All participants were informed that participation was voluntary and 
anonymization procedures would be utilized. However, given the small sample and the fact that participants 
belong to a highly integrated ASAP community, there was a possibility that they could be identified based on 
responses provided. As a further measure of anonymization, the terms “student/learner” and “graduate” will 
be used interchangeably, as all interviewed students were approaching graduation. Informal interactions with 
participants which occurred outside of interviews (e.g., in the hallway, at graduation) also contributed to this 
evaluation. All first-hand information in this report only came from informed participants who chose to 
participate. 
 

ASAP provided the researcher with access to the school, all documents requested, and several 
reports and newsletters. LAEC provided quantitative information to the best of its ability within the confines 
of privacy legislation. All participants appeared forthcoming and supportive of the evaluation. It was the 
researcher’s impression that everyone affiliated with ASAP was eager to share their personal and professional 
achievements and support for the continuation of ASAP with the researcher. 
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The timing of the project made it impossible to conduct focus groups with current students/recent 
graduates, because they returned to their home communities following the graduation on March 8, 2018. 
The researcher did, however, attend the graduation ceremony and briefly speak with a few graduating 
students. With the help of the ASAP Program Coordinator, interviews were arranged with some former 
graduates and a small number of students who had remained at ASAP to complete their studies. The 
Oshki-Kikenjigewen Journal, ASAP’s newsletter,  is printed annually and contains personal stories from 
students and graduates. These journals were a rich source of information for this report. 

 

Dangers Associated with Attending School in Thunder 
Bay 
 
Between 2001 and 2011, seven youths from remote First Nation communities died while attending a 
secondary school in Thunder Bay. One of those students, 15-year-old Jordan Wabasse, was attending MLC 
when he disappeared. His body was found in the Kaministiquia River three months later. Thunder Bay police 
were criticized for their handling of the case. The cause of Jordan’s death was listed as “undetermined” (Office 
of the Chief Coroner, 2016). From 2015 to 2016, an inquest was held to elucidate what led to the deaths of so 
many First Nation students in Thunder Bay, and how to avoid such tragedies in the future. Matawa Learning 
Centre (2017) responded to the recommendations from the inquest with a detailed report outlining how they 
intended to act upon the recommendations. While it is outside the purview of this report to examine the 
history of violence, racism, and injustice that continues to befall Aboriginal people in Thunder Bay, it is an 
important piece of context. Violence and aggression toward First Nations people in Thunder Bay is not 
limited to the youth; adults have frequently been victimized, as described in an article by The Walrus entitled 
The Deadly Racism of Thunder Bay . 
 

One of the ASAP graduates who participated in this case study as an interviewee had to live away 
from his family while attending ASAP in Thunder Bay. The interviewee encapsulated the ongoing issue of 
racism just prior to their graduation ceremony in March 2018: “Thunder Bay is not really a safe environment 
for my children. Abuse is something that I live with every day here; you just learn to live with it. That’s why I 
couldn’t bring them with me.”   
 

The City of Thunder Bay, in partnership with several individuals, groups, and organizations, are 
working to improve community relationships and taking active steps to address racism in the community 
(Corporation of the City of Thunder Bay, 2018). ASAP ensures the safety of its students by providing 
information about safety issues around the city, precautions to take, and 24/7 on-call numbers. 
 

A Trauma-Informed Service Delivery Model 
 
Trauma-informed philosophy posits that when people who are affected by trauma do not receive the care or 
understanding they need when they access services, they are at risk of being re-traumatized by the very 
systems from which they are seeking support. Re-traumatization can lead to a breakdown in the relationship 
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with service providers, which could in turn lead to increased challenges for the individual(s), and increased 
need for services. A program that is trauma-informed: 
 

● Realizes the widespread impact of trauma and understands potential paths for recovery; 
 

● Recognizes the signs and symptoms of trauma in clients/students, families, staff, and others involved 
with the program; 

 
● Responds by fully integrating knowledge about trauma and healing into policies, procedures, and 

practices; and 
 

● Seeks to actively resist re-traumatization. 
 
When providing services which are trauma-informed, all members of the organization, including the 
receptionist, teachers, and administrators, understand how trauma affects the lives of the people served, so 
that every interaction each individual has at the organization is consistent with recovery and healing. 
It is important to note that ASAP did not identify itself using the language of being trauma-informed, but the 
ASAP program does nonetheless embody the trauma-informed principles. Given the history of 
intergenerational trauma for Aboriginal peoples stemming from colonization, systemic racism, and ongoing 
disparities in access to resources for meeting basic human rights (Aboriginal Affairs and Northern 
Development Canada, 2014), it is likely that being trauma-informed is the default model for many 
Indigenous organizations such as KKETS. Trauma-informed conceptualizations of healing and recovery are 
closely related to the concepts of Two-Eyed Seeing and resilience, in which a holistic understanding of one’s 
place in the world increases one’s capacity to “cope with and benefit from crisis so that trauma occurs less” 
(Manitoba Trauma Information and Education Centre, 2018).   
 

According to the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration of the United States 
(2014), trauma-informed service delivery involves utilizing the six key principles of a trauma-informed 
approach: 
 

1. Safety: The physical setting is safe and interpersonal interactions promote a sense of safety. 
 

2. Trustworthiness and Transparency: Organizational operations and decisions are conducted with 
transparency with the goal of building and maintaining trust with students, family members, 
communities, among staff, and with others involved in the organization. 

 
3. Peer Support: Peer support and mutual self-help are key vehicles for establishing safety and hope, 

building trust, enhancing collaboration, and utilizing their stories and lived experience to promote 
healing and meeting goals. 

 
4. Collaboration and Mutuality: Importance is placed on partnering and the leveling of power 

differences between staff and clients. 
 

 
Intergenerational Healing and Growth    //  17 



 
 

5. Empowerment, Voice, and Choice: Individuals’ strengths and experiences are recognized as 
building blocks for achieving their goals. The program fosters a belief in the importance of each 
person and community served, in resilience, and in the ability of individuals, organizations, and 
communities to heal and promote equality. Operations, workforce development, and services are 
organized to foster empowerment for staff and students alike, building on abilities they have, rather 
than responding to perceived deficits. Programs understand the importance of power differentials 
and students are supported in shared decision-making and goal setting. 

 
6. Cultural, Historical, and Gender Issues: The program leverages the healing value of traditional 

cultural connections and incorporates policies, protocols, and processes that are responsive to the 
cultural needs of the individuals served. 

 
The trauma-informed service delivery model provides a useful framework for conceptualizing ASAP 
components and successes. The use of this framework is not intended to pathologize or cast ASAP students 
as victims, but rather, to acknowledge the strengths of ASAP, including its administrators, staff, and the 
students. 
 

ASAP through a Trauma-Informed Lens 
 
The sections that follow provide examples of how the ASAP program is successfully addressing Aboriginal 
workforce development by adhering to each of the principles of trauma-informed service delivery. 

1. Safety 

Students and graduates repeatedly commented on the safety of the space at ASAP. One noted that he had not 
felt comfortable at another adult education facility in Thunder Bay, in part due to there being negative forces 
there. Every person interviewed cited that having an Aboriginal-only campus contributed to the safety they 
felt and their successes there. One interviewee said of ASAP: “I feel safe here. Especially in a city like this at a 
time like this.” Another said: “When stressed, there was always someone available to go to.” 
 

The ASAP Student Code of Conduct and program expectations explicitly required participants to 
promote a positive learning environment. Specifically, students who participate in ASAP are required to: 
 

● Assume responsibility for their own actions; 
● Respect and believe in themselves and others; 
● Demonstrate the ability to get along with others; 
● Understand and respect individual differences; 
● Obey the student code of conduct and discipline; 
● Understand the consequences of their choices; and 
● Demonstrate the importance of being respectful, kind, generous, and helpful. 

 
These expectations extended beyond the classroom. As one CSO put it: “A safe environment means strict 
limits and zero tolerance.” 
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There is a great deal of attention paid to preparing new enrollees to know and meet the expectations 

involved with attending and succeeding at ASAP.  Students attend a four day orientation where they engage 
in  community presentations on available supports and services, as well as discussions on program policy and 
expectations, smart work ethics, and how to be a successful student. 

2. Trustworthiness and Transparency 

Students and graduates trust ASAP to take care of and nurture their loved ones. Parents, children, and 
grandparents all attended ASAP and succeeded. Graduates and students reported that they referred family 
members and friends to apply, and many were referred to the program by friends and family. 
Systematizing the selection procedure would improve transparency—improvements to data management will 
help in the planning and early development stages.   
 

The actions of administrators and staff were perceived as being in the best interest of students. As 
one interviewee put it: “The staff, CSOs, teachers, and the elders all want the best for you and just want you 
to succeed. If you just want to talk their ear off, you can. They will listen and won’t judge, which also helped 
me with my journey.” 
   

3. Peer Support 
 
The peer support and shared experiences among students at ASAP is foundational to the program. Graduates 
repeatedly provided this feedback: 
 

“The most important part about going to school at the ASAP program is that all the other students 
are older students who have been through similar situations as you, which makes it easier to get to 
know one another.” 

 
“I noticed that there were a lot of people who had been in the same situation I was in, and it 
motivated me knowing that I was not the only one.” 

 
“You get to see where people go, some good and some not so good. I was surprised to see certain 
people here.” 

 
“ASAP is my second family, it’s like you meet strangers but you know them. We have shared goals 
and shared background.” 

 
“I met so many people, they are like family now... I’m going to miss them.” 

 
“I felt alone at first, but, as soon as I knew a few people, I felt like I was again being accepted back 
into society.” 

 
ASAP was described by a CSO as a “therapeutic community.” The strong sense of community is thoughtfully 
and intentionally fostered by ASAP through the cohort system, weekly sharing circles, shared meals, and 
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student extracurricular activities (e.g., movie nights, bowling, beading, painting, tours at local employers). 
The intergenerational composition of cohorts and meeting learners from different communities could have 
been a challenge, but instead, was seen by many as a strength of the program. One student recounted that 
they liked to “learn about other communities.” Another was excited to be “going to school with an Elder.” 
Learning about the norms of different communities was seen as a significant strength of ASAP by one CSO: 
“They learn that it’s not us and them, it’s us and us.” 

4. Collaboration and Mutuality 

Students feel that they “belong” at ASAP and are not only welcomed, but wanted there. CSOs reported using 
humour to help achieve their “primary goal” of creating graduates and creating independence, “so they can go 
elsewhere.” Staff sometimes chose to share their lived experiences of adversity and their own journeys to 
change through personal growth and decision-making, thereby offering genuine and tangible hope to 
students when they struggled. 
 

A former student that was hired by ASAP after their band was not able to support their bid for 
post-secondary funding said KKETS “offered me a job, and that brought me hope.” Another learner 
reminisced, “the teachers [were] so supportive, they were always there and they listened to me,” and, “the 
atmosphere in the school is very positive and the teachers truly care and want you to succeed.” 
A former student, now employed, described caring for her granddaughter, who moved to Thunder Bay with 
her when she attended ASAP. She said her granddaughter was being bullied at school in Thunder Bay, and 
that ASAP’s slightly later start time allowed her to go to school with her granddaughter every morning to 
support her getting into class. 
 

5. Empowerment, Voice, and Choice 
 
Since ASAP’s second year, students have been required to complete college-level courses or above as part of 
ASAP, rather than the lower workplace-level standard. This policy decision was made because some ASAP 
graduates had failed examinations required for apprenticeships in the skilled trades. If students refuse to 
participate in college-level of university-level coursework, they are required to document that choice in 
writing. This programming decision was made to give graduates more choice and freedom post-graduation, 
whether they go on to a position that requires more advanced study immediately or in the longer-term. One 
graduate commented: “I would recommend and encourage the people up in northern remote reserves and 
wherever they might be to get up and pursue their dreams.” 
 

CSOs articulated their role as contributing to student success by helping them to achieve stability, 
and coaching students to develop life skills and independence that would “break the cycle of generations of 
social dependency,” eliminating “what got in the way before.” Some people can be resistant to change and get 
into a “professional client” role, but empowering students can lead them to use those skills to meet new, 
positive objectives. 

 
ASAP actively promoted the dignity of students and their communities. Students own the 

responsibility for their successes, and are asked to take responsibility for making good decisions when they 
face challenges or setbacks. 
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ASAP understands that employment skills are inextricably linked with personal life skills. When a 

learner obtains their driver’s license, learns to file or organize their taxes, learns and demonstrates budgeting, 
or learns new skills such as grocery-shopping in a store with more choice than they are used to (e.g., 
comparing prices, making healthy choices, trying new things), these skills are congratulated on par with 
academic successes for ensuring that student’s success. 

6. Cultural, Historical, and Gender Issues 

ASAP participants were invited to engage in traditional skills and cultural practices throughout the program, 
including identifying their existing skills as part of the application procedure. An Elder was frequently 
available on site for counselling, consultation, and sharing wisdom. Elder Martin also delivers workshops on 
various topics, such as the Seven Grandfather Teachings and the Medicine Wheel Teachings. Other cultural 
opportunities included weekly prayer walks, bannock making, sweat lodges, feasts and fish fry, sharing circles 
at the beginning and end of the week, drum teachings, beading workshops, story-telling sessions, and 
learning about spirituality. Some students had the opportunity to attend an Elders Conference in Edmonton, 
Alberta in September 2017. 
 

A graduate described wanting to “give up on all of my successes” after a family member died. With 
help from ASAP, they were able to attend their funeral and then return to complete their OSSD. A CSO 
noted that self-sabotage can be a consequence of intergenerational trauma, and that learning traditional ways 
and fortifying those values can help students to overcome it. One student said of ASAP: “There were times 
when I felt like giving up, but there was always someone there to guide me back to this path of healing my 
spirit.” 

 

ASAP’s Operational Procedures 

Application Procedure 
 
Recruitment drives occurred in each of the nine Matawa communities, usually in the spring and again during 
the winter. Employment Community Coordinators (ECC) in each community would be involved in 
organizing the event and ASAP administrators and staff would visit the community to give a presentation 
about ASAP. It was estimated that usually about 30 applications would be received per community. 
 

The ASAP application was nine pages long and was issued in November 2017. It consisted of a cover 
letter outlining additional documentation that would be required to complete the application: copy of status 
card, copy of SIN card, high school transcript(s), cover letter and resume, any dependents’ identification (if 
childcare was required), the application form, and two consent forms (release of information for 
administrative and support purposes, e.g., to HRSDC or partner agencies), and photo/video release form for 
educational and commercial purposes. 
 

Demographic data including education and employment history was collected, including a space to 
list traditional/cultural skills (e.g., hunting, trapping, painting, carving, drumming). Applicants were also 
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asked to identify their target wage expectation (e.g., minimum wage, up to $20/hr, over $20/hr) and whether 
or not they had a criminal record.   
 

ASAP applicants were also asked to list any financial assistance they would be seeking during 
enrollment in ASAP (e.g., target wage subsidy, mobility assistance, individual training, pre-employment 
support, educational purposes) and other financial requirements (e.g., allowance, childcare, bus subsidy, rent, 
tuition). Other areas covered by the application were goals and interests, barriers to employment (e.g., lack of 
experience, mental health, language, remoteness), current treatment for substance use, and computer skills. 
 

Basic literacy, numeracy, and life skills, such as budgeting in a new community, were identified by 
teachers and ASAP administrators as significant challenges for most students entering the program. As such, 
it was decided that applications would be completed individually or with considerable support from the ECC. 

 
The maximum cohort ever admitted to ASAP had between 50 and 60 students; the minimum was 

between 18 and 25 students. The usual cohort had between 20 and 25 students. According to the funding 
agreement, ASAP would enrol 100 Matawa members per year. These students were admitted for eight-week 
blocks that align with the LAEC calendar, making the staffing process easier to manage and providing 
teacher continuity to learners. New cohorts generally started in September, January, May, and July, although 
intake was adaptive depending on space available, program ability, and the needs of students. 
 

Waitlist Management 
 
The waitlist for ASAP had 552 names at the time of this evaluation. Approximately 30% of these were 
students on leave of absence. 
 
The mechanisms for waitlist control at ASAP are fairly subjective, although some attempts at standardization 
have been made. Applications are placed on a master waitlist, a review committee then pre-selects 
individuals for upcoming starts, and contact is then made with the applicant offering a seat. Once the seats 
are accepted, acceptance letters are sent out and planning is made regarding course offerings, staffing, travel 
arrangements, the number of private and temporary accommodations required, students who may need 
social development and extra academic supports, the number of authorization to quit forms that must be 
completed for Employment Insurance, and which students require childcare.   
 

ASAP Student Orientation 
 
When a new cohort of students arrives at ASAP, they are required to participate in a four-day orientation, 
usually held away from the school. Topics covered include program expectations, smart work ethics, student 
success skills, transitioning to Thunder Bay, and life skills. New students have an opportunity to meet and 
interact with former ASAP students to learn about their experience in the program, and to learn about 
community programming from keynote speakers. There is special attention paid to engaging students with 
staff and with each other to foster a sense of community.  To ensure students adopt the ASAP Code of 
Conduct, students must sign a program contract and expectations document. It was noted by staff that 
“students are sometimes surprised by the expectations,” and this was echoed by a student: “I didn’t expect all 
the responsibilities that went with the program.” Career assessments are also a part of orientation. A 
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foundational job readiness credit called “Navigating the Workforce” is incorporated early in the ASAP 
program for those students that have been out of school for a substantial length of time. 
 

One student commented on their orientation process: “The first week I felt overwhelmed and so 
lost. I asked myself, ‘what am I doing here?’ Luckily the teacher was very nice and caring; she encouraged me 
from day one to take it one step at a time to complete my work.” 
   

Academics 
 
The default expectation at ASAP was that all students must complete all OSSD credits at College Level or 
above. MPLAR (Mature Prior Learning Assessment and Recognition) and SEA (Senior Equivalency 
Assessment) are included in the establishment of Individual Learning Plans. Students undertake two credits 
at a time in eight week blocks, transferring subjects at midday. Sometimes there may be split classes (e.g., 
math and biology taught in the same classroom concurrently), giving students exposure to different subjects. 
Teachers have great flexibility to teach and manage a wide range of learners at the same time. 
 

Many students reported feeling highly challenged by the course material, but persevering through it 
with support from teachers, staff, CSOs, and each other. One student recounted: “I had a hard time 
understanding instructions and words but it got easier halfway through... I just pushed myself and followed 
the instructions. I asked the teachers for help when I was stuck.” 
 

Creativity and resourcefulness enabled students to overcome the challenges of not being in a typical 
high school setting. For example, students were required to take science credits but did not have access to a 
high school science lab. Instead, teachers employed online “virtual labs” to demonstrate concepts and 
experiments. 

 
The clarity of students’ career goals was perceived by teachers to be strongly related to academic 

success. One teacher stated: “It’s about life skills, you know, timelines, the expectations of others.” This was 
similarly expressed by a graduate who had been employed since graduating three years ago, stating: “KKETS 
added structure and I embraced it.” 

 
Teachers who had been involved in ASAP over longer periods of time related that professionalism 

in the student population had increased over time, while “disrespectful behaviour” had decreased significantly 
since the initial ASAP pilot program in 2012. Over the same period, they have seen an increase in the 
number of credits needed to graduate. These two factors may be related, because students are spending a 
longer period of time in ASAP, 18 months on average today, and thereby establishing more meaningful 
relationships with ASAP teachers, staff, and cohort students. 
 

Post-Graduate Goals 
 
The career goals of ASAP graduates ran the gamut of labour and trades, from jobs requiring a college 
diploma or bachelor’s degree, to specialized professions in the sciences, engineering, and medicine. One 
student said: “Before I came to the ASAP program my only goal was to complete my high school diploma and 
that’s it. Now… I plan on going into Chemical Engineering.” 
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Transitioning to post-secondary was identified as a challenge by the Post-Secondary/ 

Communications Officer and teachers alike. It was reported that some students have career goals that require 
a university degree, but that they often use college as a bridge. It was perceived that students were “too 
nervous” to attend university right away. Potentially, the desire to transition with others from one’s cohort is 
another motivator to college-based post-graduate experiences over university. Teachers reported that 
students did not perceive the level of supports available to them would be equivalent in college and 
university, where college was thought to provide more supports. In fact, there are significant educational, 
cultural, and social supports available to students on both campuses. For example, the local university has a 
student success centre with support for academics, food security programs, Aboriginal and other cultural 
events, such as feasts, traditional crafts, and pow wow, and the same Elder is employed by ASAP and both 
post-secondary institutions. This provides a familiar face and support for students pursuing post-secondary 
education, thus easing their transition into college or university. 

 
Students had the opportunity to participate in College Dual Credit in January if it was applicable to 

them in their career and academic plans. There were three students who participated, which resulted in 
bringing them back to the ASAP program at KKETS' office due to the lack of commitment and poor 
attendance at the College. 

 
Some students reported having several post-graduate goals and applying to multiple programs to see 

where they would get in (e.g., business and nursing, social work and carpentry). This was encouraging, as it 
demonstrated flexibility in thinking and students’ ability to conceptualize their acquired learning through a 
generalist lens.   

 

Learner Experience 
 
The resilience demonstrated by this community of learners was prodigious. Several participants (e.g., 
learners, graduates, staff) recounted their own struggles with adversity both within and outside of ASAP. 
One former student told the researcher: “I honestly can’t imagine the person I would have been [without 
ASAP]. I might not be here today.” 
 

Previous Attempts at Completing the OSSD/Equivalency Programs 
 
Having made numerous failed attempts to complete high school before entering ASAP was the norm for 
these students. Students had previously participated in traditional high school classroom settings, other adult 
education programmes, and distance education: 
 

“I dropped out of high school when I was 17 because of alcohol abuse. Like most Anishinabek 
students attending school away from home, I felt like I didn’t deserve to be learning with all the 
other students. I felt like I was stupid and I couldn’t achieve or be as successful as other students.” 

 
“I have tried a few times to finish my high school on my own, but it never worked out. I dropped out 
a few times and just quit because I had no motivation and very little help from the school.” 
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“Here you have all this support. At [an OSSD Equivalency Program] I had no relationship with the 
teachers and staff.” 

 
“I applied for an Internet high school in our local school facility. Two months went by and I wasn’t 
motivated in the class and I was mixed in with young teens and adults. I came to realize that this 
environment wasn’t for me.” 

 
In contrast with other adult education programs, about two thirds of ASAP students complete the program 
to graduate with their OSSD. The remaining students advance closer to their education goals, even if they are 
only completing a few credits. There are many students who leave the program and return once their 
personal challenges have been addressed and/or personal reflection has occurred.   

 

Personal Growth through ASAP 
 
Personal growth was a perpetual theme. During ASAP, students develop new personal skills, like “how to 
relax.” Other students noted of the personal skills they developed: 
 

“I found out a lot about myself and what it takes to finish what you start, especially with my 
education.” 

 
“I can say KKETS saved my life and made me a better man today. [Everyone] is proud of me for 
being free from all the heartaches in my life. I feel very proud of myself for getting this far.” 

 
A valedictorian graduation speech also commented on the role of personal growth in ASAP: “There 

were personal and family tragedies, personal issues we had to deal with as we continued on. One thing is 
evident, we didn’t give up. We’re all here … Your life means something to someone other than yourself.” A 
CSO pointed out that completing ASAP gives communities a chance to re-evaluate the individual, to change 
their perceptions into seeing graduates as achievers and leaders. 

 
A strength of ASAP is that the program’s policy and practice explicitly and compassionately 

encourage students who need to take a leave for personal reasons to re-enter the program at a later date, 
when they are ready. One student voiced their gratitude for ASAP’s re-entry policy: “Due to some unforeseen 
circumstances in my life, it was time to make a judgement call, so I decided I needed to take some time off 
and sort out what was needed … I felt very fortunate to have been given a second chance to experience new 
life skills and continue to grow and develop my educational path… I managed to increase my grades by ten 
percent because of the changes in my life.” 

 
During a leave of absence from ASAP for any reason (e.g., crisis stabilization, substance use 

treatment, bereavement/loss, caregiving), students are reassured and encouraged to stay in touch with the 
program. When it is mutually agreed that the student is ready to return, they will be supported and 
welcomed. Growth was not just at the individual level. Parents and their adult children sometimes went 
through ASAP together or in succession.   
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Life Before ASAP 
 
All but one student/graduate that was interviewed had been employed and left their position to start ASAP. 
Reasons given for applying to ASAP were that their jobs were not meaningful, were not secure (e.g., 
precarious, seasonal), or could not help them get ahead or contribute back to their families and communities 
the way they wanted: 
 

“I asked myself what I was going to do with my life. I didn’t have a permanent job or an education so 
I knew I had to go back to school. I wanted to have a stable job and a steady income in the future.” 

 
“I was always worried about food, bills, and my children. I had to do side jobs [to] keep up.” 

 
“I want to help others and work with people. In my community, the only beautiful homes belong to 
the nurses.” 

 
Another student also recounted having several jobs, one of which they would be going back to for 

the summer while waiting to hear whether they were accepted to college. Some students had applied to 
ASAP numerous times and made other attempts in educational programs and continued the search for 
different employment opportunities while on the waitlist. It is possible that the personal stability 
demonstrated by having regular employment strengthened the applications of these students. 

 
One of the interviewed students disclosed that having a job “can support your habits,” referring to 

substance use. The student described that they wanted to further their education because “it’s boring when 
you do nothing,” and they wanted to be a role model for their children and others. Going to college would 
give this student “bragging rights.” The student noted that they had “almost got hooked on alcohol” when 
they were working prior to ASAP, recalling: “I was in the dark most of the time, now I have knowledge… It 
goes deeper; I have the urge to learn now.” 

 
The cost of living being “so high up north” contributed to one graduate’s decision to stay in Thunder 

Bay, despite being separated from their family. When a family member brought her to witness an ASAP 
graduation, she “was so impressed looking at all the graduates young and old. They looked so proud and 
happy of their achievements and hard work.” 
 
“Before coming to ASAP, “I was living in my mother’s basement in my Indian reservation… I struggled with 
addiction which held me back from accomplishing the goals I had planned to set out to do, and I was very 
unhappy.” 
 

Others talked about there being very few employment opportunities in their home communities, 
and very few opportunities for moving on successfully. One graduate commented: “Now that I have my 
OSSD, the doors of opportunity to my dreams are now open for me.” Another commented: “I have always 
put my family first and put myself last, by doing this I didn’t realize that I can and should get my education 
too!”   
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It was the perception of CSOs that fewer students in recent cohorts return to their home community 
following ASAP, in part because there is “nothing to go back to.” 
   

Service Utilization During ASAP 
 
Learners who completed the exit survey reported using ASAP supports for finding childcare, housing, safety, 
transitions, substance use, bereavement, obtaining a bus pass, and elder support. Three quarters of 
respondents said the supports offered were helpful to them. One learner recounted being surprised that they 
used the community mental health services that were made available through ASAP connections. Although 
these services were available in another urban setting where they were living before ASAP, they did not 
know how to access them. Another student was using a counselling service before starting ASAP, which 
required travel to Thunder Bay. During ASAP, they were able to access counselling more frequently and 
were finding it helpful.   
 

In order of frequency, students most often accessed counselling services, assistance with housing and 
managing tenant/landlord issues, services to assist with medical challenges, childcare accessibility, and 
Ontario Works administration.   
 

ASAP maintains a strong working relationship with Ministry of Community and Social Services 
(MCSS), including attending an annual Ontario Works Administrator’s gathering to provide an update about 
ASAP and build CSO/OWA relations. The policy directive with MCSS ensures a full Ontario Works 
exemption for students enrolled in the program. This means that students continue receiving income 
supports (e.g., basic needs, shelter, transportation) while still maintaining their residence on their First 
Nation and while attending school in Thunder Bay. One day per month, an OW Administrator from 
Thunder Bay District Social Administration Board  is on-site at ASAP to update student files without 
appreciably disrupting the academic schedule. 

 
CSOs identified building better relationships between ASAP and treatment providers would be 

helpful, especially around timely access to services for those struggling with addictions. 
   

Learner Challenges During ASAP 
 
Relocating to Thunder Bay was a daunting task for many students, particularly those with young families. 
One student noted: “I missed my family and the bush around my community.” 
 

Accessing safe, affordable housing and reliable childcare was repeatedly cited as a concern and a 
challenge. There were reportedly risks and dangers associated with living in subsidized housing 
arrangements, which were said to be particularly pertinent for families with multiple children and living 
with multiple generations. Anecdotally, these issues prevented many potential students from attending ASAP 
at all. Some students had family living in Thunder Bay that they could live with or rely on for support, but in 
some instances, that also presented challenges if the family member(s) had their own struggles.   
 
Other aspects of parenting were also challenges. Pre-school age children were problematic because there 
were few dependable childcare options in the city—unreliable private childcare arrangements affect a 
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student’s commitment and attendance in the program. Additionally, many parents were not used to being 
separated from their children all day, or needing to prepare lunches for children attending school and 
daycare. Adjusting to the all-day attendance at ASAP was cited as a challenge. 
 

Mental health and self-doubt were serious concerns for many students both before and during 
ASAP. Many students were able to access services more readily in Thunder Bay than from elsewhere. Peer 
support and shared experiences seemed extremely helpful to the students that remained in the program. 
Students stated: 
 

“The most challenging part while [at] the ASAP program was my depression and anxiety … I 
overcame that by talking with the Client Support Officer [who] helped me to get through some 
tough situations.” 

 
“I thought I wasn’t going to be smart enough to do the work.” 

   
When graduates were asked whether ASAP would be less helpful for some others, they said it likely 

would not work for people with “bad addictions,” and that “some people are just here for the allowance and 
trips and stuff.” Their impression was that most people leave the program over substance use issues. That 
said, it was reported by program administrators and staff that several students and graduates were receiving 
treatment for substance use while attending and succeeding at ASAP, including maintenance programs (e.g., 
methadone, suboxone). 
   

Life After ASAP 
 
Students reported being excited about their futures: 
 

“I see my life and future in a different perspective, a positive one.” 
 
“The program has changed me mentally and given me a clear understanding of subjects I wanted to 
learn, not to mention other life skills I needed to learn.” 

 
“KKETS helped me eliminate all the excuses I had made in the past and empowered me by renewing 
my confidence to pursue higher education.” 

 
Only a small number of graduates were available for interviews. Both had completed the program 

two or more years ago and were employed. “I like my job, I am a role model,” one of them commented. More 
information on what could be ascertained about graduate disposition through follow-up interviews is 
described in the section ASAP by the Numbers. 
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ASAP by the Numbers 
 
The OSSD is the primary metric for evaluating ASAP’s successes. ASAP graduated between 62 and 69 
students each year. The total number of graduates varied by community, from 20 to 851. Nearly 70% of 
students are successful in achieving their OSSD goal, considerably higher than in traditional adult learning 
settings. There have been 324 OSSD graduates from ASAP since 2012. Including all cohorts as of February 
2018,  67 went on to start college, 131 found employment, and 7 went on to university. 98 were known to be 
unemployed, 18 students were still in ASAP to complete post-secondary entrance requirements, and the 
status of three were unknown.  Out of the 98 unemployed graduates, 63 returned to their First Nation with 
no employment, 18 are providing dependent care, 4 became incarcerated, 1 had to attend to a medical issue, 
and 12 were unable to secure post-secondary funding. Out of the 324 graduates, 88 participated in RoFATA 
skilled trades training. 
 

Because of the way these numbers are documented (i.e., previous disposition deleted and replaced 
with current), it was impossible to determine or assess the graduates’ employment trajectory, time to obtain 
employment after graduation, or changes in status over time. It was not known from the information 
collected whether graduates were working in their chosen field. 
 

There were various reasons given that graduates were unemployed. The most common reasons 
include unsuccessful job searching, lack of employment in their First Nation, and caring for dependents while 
their spouse participates in ASAP program. For the students who did not pursue a post-secondary education, 
the reason noted is often the long waitlists to access First Nation funding.  While there has been an increase 
to number of high school graduates, post-secondary First Nation funding has not increased through 
Indigenous and Northern Affairs Canada. On this latter point, it was expressed by some staff that the 
students were hesitant to apply for post-secondary funding through OSAP, as they believed they were not 
knowledgeable about repayment forgiveness options and believed that their Band “should be paying.” One 
staff member lamented the challenge of perceptions around funding sources, saying that some students 
“abort when they are so close to success.” One graduate recounted that she did not want to use OSAP because 
“it was hard enough paying it off the first time,” suggesting that the student had attended post-secondary 
training prior to attending ASAP. 
 

On the exit questionnaire, one-third of respondents said that during ASAP, they were living alone or 
with one other person, another third were living with two to three other people, and the final third were 
living with four or more others. 70% reported speaking either Ojibway or Ojicree. Two individuals identified 
as having a disability. Students’ reported plans after graduation were to go to college (60%), attend university 
(15%), and go into the skilled trades (10%). Some were looking for employment (30%) and others had already 
found employment (20%). Of the students with employment, half were planning to return to their home 
community (2). Of twenty respondents, four said they would be returning to their home communities. 

 
The jobs that ASAP students work towards are diverse. The career goals of the 324 graduates by 

sector were: trades (112), business (89), social services (74), culinary (20), healthcare (12), engineering (3), 
environmental (3), millwright (2), firefighter (1), and general workforce (8). Of the 112 graduates aiming to 
secure careers in the trades, the specific jobs they attained after graduation were in: carpentry (18), heavy 
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equipment operation (15), welding (13), plumbing (4), electrical (4), mechanic (3), mining (3), and general 
non-specific trades (52). Of the 131 graduates who found employment as of February 2018, 43 found 
employment in trades, 30 in business, 28 in customer service, 17 in social services, 7 in culinary, and 6 in 
healthcare.   

 
Overall, there were 931 intake applications submitted to ASAP as of February 2018, of which, 385 

were on the waitlist. There was an additional 167 former ASAP students on leave or dismissed, any of whom 
could return once ready and the return to school assessment process is completed. 
 

ASAP employs ten people plus up to four teachers, two co-teachers, and one guidance counsellor 
(one day per week) from the local school board. In the future, ASAP intends to hire a social worker to 
provide mental health and addiction support to students, as well as a transition worker who can assist with 
transitioning to city life and supporting the entire family unit of each student, including grandchildren, 
children, and spouses. 
 

Organizational Challenges 
 
Accessing high school transcripts was noted to be an issue. Even when they were located and accessed, 
teachers and administrators noted that transcripts alone often did not depict an accurate reflection of student 
ability without supplementary information about the student. A high number of students required basic 
literacy and numeracy skills at the outset of ASAP. To address this challenge, a new pilot preparatory 
literacy/numeracy program will be starting shortly to provide this basic training to Matawa First Nation 
members prior to pursuing KKETS’ education, training, and employment programs. The program will 
immerse applicants in the program’s structure while remaining in their home communities before attending 
ASAP, giving applicants exposure to the program’s strict start times and attendance expectations before they 
commit to the program. Performance in the Adult Learning, Literacy, and Essential Skills Program will 
potentially inform selection criteria for ASAP. The new pilot is being  funded by Employment and Social 
Development Canada through to 2020. 

 
There is potential for challenges to arise from the significant number of workshops and external 

events that students are expected to attend during what is typically classroom time. The courses that students 
take at ASAP are condensed, consisting of 110 hours over eight weeks. It was reported that “workshops take 
up a lot of time,” and external events “take students away for prolonged periods.” Although those workshops 
and external events are central to ASAP’s success in providing emotional, social, cultural, and transitional 
supports to learners, KKETS must carefully balance classroom time, workshops, and external events in order 
to ensure ASAP’s continued success. ASAP currently monitors and maintains this balance through 
counselling services, student intervention processes for serially absent students, and proactive engagement 
with students to understand their academic and personal needs.   

 
One of the mechanisms for overcoming student learning challenges at ASAP is the use of 

co-teachers. These positions provide extra in-classroom supports to students who need it during class time. 
The use of co-teachers was perceived by some to be a concern in that it helped students to succeed in the 
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moment, but could set them for disappointment in future endeavors (e.g., post-secondary) where such 
supports would not be readily available.   
 

Learners with disabilities may be disadvantaged at ASAP. It was noted by one participant that the 
location on the upper floors of a building presented a safety concern for people using a wheelchair, as there 
would be no means of escape in an emergency (only elevator access). 

 
It was a sad irony that ASAP’s funding structure means “living contract-to-contract” for staff. Over 

the course of this evaluation, continuation of funding came just one paycheck away from the end of the 
previous funding agreement. 
 

Recommendations 

1. Data Management 
 
Data management was identified by ASAP as a need. Effective tracking of alterations in student disposition 
and progress was a significant gap in the ASAP program which was well-recognized by ASAP administrators 
and staff. Current data management practices are ad-hoc, often lacking in detail, and at worst, are defeatist. 
This deficit is very likely an artifact of being a relatively young program, established as a pilot in 2012, with 
insecure funding in the long term that makes significant investment in informatics untenable. A data 
management structure that is tailored to the education needs of ASAP and situated within Matawa’s 
programming structure could allow fluid information updating and sharing across programs, while still 
preserving privacy safeguards. In the meantime, it is recommended that the practice of deleting and replacing 
previous entries cease, and a new practice of dating and expanding columns horizontally be adopted in order 
to preserve existing information. Additionally, the way that student data is tracked makes it difficult to track 
changes in status over time or determine whether graduates were working in their chosen field after 
graduation. More robust follow-up surveys could be developed and distributed to fill these data gaps. 
 

2. Additional Services 
 
The need for better access to childcare services was well-recognized by all involved with ASAP. Solutions 
such as on-site childcare were being investigated. Some students identified parenting classes as a useful 
workshop, and such courses could be integrated with the PLAR curriculum. One learner identified that the 
Native language program should be expanded to allow more students to participate, indicating that the 
language program should offer more spaces to interested students. 
 

3. Conflict Between Coursework and Non-Academic Programming 
 
Lengthening the in-course time from eight weeks to nine weeks to accommodate ASAP-related 
extracurricular programming (e.g., workshops, cultural events) without compromising students’ academic 
learning was considered, but this may not be feasible due to the academic calendar and existing academic 
partnership arrangements. Lengthening the daily hours of the program is another possibility, but one that 
similarly presents challenges, especially for students with dependent care duties. Additional options to 
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accommodate extracurricular programming should be explored. ASAP should continue to ensure that 
scheduling needs and expectations are being effectively gathered from and communicated to students, staff, 
and teachers. 
 

Conclusion 
The many successes of ASAP are rooted in its holistic program model. ASAP’s model goes beyond academics, 
ensuring learners have access to a wide variety of adjunctive services, wrap-around supports, recreational 
activities, and community-building activities, as well as a personally and culturally supportive learning 
environment. ASAP’s trauma-informed approach to program delivery ensures that the program is sensitive 
to the emotional needs and challenges of learners, and courses are offered with the emotional, physical, 
mental, and spiritual supports that learners need to succeed. Although ASAP is an exemplary Aboriginal 
skills development program, the program faces some organizational challenges related to access and use of 
high school transcripts, balancing academics with non-academic programming, the absence of co-teachers 
after graduation, accessibility of the building’s physical space, and staff funding. With appropriate responses 
to such challenges introduced in ASAP’s program planning, service delivery, and data management, ASAP 
will continue to improve and will remain a leading example of how to effectively deliver skills training and 
personal development to Aboriginal communities. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
1 Note that these are raw numbers that do not take into account community size, remoteness, unemployment 
rates, or average educational attainment in each community. 
2 These are based on follow-up interviews with graduates and may be incomplete. 
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Appendix A: Information Sources 
 
● ASAP Employee interviews and interactions with researcher 
● ASAP Graduate interviews and interactions 
● ASAP Student interviews and interactions 
● LAEC teacher and Key Informant interviews 
● LAEC/Trillium Student Records 
● ASAP Outtake Survey 
● ASAP program artifacts such as newsletters, documents, reports 
● Grey literature (e.g., government reports, online information sources/websites) 
  

Appendix B: Principles of Reconciliation 
 
In 2015, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada released a report entitled What We Have 

Learned: Principles of Truth and Reconciliation  (available at 
http://www.trc.ca/websites/trcinstitution/File/2015/Findings/Principles%20of%20Truth%20and%20Recon
ciliation.pdf). The Commission believes that in order for Canada to flourish in the twenty-first century, 
reconciliation between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal Canada must be based on the following principles: 
 
1.       The United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples is the framework for 

reconciliation at all levels and across all sectors of Canadian society. 
   
2.       First Nations, Inuit, and Métis peoples, as the original peoples of this country and as self-determining 

peoples, have Treaty, constitutional, and human rights that must be recognized and respected. 
   
3.       Reconciliation is a process of healing of relationships that requires public truth sharing, apology, and 

commemoration that acknowledge and redress past harms. 
   
4.       Reconciliation requires constructive action on addressing the ongoing legacies of colonialism that have 

had destructive impacts on Aboriginal peoples’ education, cultures and languages, health, child welfare, 
the administration of justice, and economic opportunities and prosperity. 

   
5.       Reconciliation must create a more equitable and inclusive society by closing the gaps in social, health, 

and economic outcomes that exist between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal Canadians. 
   
6.       All Canadians, as Treaty peoples, share responsibility for establishing and maintaining mutually 

respectful relationships. 
   
7.       The perspectives and understandings of Aboriginal Elders and Traditional Knowledge Keepers of the 

ethics, concepts, and practices of reconciliation are vital to long-term reconciliation. 
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8.       Supporting Aboriginal peoples’ cultural revitalization and integrating Indigenous knowledge systems, 
oral histories, laws, protocols, and connections to the land into the reconciliation process are essential. 

   
9.       Reconciliation requires political will, joint leadership, trust building, accountability, and transparency, 

as well as a substantial investment of resources. 
   
10.   Reconciliation requires sustained public education and dialogue, including youth engagement, about the 

history and legacy of residential schools, Treaties, and Aboriginal rights, as well as the historical and 
contemporary contributions of Aboriginal peoples to Canadian society. 
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