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Executive Summary 
The Inspiring Approaches to First Nations, Métis and Inuit Learning Initiative was a bold 

experiment in social innovation. The goal of this collaborative initiative was to seek, share and 

co-create ideas, solutions and strategies in the field of First Nations, Inuit and Métis (FNMI) 

education. It brought together a unique group of diverse stakeholders, including funders, 

Ashoka Canada, and First Nations, Métis and Inuit people.  

OUR GOAL:  

To organize a national on-line Changemaker’s Competition and a 

Summit where innovators in Aboriginal education could share ideas, 

learn from each other, and engage with funders. 

As the initiative attracted more partners and group members began to recognize the complexity 

of both the relationships and the work, they sought timely, real-time learning —through 

development evaluation— to better understand: 

o The value and challenges of working with a complex group. 

o The processes and relationships that contributed to the outcomes of the project—both 

the competition and the Summit. 

o The degree to which a “developmental evaluation” approach works and has applicability 

in such a dynamic and complex environment and its applicability to other fields. 

 

WE TRY TO DOCUMENT THOSE LESSONS LEARNED HERE. 

Overall the initiative was a success.  

The competition was launched in October of 2011, and attracted 266 entrants, far more than the 

Steering Committee had expected. $90,500 was awarded to 30 entrants for their innovative 

project ideas. In April of 2012, more than 30 competition finalists gathered in Ottawa/Gatineau 

for a three-day Summit, to share ideas, celebrate their accomplishments, and engage funders. 

A number of elements led to the success of this competition: 

o The diversity of people and organizations partnered together lent a variety of 

perspectives, talents and resources to make this competition a success.  

o The passion and commitment of the Steering Committee members and Ashoka staff 

ensured the success of this project, as well as the resources and time they devoted. 

o The learnings from the developmental evaluation helped course-correct, adjust, and stay 

on track. 
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o The knowledge, connections and credibility of the Aboriginal consultant and other FNMI 

members of the Steering Committee helped build relationships, provide strategic 

planning insights and engage FNMI Elders and various FNMI umbrella organizations. 

Beyond the competition, partnerships between foundations, not-for-profit organizations and 

umbrella FNMI organizations were established. As with all new relationships, there were a few 

road bumps, but we hope that this has laid the groundwork for greater future collaborations.  

Challenges 

Any challenges were in getting from the idea to the implementation. Despite the Steering 

Committee being made up of some very sophisticated, well-intentioned, and results-driven 

people, the initiative ran into some problems: 

o The launch of the competition was delayed twice: in the spring of 2011 and again in 

September 2011. 

o The planning for the competition got mired in process discussions and seemed to go 

nowhere for months at a time, despite many meetings. And then there were sudden 

bursts of activity that put unrealistic expectations on Steering Committee members and 

Ashoka staff. 

o The actual structure and role of the Steering Committee evolved over time. At first the 

project was set up so that the The Counselling Foundation of Canada and McConnell 

Family Foundation would flow their grants through the Martin Aboriginal Education 

Initiative, and MAEI would work directly with Ashoka to manage the competition as the 

client, with regular reporting to Counselling and McConnell; then the structure was 

reconfigured to have the Counselling and McConnell grants flow directly to Ashoka, and 

the Steering Committee was created to include Counselling, McConnell and MAEI.  

Over time, more stakeholders were added and it became a collective process, with 

formal structures for decision making that were seldom adhered to until they were 

clarified at the mid-point review in January 2012.  

o Emotions ran high: new members felt alienated or separate from the project; people 

charged with implementation felt powerless and overworked; advisors felt unheard; 

some members felt disenfranchised, this was particularly noted by several FNMI 

members of Steering Committee. 

There were also changes in leadership and new roles for people in their own organizations and 

on the Steering Committee, but insufficient efforts to integrate new leadership and adapt to 

changing roles and priorities. 
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What did we learn? 

Michael Quinn Patton once said that “no evaluation of collaboration should merely conclude that 

‘collaboration takes time.’” That said, it may be in the nature of collaboration that each group 

must learn the core lessons through experience.  

 

Through this experience, we1 learned the following: 

1
 “We” refers to the Steering Committee, which assuredly also included the evaluators. The 

Developmental Evaluation approach taken with this project situated the evaluators among the Steering 

Committee, contributing evidence and a critical, evaluative lens in support of the innovation and the 

successful outcome of the initiative overall. That said, it is an idealised “we” that recognizes not all 

lessons and insights are shared or even agreed to by all members of the committee. 

1. Don’t underestimate the power of the personal  

While all of the printed materials indicate that the initiative was organized by eight different 

organizations working together, it is really the people in the room, the people that are 

working on it, that are the nexus of the relationships, the process and the results. While the 

organizational dynamic is one factor, we really have to be mindful of the actual people and 

the dynamics between them.  

 

2. Be mindful of multiple aspects of individual and collective well-being  

As a group we worked better together when we were intentionally mindful about the well-

being of each other and the group. As the First Nations Holistic Lifelong Learning Model 

shows, collective well-being relies on the harmony of individuals. Just as a healthy collective 

nourishes each individual, the individual’s well-being supports the well-being of the group.  

Our challenge was to develop processes that were efficient, supported individual and 

collective well-being, and contributed to powerful results while nurturing healthy 

relationships. 

Our conclusion: Among people there are multiple dimensions of power and engagement, 

and so approach with empathy, trust, and fairness. Ensure processes support strong 

outcomes and individual and group wellbeing.  

3. Don’t underestimate the complexity of power and difference. 

These different social, cultural and political attributes create multiple and complex power 

dynamics that need tending.  

 

In the GEO publication Do Nothing About Me Without Me, Courtney Burns documents the 

many advantages to deep stakeholder engagement, particularly in helping to learn about a 

problem even as we try to solve it. She also documents the many challenges, including the 

 

                                                

http://www.geofunders.org/storage/documents/Do_Nothing_About_Me_Without_Me.pdf
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power differential when diverse groups work together, and when funders and non-funders 

meet. 

 

From the start, the founding Steering Committee members wanted to engage First Nation, 

Métis, and Inuit stakeholders. And indeed, over the course of the initiative the Steering 

Committee was able to draw more FNMI representation—and more importantly, more FNMI 

leadership and expertise—to both the Steering Committee and the implementation team.  

 

The group wanted to be mindful of the cultural and power dynamics when FNMI people and 

people from the dominant culture work together on an initiative, as well as funders and non-

funders. And even despite these intentions there was a range of challenges, and of opinions 

about these. One First Nation woman said her biggest challenge working on this initiative 

was “white people.” Another said most of what concerned her was not FNMI and non-FNMI 

people working together, but the lack of respect for sound project management and peoples’ 

time. 

 
 

Indeed we discovered multiple and complex power dynamics, with each attribute adding a 

multiplier-effect to the sense of imbalance or tension. They were both personal and 

organizational: FNMI and mainstream culture; funder and non-funder were but two 

dimensions to the dynamic. There were people with a range of experience in the non-profit 

sector—some fresh to the sector and others with over 30 years of breadth and experience; 

people new to project management and others with decades of experience; people from 

fledgling organizations with limited resources and others from “flagship” institutions in the 

non-profit sector. The complexity created by such a wide variety of overlapping identities 
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was even further complicated by the variety of roles,

the differing stages of entry, and the types of 

involvement experienced by different members. 

 

 

4. Focus on the important outcome and the 

conditions for collective success 

As a group we were at our best when we were 

focused on the main goal: How can we help support 

First Nations, Métis and Inuit learners? When we 

focused on what we were really trying to accomplish, 

the results fell into place more easily.  

 

This was important for two reasons: Because we 

wanted to achieve the maximum potential benefits of 

the project for FNMI learners and innovators, and 

because there was also a lot of our own credibility at 

stake in this initiative. That credibility went beyond 

organizing a competition and Summit, and extended 

to demonstrating our understanding and sensitivity 

to FNMI peoples, delivering on the potential of the 

newly-formed Circle on Philanthropy and Aboriginal 

Peoples in Canada, and demonstrating the capacity 

of Ashoka Canada to support social innovation in this field. 

 

That’s not to say there weren’t challenges. 

 

In their article on Collective Impact, John Kania and Mark Kramer identify five conditions for 

Collective Success: 

 

1. Common Agenda 

2. Shared Measurement System 

3. Mutually Reinforcing Activities 

4. Continuous Communication 

5. A Backbone Support Organization 

 

While an analysis of this initiative from the Collective Impact perspective could be the 

subject of another study, it is worth noting two particular challenges we experienced.  

 

One of our biggest challenges was identifying and agreeing to a common agenda. This 

became manifest in many, many conversations about the details: Were we trying to make 

improvements to education or to outcomes for learners? Were we organizing a competition 

and a Summit, or initiating a process to create system-wide change? Were we looking for 

projects and ideas that supported curriculum improvements in classroom settings, or were 

Take a close look at any group of 

funders and nonprofits that 

believe they are working on the 

same social issue, and you quickly 

find that it is often not the same 

issue at all. Each organization 

often has a slightly different 

definition of the problem and the 

ultimate goal. These differences 

are easily ignored when 

organizations work independently 

on isolated initiatives, yet these 

differences splinter the efforts and 

undermine the impact of the field 

as a whole. Collective impact 

requires that these differences be 

discussed and resolved. 

 

http://www.ssireview.org/articles/entry/collective_impact
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we open to grassroots learning opportunities as well? Did 

we expect good ideas to come from professional 

educators, students, or community members? 

 

These tensions remained unresolved but surfaced 

repeatedly as we tried to prepare and edit communication 

materials for the initiative. We might have been better 

served, as Kania and Kramer suggest, by discussing and 

resolving these differences right up front. While some 

Steering Committee members advocated for having the 

courageous conversation, others felt that where there are 

differences, we did not necessarily have to choose 

between them. “It can be both.” Kania and Kramer recognize that there will always be 

disagreements and those members working collaboratively need not agree on everything. 

They do affirm that “All participants must agree, however, on the primary goals for the 

collective impact initiative as a whole.” 

 

Our second major challenge with the Collective Impact framework was related to the 

backbone support organization. In some ways, we had too much backbone and not enough 

support. According to Kania and Kramer: 

 

The backbone organization requires a dedicated staff separate from the participating 

organizations that can plan, manage, and support the initiative through ongoing 

facilitation, technology and communications support, data collection and reporting, and 

handling the myriad logistical and administrative details needed for the initiative to 

function smoothly. 

 

In many ways Ashoka was set up to be the backbone organization. There was funding, staff, 

administrative systems, as well as an instrument and approach that had been successfully 

deployed around the world. And yet there was some confusion even from the beginning 

about who the backbone organization was and how they were to relate to the rest of the 

group.  

 

For some of the founding members of the Steering Committee, Ashoka meant Ashoka 

Canada with support from Ashoka Global. They were surprised to learn in the late summer 

of 2011 that Ashoka Global was treating this initiative as an Ashoka Canada project.  

 

Moreover, Ashoka traditionally works with one client or a very small group of clients. In the 

beginning this template was used with the Martin Aboriginal Education Initiative as the lead 

client. Later, the client group changed to include the McConnell Foundation, who had been 

the catalyst for bringing Ashoka and the Martin Aboriginal Education Initiative together, and 

the Counselling Foundation of Canada, who was also a major contributor. 

 

The expectation that 

collaboration can occur 

without a supporting 

infrastructure is one of the 

most frequent reasons why it 

fails. 

—Kania & Kramer 
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To broaden the perspective and engage more directly with FNMI peoples, it became clear 

early on that there was a need to move to a Steering Committee model.  

 

While more people don’t have to equate to more complexity and confusion, the Steering 

Committee was creating itself and adapting as the initiative grew. This led to a lack of clarity 

and another key component for a backbone organization to thrive: clear decision making. 

Say Kania and Kramer: “Collective impact also requires a highly structured process that 

leads to effective decision making.” Part of our challenge may have been our intentional 

caution and mindfulness around the dynamics of power. How does a group that values input 

from everyone, is mindful of attributes that have created significant power dynamics, stick to 

a highly structured process for decision-making? We developed many charts, formats and 

models which just never stuck. Part of the challenge is also for highly engaged and 

committed people to learn to delegate and trust.  

 

5. Deliver well on what you can deliver: scale your results to your capacity to deliver 

those results 

Because there was so much at stake, Steering Committee members felt the competition, the 

Summit, and each piece of communication, needed to be successful. With tight timelines, it 

was often difficult to deliver quality materials that were up to everyone’s standards. 

 

A turning point was the recognition that we needed to regroup and scale to our capacity. 

The scope and scale of the Summit were changed—focusing on three well-defined 

outcomes and a more focused list of participants.  

 

6. Balance flexibility and adaptability with efficiency and predictability 

The challenge with social innovation with a range of stakeholders, a lot of moving pieces, 

and a changing environment, is to make room for the complexity by being flexible and 

adaptable. At our strongest we were able to create as we went and then adapt, learn and 

move on. However, there were times when “creating as we go” was insufficient. As we 

moved from planning the competition to planning the Summit, it was clear we needed a 

process and framework that, while flexible, was also efficient and predictable. 

 

The mid-point review 

In January 2012 the Steering Committee participated in a mid-point emergent learning session. 

It was an opportunity to reflect on the ground-truths of our experience in organizing the 

competition, and adapt our course of action as we began to plan the Summit in earnest.  

There were many positive things to build on:  

o Good intentions and a shared commitment to the core goal 

o The successful launch of the on-line competition 

o A renewed commitment to celebrate our successes, and approach each other with 

empathy and kindness 
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o Experience in learning-by-doing and inventing-it-as-we-go 

o Great flexibility and adaptability 

Great feedback from community mobilizers and participants 

Summary 

So, although there was no roadmap, we were able to find the path. The Competition and 

Summit were both successes with 30 inspiring winners chosen from an impressive 266 entrants.  

While the initiative has come to an end and the Steering Committee has disbanded, the Circle 

on Philanthropy and Aboriginal Peoples in Canada carries on. Individual members are 

committed to leveraging the lessons learned and taking further action to improve FNMI learning, 

and The Circle may in fact be best positioned to ensure effective follow-up on this initiative. 

Those next steps include: 

o Maintaining the legacy of the competition by sharing the database of ideas and 

innovations 

o Finding ways to link communities and organizations that are working on similar 

education initiatives 

o Sharing our experience and learning so other groups can benefit 

o Broadening efforts to support the needs of FNMI learners  

o Creating tangible supports among Funders and FNMI peoples to support giving, sharing 

and philanthropy in FNMI communities across Canada 

 

Because of this experience, there is great potential to move forward strategically, tactfully, and 

with planning and support, to make an incredible, broad and lasting impact. In fact, many of 

these steps have begun to take place. 
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FULL REPORT:  

Part I: Coming Together 

The Road to the Summit: Overview 

The Ashoka Changemakers’ Inspiring Approaches to First Nations, Métis and Inuit Learning 

Initiative grew out of conversations amongst the The Circle on Philanthropy and Aboriginal 

Peoples in Canada and other funding, supporting and peoples-representative organizations. 

These conversations focused on how this unique group of diverse stakeholders could help 

support innovative opportunities for First Nations, Métis and Inuit (FNMI) peoples in Canada 

with emphasis on youth and learning.  

The result was the development of a unique and complex collaborative partnership. The goal of 

the partnership was to organize an initiative that focused on seeking, sharing and co-creating 

ideas, solutions and strategies to support improved outcomes for FNMI learners at all levels 

(early childhood, elementary, secondary, postsecondary, career counselling and training). The 

name of the initiative was Inspiring Approaches to First Nations, Métis and Inuit Learning (FNMI 

learning initiative).  

The outcomes of the FNMI learning initiative were a national online Ashoka Changemakers 

competition and a Summit for award winners and other stakeholders. Ashoka Changemakers is 

an on-line community that connects social entrepreneurs around the world to share ideas, 

inspire and mentor each other. The Ashoka Changemakers' competition for the FNMI learning 

initiative ran from October 26, 2011 until January 27, 2012 and the judging of entrants took 

place between March 7, 2012 and March 21, 2012. It provided a unique platform to surface 

innovative approaches to improving educational outcomes for FNMI peoples. Using a broad-

reaching grassroots approach, the Changemakers' competition was able to bring to light FNMI 

learning initiatives that the organizing partners might not have been able to identify on their own.  

Following the competition, a three-day Summit was held in Ottawa/Gatineau in April 2012. The 

Summit offered a marketplace for ideas by bringing together award winners, innovators, 

investors and thought leaders. The Summit provided award winners an opportunity to present 

their initiatives to a broad spectrum of stakeholders and potential funders. The design of the 

Summit also offered participants a platform to learn how to market their concepts, share ideas 

and spark new conversations for the development of future solutions and strategies in the field 

of FNMI learning. 

The FNMI learning initiative was guided and managed by a number of partners. Given the 

complex and adaptive nature of the partnership and their goals, a developmental evaluation 

approach was used to provide real-time learning and assistance in negotiating the collaborative 

process. This approach provided the partners with support to better understand and deal with 

the value and challenges of working with a complex group of organizations with differing roles 

and expectations. 
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This paper summarizes the journey made by the partners that organized the Inspiring 

Approaches to FNMI Learning initiative and how their collaborative partnership grew and 

matured during the planning process. This includes insights into the challenges of working with 

a complex group, the processes and relationships that helped to improve the group’s 

functioning, and the degree to which the developmental evaluation contributed to the 

collaborative process. This report also presents some suggestions, options and lessons-learned 

for the effectiveness and success of future collaborative initiatives with FNMI peoples and large 

complex groups. 

Relationship Building - Organizing the Changemaker’s Competition 

The roots of this initiative and the people who pulled it together go back at least a decade. 

One might be tempted to say it started with a bus ride outside Calgary, but there’s a long history 

before that. That history helps to understand some of the relationships and decisions that were 

made, and some of the power dynamics that existed between the Steering Committee 

members. 

In 2002, Cindy Blackstock published a seminal paper about First Nations and philanthropy that 

inspired others to really start thinking about the relationship between philanthropy and 

Aboriginal people. From there, a partnership between Cindy and the McConnell Foundation 

developed and McConnell developed a whole program of Aboriginal-focused Philanthropy.  

At the same time…  

o The Ontario Trillium Foundation (OTF) was doing research on how to better reach out to 

First Nation, Métis and Inuit applicants; Marilyn Struthers was going across the province 

talking to FNMI people about how OTF could develop better relationships and make better 

grants.  

o The Counselling Foundation of Canada had a 20 year history of providing grants primarily to 

First Nations organizations, or organizations that support First Nations. 

o Celia Cruz, the new ED of Ashoka Canada, was looking for a big project that would fit with 

Ashoka’s methods and social-change philosophy. Based on Ashoka’s research they decided 

that it should be something related to FNMI people.  

o The Martin Aboriginal Education Initiative (MAEI), having a long history of working on FNMI 

education, had approached McConnell to talk about developing a repository of innovative 

and successful ideas to improve FNMI education, the Promising Practices Website. 

o And, a group of funders was organizing The Circle on Philanthropy and Aboriginal Peoples 

in Canada —an open network to promote giving, sharing and philanthropy in FNMI 

communities across Canada.  

The Bus Ride 

In October of 2009, against this backdrop, The Circle on Philanthropy and Aboriginal Peoples in 

Canada met in Calgary. Stephen Huddart of the McConnell Foundation had reached out to 

Celia Cruz, who attended on speculation. 

http://bit.ly/IlmWUk
http://www.mcconnellfoundation.ca/en/programs/aboriginal-focused-philanthropy
http://otf.ca/en/knowledgeSharingCentre/resources/First_First_Nation.pdf
http://www.maei-ppw.ca/
http://philanthropyandaboriginalpeoples.ca/
http://philanthropyandaboriginalpeoples.ca/


 

11 

 

On a bus ride to visit the Blackfoot Crossing Sksika Nation, Celia worked her magic with many 

of the core players who would later become Steering Committee members. Everyone who 

mentioned the bus ride in the key informant interviews talked about Celia being an inspirational 

model of how to engage people, build consensus, and sell the idea of a Changemaker’s 

initiative. People agreed to collaborate, and reach out to others to see if there was an interest. 

As a result, Bruce Lawson of the Counselling Foundation of Canada agreed to commit to the 

initiative with time and money, provided the focus was on FNMI learners. And so the initiative 

coalesced and consensus built. 

Following the “bus ride,” there was an interesting period of organizing and “creating as we go” to 

get the project underway. The Ashoka Changemaker model is usually a simple structure: 

Ashoka provides the platform, research and advice, to one client or a small group of clients. In 

the beginning, MAEI was identified as the client. However, it was clear very early that a broader 

advisory group approach would be necessary to include energetic and innovative partners and 

to ensure there was appropriate FNMI participation on the Steering Committee and throughout 

all parts of the initiative. 

At this point, the Steering Committee expanded to include Cindy Blackstock of the First Nations 

Child and Family Caring Society of Canada and other partners like Betty-Lou Scholey from 

Mamow Sha-way-gi-kay-win/North-South Partnership for Children and Dani LaGiglia from the 

Small Change Fund. 

The Partners 

Various organizations participated in the development and implementation of the FNMI learning 

initiative. The level of participation of each partner ranged from providing funding dollars for 

awards, to participating on the Steering Committee, implementing the Ashoka Changemakers’ 

competition and organizing the Summit. FNMI learning initiative partners included the following 

organizations: 

 J.W. McConnell Family Foundation (Steering Committee member) 

 Ashoka Canada (Steering Committee member) 

 The Counselling Foundation of Canada (Steering Committee member) 

 Martin Aboriginal Education Initiative (Steering Committee member) 

 Mamow Sha-way-gi-kay-win/North-South Partnership for Children (Steering Committee 

member) 

 Ontario Trillium Foundation (Steering Committee member) 

 First Nations Child and Family Caring Society of Canada (Steering Committee member) 

 Small Change Fund (Steering Committee member) 

 Changemakers 

 RBC Canada Foundation 

 The Donner Canadian Foundation  

 Chagnon Foundation 

 Vancouver Foundation 
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A number of network partners also supported the competition and summit: 

 Assembly of First Nations 

 Blake, Cassels & Graydon LLP 

 Canadian Teachers’ Federation 

 Community Foundations of Canada 

 Congress of Aboriginal Peoples 

 Dilys Leman 

 Indspire 

 Inuit Tapiriit Kanatami 

 Métis National Council 

 Moving Red Canoe 

 Native Women’s Association of Canada 

 

For information on our Award Sponsors:  

https://www.changemakers.com/fnmi-learning/award-sponsors 

 

For information on our judges: 

https://www.changemakers.com/fnmi-learning/judges 

 

  

https://www.changemakers.com/fnmi-learning/award-sponsors
https://www.changemakers.com/fnmi-learning/judges
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Major Developments 

1. Launch Delay 
Typically Ashoka’s Changemaker competitions have a 9-month timeline from inception to 

discovery and implementation. Although momentum intensified in preparation to launch the 

competition in January 2011, in the end a strategic decision was made to postpone the 

launch. Although this would require greater staffing resources for Ashoka and for all of the 

partnering organizations, it would also allow time to better involve stakeholders, deepen 

interactions with donors, cultivate relationships within the Steering Committee members and 

with FNMI communities, and improve the quality of materials. The Steering Committee 

recognized the stakes were high, but there had been challenges engaging FNMI 

communities and FNMI people, and we wanted to get it right. 

 

2. Intentional Learning 

Part of getting it right, in an initiative such as this, was learning respectful approaches to 

engage FNMI peoples. So, the group engaged in conversations about respectful research 

principles, including OCAP, the Tri-Council Policy Statement: Ethical Conduct for Research 

Involving Humans and Touchstones of Hope.  

 

At the same time, the Steering Committee recognized the complexity of innovating in such a 

rich and changing environment and saw a great opportunity for learning. And so, Dan 

Wilson from the Ontario Trillium Foundation joined the Steering Committee, followed by 

Tracy Coates, an independent consultant, to conduct a developmental evaluation. 

 

3. Transitions 

In the summer of 2011, the Steering Committee went through a major transition: Celia Cruz 

left Ashoka Canada to pursue her work in Brazil, Elisha Muskat became the new Executive 

Director of Ashoka; and Carolyn Doyle replaced Elisha as the project manager for the 

Changemaker’s FNMI learning initiative. Celia’s great gift was in creating and nurturing 

relationships, linking people to each other and to a shared goal. Other people have other 

gifts. Carolyn, for example, had a laser-like focus on delivering results. Victoria Grant was 

hired as an Aboriginal consultant and brought great insight and connections as a key 

relationship broker.  

 

At about this same time, Stephen Huddart also had a significant career transition when he 

became the President and CEO of the McConnell Foundation. This meant Stephen had less 

time to work on this project and the Steering Committee needed to find better and more 

efficient ways of working together and using Stephen’s time.  

 

Through the key informant interviews in the Winter of 2011/2012, Steering Committee 

members and Ashoka staff expressed a range of opinions on how things changed as a 

result of these transitions, but everyone recognized it had a huge impact. The group also 

recognized that we hadn’t been particularly good at handling these transitions and did very 

http://www.naho.ca/documents/fnc/english/FNC_OCAPCriticalAnalysis.pdf
http://www.pre.ethics.gc.ca/pdf/eng/tcps2/TCPS_2_FINAL_Web.pdf
http://www.pre.ethics.gc.ca/pdf/eng/tcps2/TCPS_2_FINAL_Web.pdf
http://www.fncaringsociety.com/touchstones-hope
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little to integrate the new constellation of leadership into the existing structure and work 

patterns of the Steering Committee.  

 

4. The Long Revision and the Second Delay 

Leading up to the launch of the competition, the Steering Committee had a frustrating eight 

or nine months of content development, approval and disapproval, and re-approval. As 

outreach and web content was being developed there was constant wordsmithing, 

committee and individual writing and re-writing, and a lot of stress about how to make the 

language and content appropriate for a wide range of potential entrants, including FNMI 

youth.  

 

Although it may not have seemed like it, this wordsmithing was not, in fact, just finicky copy-

editing. This long protracted period of content-development and revision was deeply 

philosophical. Each debate over a word or phrase was really a way of talking through the 

guiding principles of the initiative, our relationship to FNMI participants, and our philosophy 

of community engagement.  

 

Very close to the second launch date, there was a sense that although we were very close, 

the materials were not up to the level they needed to be for stakeholders, FNMI learners, 

and people in FNMI communities.  

 

While this second postponement was a short delay, it came with big emotions. Some 

members felt we were ready to proceed, while others fiercely argued that the quality of the 

materials was not acceptable. Some felt they had no control over their work, that there was 

no clear line of decision making, that the true lines of power and decision making did not 

include the whole group, and that this had “come out of nowhere.” Others felt frustrated that 

these very core principles around communications had not been implemented satisfactorily, 

despite everyone’s best effort. 

 

5. The Launch 

After a short delay and a final push to revise the web content and application form, the 

Inspiring Approaches to First Nation, Métis, and Inuit Learning competition was launched 

October 26, 2011. As we mentioned, there were 266 entrants, supported by Ashoka’s 

Community Mobilizers from across Canada.  

 

It was time for celebration, relaxation, and a period of reflection. During the key-informant 

interviews completed around that time, a number of people said how important it was to 

learn from our experience getting to the launch and apply those lessons-learned going 

forward. 

 

6. The Developmental Evaluation – Midpoint Review 

As part of the on-going Developmental Evaluation, in January 2012 the Steering Committee 

held an emergent learning session to reflect on our past experience working together, and 

http://www.changemakers.com/fnmi-learning?utm_source=button&utm_medium=display&utm_content=&utm_campaign=fnmi-learning


 

15 

 

learn from our strengths and challenges, so we could improve as we moved forward to plan 

the Summit. In short, we asked ourselves how can we work better together from now to the 

end of the project? 

The emergent learning process, when it works, is an engaging conversation that starts with 

ground truths, builds hypotheses about why things turned out the way they did, and 

identifies upcoming opportunities to test those hypotheses with specific action. It isn’t about 

blame, it’s about learning. 

The session was facilitated by Dan Wilson (Ontario Trillium Foundation) and Tracy Coates 

(Evaluator/Consultant on FNMI Issues).  

The session was designed to address outstanding interpersonal, procedural and capacity 

issues in order to provide a positive platform for moving forward in a good way with the 

planning and implementation of the award Summit. To do so, we focused on group well-

being, shared responsibilities for success, and lessons-learned. 

 

The session started with a summary and highlights of the Developmental Evaluation up to 

this point in the process. Sources included a series of surveys from Steering Committee 

members, key informant interviews with most of the members as well as the Ashoka Canada 

implementation team and community mobilizers, and observational analysis.  

 

The session also introduced two conceptual frameworks for understanding the findings: The 

First Nations Holistic Lifelong Learning Model and The Shared Responsibility for Success 

model.  

 

The group then developed an emergent learning table. We shared stories, positive and 

negative, about our experiences with this project. And then we reflected together on what 

happened, why it happened, and what we would try to do going forward.    

 

  

http://www.signetconsulting.com/concepts/emergent_learning.php
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Part II: Major Insights 

Two Conceptual Frameworks 

1. Group Well-being – The First Nations 

Holistic Lifelong Learning Model  

The First Nations Holistic Lifelong Learning 

Model provides insight into multiple 

aspects of individual and collective 

systems of being. This includes 

teachings on group or collective well-

being.  

The Learning Tree depicts the elements that 

are essential for collective well-being. The 

four branches of the tree correspond to the 

dimensions of personal development. Each 

leaf cluster represents an area of collective well

being: 1) cultural, 2) social, 3) political, and 4) 

economic. Vibrant colours indicate well-develop

aspects of being in each of these areas. The Me

Wheel at the center of the tree’s trunk illustrates how personal/individual harmony is at the core 

of, and essential to, collective well-being.  

Just as a tree in the forest undergoes a regenerative process of growth, decay and regrowth, 

the Learning Tree illustrates how collective well-being involves a similar regenerative process: 

as collective well-being rejuvenates the individual the individual’s well-being, in turn, supports 

collective well-being.  

In the graphic, the roots represent sources and domains of knowledge while the raindrops 

symbolize learning guides, such as mentors, counsellors, parents, aunties and uncles, teachers 

and Elders. These guides provide the individual and group with opportunities to develop 

mentally, spiritually, emotionally and physically throughout the lifespan, and are an integral part 

of a cyclical, balanced lifelong learning process. 

This model points to a few tensions experienced within the Steering Committee. Until the mid-

point review meeting, we had not taken great care in fostering collective well-being. Critical 

thinking and analytical skills, important as they are, were not balanced with emotional and 

spiritual skills such as empathy, kindness and trust.  

While we had recognized cultural differences and taken great efforts to honour and respect 

these, we had not paid as close attention to other differences and imbalances within the group 

that would have benefited from mentoring, counselling and nurturing. For example, some 

members of the Steering Committee had 30 years of experience in the not-for-profit sector, or 

-

ed 

dicine 

http://www.ccl-cca.ca/ccl/Reports/RedefiningSuccessInAboriginalLearning/RedefiningSuccessModelsFirstNations.html
http://www.ccl-cca.ca/ccl/Reports/RedefiningSuccessInAboriginalLearning/RedefiningSuccessModelsFirstNations.html
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30 years working with FNMI learners; while others were new to the sector or to FNMI education 

or to project management.  

To be more intentional in addressing group well-being, we committed to being more empathetic 

in our work, introduced a reflection or prayer at the beginning of each gathering and held 

sharing-circles at various planning points to discuss expectations, goals and individual/group 

well-being. 

 

2. The Shared Responsibility for Success Triangle - A Question of Balance 

This Results*Process*Relationship Triangle comes from the Interactions Institute for Social 

Change and is also a key component in Grantmaker’s for Effective Philanthropy’s Do Nothing 

About Me Without Me guide to stakeholder engagement.  

The model illustrates the three components critical to 

successful group endeavours:  

1) Results, or the goal or task accomplished 

2) Process or the way and spirit in which work is carried out 

and  

3) Relationships, or the quality of connections between the 

people doing the work. 

Curtis Ogden of IISC contends that “success in 

collaborative efforts is a multi-dimensional affair” that includes these three dimensions. Balance 

between and within each of these components is necessary to maintain group well-being, 

ensure productivity and maximize success when diverse stakeholders come together for a 

common cause. 

When balance is achieved between and within each of the three components of the triangle 

then those involved with the project will have a shared sense of accomplishment and 

satisfaction with the results. This leads to a general feeling among group members that no 

single component has been sacrificed or unnecessarily subordinated to any other.  

Perhaps the biggest challenge for the FNMI learning initiative Steering Committee was keeping 

these three dimensions in balance. Indeed, the deepest points of frustration came when there 

was a marked imbalance: when the focus on achieving quality and timely results undermined 

agreed-to processes or undermined trust in the working relationships. Or when process 

questions became so paramount that for long periods of time it felt like nothing was happening 

to achieve our intended results. 

  

http://interactioninstitute.org/blog/2009/11/05/means-and-ends/
http://www.geofunders.org/storage/documents/Do_Nothing_About_Me_Without_Me.pdf
http://www.geofunders.org/storage/documents/Do_Nothing_About_Me_Without_Me.pdf
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Lessons-Learned 

 Develop process and decision-making tools at the outset to facilitate the group’s 

development. 

 Focus less on small things and pay more attention to the principles involved.  

 Scale decisions to the level of engagement that truly exists and can be provided by partners 

without detriment to individual well-being. 

 Integrate the emotional and spiritual elements that are important to participants. Match these 

with the critical thinking, analysis and process components that are strong focuses for the 

Steering Committee. 

 Allow for flexibility and adaptability, yet balance this need with the need for efficiency and 

predictability. While the team met many challenges, it was their openness to being flexible 

and adaptable that allowed for key changes to the initiative that considerably enhance its 

success. However, there were times when flexibility was insufficient, and what was needed 

was a clear and defined process and framework. 

 Go forward with kindness, mindfulness and empathy. 

 To develop trusting relationships and be confident in our ability to work together: 

o We must understand that our own backgrounds, experiences and even personal 

preferences colour our perceptions. 

o We can never underestimate the power of the personal. It may look like eight different 

organizations on paper, but it’s really “the people in the room.” 

o There are many levels of power and engagement and they change constantly. Our 

constant approach must be one of empathy, trust and fairness. 

o Insist on respect and equality between and among members, workgroups and 

committees.  

o We must be ever mindful of the need to empathize and to nurture strong relationships.  

 Do not assume homogeneity just because someone is part of the same group, culture or 

FNMI nation. 

  

 Plan. Put the right processes in place to support successful outcomes, including skills for 

successful project management and quality control. 

 Promote interaction and relationship-building. We saw the group become more functional 

and productive as people got to know each other better. 
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Part III: Moving Forward Together  

Organizing the Summit 

 

The mid-point emergent learning session provided a turning point for the Steering Committee. 

Together we built a platform for moving forward to plan the Summit in a good way. The Summit 

planning committee was provided with a number of 

lessons learned from the competition as well as 

suggestions for things to do differently to expedite the 

process and advance the working relationship in a 

positive way.  

Having everyone start together on the Summit planning 

committee after the storming phase of group dynamics 

had been settled, helped considerably, as did a couple of 

early conversations to determine everyone’s goals and 

expectations. Some of the other effective strategies 

employed by the Summit planning committee included:  

 Developing a Project Charter at the beginning to 

provide implementation staff with a reference for 

guidance as needed. Among other things, the Charter 

helped to establish a decision-making process and 

determine what was in scope and out of scope for the 

Summit planning committee.  

 Having a strong and experienced chairperson, who was consistent, made sure everyone 

was on the same page, and followed the established processes. The chairperson also tried 

to ensure that people were heard and felt heard, and that no one was marginalized. Two 

techniques the chairperson used to accomplish this were 1) calling on people to make sure 

everyone said what they needed to say, and 2) not taking silence as acquiescence.  

 The chairperson met with implementation staff before each meeting to set the agenda, this 

helped to ensure necessary decisions were made to support implementation timelines.  

 At the outset the committee set out three goals for the Summit to achieve and decided on 

what communication messages would come out of each goal. This allowed them to figure 

out early-on how to turn the goals into communicable messages. This, in turn, gave them a 

foundation for developing the Summit program. From there each session was planned to 

fulfill one or more of the established goals. The committee also tried to ensure there was 

balance between the goals, so that there wasn’t a greater focus on any one goal over the 

others.  

  

Award Winner Narrative 

I am honoured to be one of 

the Award winners and feel 

blessed to participate in this 

exciting and inspirational 

event. I shall represent myself 

as a "changemaker" proudly as 

my hard work has been 

validated and for that I say 

"megwetch." 
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Success! – The Summit 

In the end, the Summit was a resounding success. 

Despite many challenges, setbacks and troubles...we did 

get there. The tremendous commitment and effort by all 

involved created the results we wanted, and that was 

something worth celebrating: the Ashoka Changemakers 

project resulted in a successful Inspiring Approaches to 

First Nations, Métis and Inuit Learning competition and 

Summit that benefitted funders, partners, FNMI and non-

FNMI Changemakers and FNMI learners. 

One of the unexpected outcomes was the significance to 

Award Winners of having their work validated and 

acknowledged by a group of peers. This recognition was 

empowering to individuals and organizations. As one 

award winner said ‘winning the award and having her 

work recognized was one of the best moments of her life.’ 

Another additional outcome was the overwhelming 

support for the summit by FMNI Elders and umbrella 

organizations. The summit brought together an amazing group of people to support all the 

entrants and winners, and acknowledge their work. 

 

  

Participant Narrative 

This type of initiative is critical for ongoing learning. 

The simple act of conversation, learning [and] sharing 

has value not withstanding what will result after the 

Summit ends. 

 

Funder Narrative 

It was amazing for us, as a 

non-Aboriginal organization, 

to hear directly from such a 

diversity of First Nations, Inuit 

and Métis educators and social 

change agents about what is 

working and needed in their 

communities. It reinforced our 

approaches but gave excellent 

ideas of how we could 

strengthen as well. 
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Part IV: Conclusions 

Successful outcomes 

In summary, here are some of the successes, 

achievements and lessons-learned from the 

experience of planning the competition and Summit: 

 More people came to think about how to use 

education and technology to benefit FNMI 

communities and empower FNMI people. 

 We helped find great inspiring ideas and received 

entries from grassroots organizations all across 

Canada.  

 Nobody went home! The partners in the Steering 

Committee created a group that came to function 

effectively. Everyone involved in organizing the 

competition and Summit can be proud of the 

groundwork, outreach, building of inroads and 

connections that took place. 

 Ashoka Canada produced its deliverables and 

managed its relationships with other relevant 

organizations. 

 Funders had tangible results that produced real value for their investments. 

 We established a database of entries that highlight innovative approaches to FNMI learning.  

 We refined and clarified our approach to decision-making processes and ways to 

collaborate. 

 We got better at balancing Relationships, Processes and Results. 

 We learned to problem-solve rather than firefight. 

 An agreed-upon decision-making framework evolved in which subcommittees were 

delegated with the power to make decisions with input from the main Steering Committee. 

 We learned our expectations and goals must be scaled to our capacity to deliver them and 

must be communicated to each other effectively and on an ongoing basis. 

 We learned that it is important to provide orientation for organizers, planners and Summit 

participants, and to determine what kind of support participants and invited dignitaries need 

to feel welcomed, accepted and positive about the Summit experience. 

FNMI Citizen Journalist Narrative 

“The theme of Indigenous Control of 

Indigenous Education [was] central to 

the Changemakers awards…[it] 

reminded me of the value of the 

contributions of each individual who 

has the energy, passion and courage to 

stand up and say…“I’m not going to 

accept the status quo anymore.” The 

[award winners]…constitute an 

inspiring sample of…the excellent 

work being done on education, 

policies and programming by 

Indigenous peoples in collaborative 

projects.”  
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Next Steps 

2
 Many of these steps are already underway.  

After the Summit… Where do we go from here? 

While the initiative has come to an end and the Steering Committee has disbanded, the Circle 

on Philanthropy and Aboriginal Peoples in Canada carries on. Individual members are 

committed to leveraging the lessons learned and taking further action to improve FNMI learning, 

and The Circle may in fact be best positioned to ensure effective follow-up on this initiative. 

Some of the next steps to meet this commitment include2: 

1. Maintain the legacy of the competition by sharing the ideas and innovations broadly 

 What we retain, remains. The database created to house information about the project and 

its entries is an important legacy that must be protected and built upon. Ownership and 

responsibility for its maintenance and enhancement need to be determined and assumed.  

 Develop a summary report of the FNMI initiatives that were submitted, including how they 

started and how the programs address key social problems. The report could also include a 

summary of the various sessions at the Summit and the key learning points for 

implementation.  

 Have the video recording of the Summit presentations transferred to web, CD or DVD and 

sent to all the Summit participants. 

 Develop vignettes highlighting and celebrating some of the visionaries/innovators who won 

awards and even those who didn’t win awards but are doing great work. Distribute these to 

FNMI and non-FNMI communities to show and encourage FNMI innovation.  

 Develop a directory of media and contact points for FNMI communities by compiling the 

information the community mobilizers collected and inputted into their database files.  

 

2. Find ways to link communities and organizations that are working on similar 

education initiatives 

 The Elders, as well as the judges and others, suggested that it is very important to make 

linkages between communities and organizations that are doing similar education initiatives 

and projects. This will allow resource strapped communities to share resources and 

innovations. It would be very helpful to look at all the entries on the Ashoka Changemakers 

website and identify those groups working on similar projects, or with similar goals, and help 

them to connect with each other.  
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 Support the development of resource incubation networks for FNMI innovators. These hubs 

could provide regional support ranging from proposal writing to shared office resources and 

support staff. 

 

3. Share our experience and learning so other groups can benefit 

 Distribute this report and post it on appropriate websites so that other groups, organizations 

and individuals can benefit from our shared experience and learning. 

 Build an external facing engagement to profile how the Circle on Philanthropy and Aboriginal 

Peoples in Canada is moving forward, how this collaborative project worked and how it can 

be applied elsewhere.  

 This collaborative initiative can serve as a global model of funder Changemakers that 

represents an alternative to the status quo for funder / philanthropist collaboration. It is 

important to dialogue and campaign on this because currently the funding community is 

isolated and working in silos, which means that the sector is isolated and is not developing a 

common strategy. 

4. Broaden the effort to address and support the needs of FNMI learners  

 Going forward, we want to create a process that addresses the needs of FNMI learners 

efficiently and predictably. Because of this experience, we may now be ready to bring more 

people into the conversation and do so strategically, tactfully, and with planning and support, 

to make an incredible impact that will last and send ripples outwards. 

 Support FNMI innovators as a means of addressing the needs of FNMI learners. External 

support for internal innovation is a key step to ensure the autonomy, strength and capacity 

for self-determination of First Nations, Métis and Inuit communities. Build on innovative 

grassroots programs, particularly through long-term sustainability funding. Providing 

opportunities to expand, model and replicate existing FNMI programs provides a much 

broader range of benefits to FNMI communities than the current trend of starting new short-

term programs that do not account for the long-term sustainability needed to create real 

change.  

5. Create tangible supports among Funders and FNMI peoples to support giving, 

sharing and philanthropy in FNMI communities across Canada 

 Develop a directory of philanthropic organizations and distribute hard copies to remote 

communities. Post a link to it on the Ashoka website and make it available as widely as 

possible. Also post a link to the Ajah Fundtracker website (http://ajah.ca/home/) and the 

Circle on Philanthropy and Aboriginal Peoples.  

 Develop a support system that partners with communities to help them develop proposals 

and implement accountability mechanisms and support systems for sourcing funding. 

http://ajah.ca/home/
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Include a program for mentoring between high capacity organizations and small grassroots 

initiatives. Perhaps a non-profit organization can be developed that provides these services 

and operates based on grants from a large number of funding partners.  

 Develop a toolkit on funding and education innovation that can be distributed to potential 

funding applicants, grantees, FNMI communities, funding organizations and others. The 

toolkit could include: 

o A summary report of submitted FNMI initiatives 

o The video recordings of the Summit presentations 

o A directory of media and contact points in FNMI communities  

o A revised version of this report 

o Elements of the Ashoka Discovery Framework final report  

o A directory of philanthropic organizations 

o Guides for writing grant applications 

 Develop a means for funders to have professional conversations about how they do what 

they do. This dialogue could include what good funding practice looks like in general and 

when working with FNMI peoples, and how funders can hold other funders accountable. 
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Appendix A: A Note on Developmental Evaluation & Emergent 

Learning 

 

Developmental Evaluation 

Developmental Evaluation is an emerging approach that is particularly well-suited for social 

innovation and adaptive management. Developed by evaluation guru Michael Quinn Patton, it is 

a learn-by-doing approach that ideally brings evaluative questions and thinking to support 

systemic data-informed reflection during a developmental process. It supports learning to inform 

action that makes a difference. It captures lessons and data while something is being 

developed, rather than at the end. It has the goal of learning and developing, rather than 

improving or judging, which are more the focus for formative and summative evaluation. As the 

title of his book, Developmental Evaluation: Applying Complexity Concepts to Enhance 

Innovation and Use, suggests, the approach has deep connections with Complexity Theory. 

Given the nature of this project, members of the Steering Committee saw great potential for 

taking a Developmental Evaluation (DE) approach. The project fit Patton’s “Five DE Purposes 

and Uses” (Patton 21), particularly because it was adapting the Ashoka Changemaker model 

used around the globe to newly focus on FNMI learning in a complex, dynamic system. Some 

Steering Committee members also saw the initiative as one part of a broader movement to 

change systems related to FNMI education.  

Given the complexity of the issues, partners, and processes, the initiative called out for an 

approach that would provide timely, real-time learning. 

The main questions for the evaluation were to better understand: 

 The value and challenge of working with a complex group. 

 The process and relationships that contributed to the outcomes of the project—both the 

competition and the Summit. 

 The collaborative practice of the project, especially the lessons from working 

collaboratively with FNMI communities and grassroots organizations.  

 The degree to which developmental evaluation can work and have applicability in such a 

dynamic and complex environment and its applicability to other fields. 

We took a mixed-methodology approach to the evaluation, including: 

 12 key informant interviews with members of the Steering Committee between July and 

December 2011, and an additional 3 interviews between February and April 2012. 

 9 individual interviews with community mobilizers and 1 focus group. 

http://www.amazon.ca/Developmental-Evaluation-Applying-Complexity-Innovation/dp/1606238728
http://www.amazon.ca/Developmental-Evaluation-Applying-Complexity-Innovation/dp/1606238728
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 2 focus groups with Ashoka Canada’s implementation team and 8 individual interviews. 

 Numerous conversations with FNMI youth and organizers participating in the 3 day 

Imagine a Future Youth Conference in Thunder Bay in September 2011.  

 7 interviews with Elders and Senators involved in the initiative. 

 2 Surveys of Steering Committee members in June and August of 2011. 

 Emergent Learning Mid-Point Review. 

 8 interviews with Steering Committee members, implementation staff and participants 

during the Summit. 

 Analysis of observational data. 

 Surveys from Summit participants. 

Did it work? 

Yes. 

While some Steering Committee members found the Developmental Evaluation process and 

interventions mysterious and at times burdensome, many members said the Developmental 

Evaluators were very helpful, particularly in surfacing and resolving some of the underlying 

tensions and challenges that were becoming obstacles to good relations and quality, timely 

results.  

The water-shed was undoubtedly the Emergent Learning Mid-Point Review. There the Steering 

Committee was able to discuss and engage in an authentic way some of the complexities of 

collaborating together. This was important not just for the well-being of the group, but also for 

identify clear strategies that could be applied immediately to improve our processes, 

relationships and results. 

The strength of Emergent Learning is: 

 It is rooted in ground truths. It isn’t about “blaming” but about telling the story of what 

people have experienced. Because there were some challenges around group well-

being and relationships within the group, it was important for us to tell both the story of 

the event and the emotions and response surrounding it. 

 Emergent learning uses the ground truths in people’s stories to create an opportunity for 

shared reflection and insight. 

 Emergent learning focuses on practical, applicable lessons and insights that can be 

applied or tested right away. It isn’t navel gazing: it must produce change and 

improvement. 
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The Developmental Evaluation approach is undoubtedly not for everyone. It is resource-intense 

and adds to the workload of participants. However, it was useful in this situation given: 

 We were creating as we went.  

 The goal was known but how to get there was not. 

 There were many complexities and changes to adapt to, within the group and in the 

context of FNMI relations and FNMI education. 

 We wanted to learn and improve as the initiative unfolded, to improve the work we were 

doing and have greater impact. 

In Evaluating Social Innovation, Hallie Preskill and Tanya Beer have documented the suitability 

of using Developmental Evaluation for social innovation. They have also documented the 

flattening/deflating effects of other evaluative approaches. Developmental Evaluation is well-

suited when the “goals of a social innovation might be well defined, [but] the path to achieving 

them is less clear—little is known about what will work, where, under what conditions, how, and 

with whom” (Preskill and Beer, 5). 

And indeed, in this study, Developmental Evaluation did contribute to better relations, a 

smoother process, and deeper and healthier relations within the Steering Committee. And it did 

help us find the path. 

 

  

http://e2.ma/click/mj79d/mv473b/6uxxpb
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Appendix B: Lessons learned, engaging with FNMI peoples 

Working with FNMI Elders/Senators 

Elders and Senators hold a special place of esteem and responsibility in First Nations, Inuit and 

Métis communities. The term Elder is used by First Nations and Inuit peoples, while the term 

Elder or Senator may be used by Métis peoples.  

While each FNMI nation may have a different method for recognizing Elders, there are some 

commonalities in the process. Generally, a person is recognized as an Elder based on 

community consensus. This consensus is based on recognition of the Elder’s dedication to 

teaching and volunteer work in the community, their knowledge of traditions, history, laws, 

culture and/or healing, and their ability to help maintain balance in the community, as well as 

recognition as an Elder by other Elders. As a result, age is not necessarily the defining 

characteristic of an FNMI Elder. This means that an FNMI person who is not elderly could be an 

Elder and that someone who is elderly (i.e. a senior citizen) or a traditional teacher is not 

necessarily an FNMI Elder.  

Understanding how to engage with Elders can be difficult for non-FNMI organizations because 

there is no equivalent to Elder in the dominant society. Although it is by no means an exact 

comparison, it may be helpful to consider the status of Elder as comparable to that of a 

professor, mediator or executive consultant.  

All Elders play a prominent and vital role in FNMI communities, but not all Elders have the same 

skills, level of knowledge or expertise. Elders will often have specialized areas of knowledge in 

the same way that a professor, lawyer or executive consultant would specialize in one or two 

specific areas. It is important to consider this when seeking an Elder to advise on a specific 

project. In the case of the Inspiring Approaches to FNMI Learning Initiative, the three Elders 

who were asked to provide guidance each had specialized knowledge in education as well as 

their traditional knowledge in the area of lifelong learning.  If you are having more than one 

Elder try, wherever possible, to ensure you have gender balance. 

Elders today continue to dedicate considerable time, energy and resources to fulfilling their 

traditional roles. Historically the community the Elder served would have maintained the socio-

economic needs of the Elder in return for their dedication and volunteer work. Given the current 

context of many FNMI communities, many Elders experience considerable financial hardship 

both on reserve and in urban settings. While Elders will, true to their calling, perform a 

considerable amount of volunteer work to help their communities it is important not to take 

advantage of this or assume payment is not required. For this reason it is important, particularly 

for non-FNMI organizations, to ensure that Elders are fairly compensated for their time and 



 

29 

 

services.3 A general rule for determining compensation and/or paying respect to an Elder is to 

pay what you can afford and then add a bit more.  

When looking to engage a First Nations Elder on a project it is also important to offer the Elder 

tobacco. The exchange of tobacco enters the Elder and the person making the request into a 

spiritual contract that goes from the physical world to the spiritual world. Although some Elders 

no longer maintain this practice as a result of colonization, the vast majority do and will likely 

appreciate your efforts to show respect for their traditional way of life.  

3
 For example the following minimum honorarium information is appropriate as of 2012: Inuit Elder: 

general consultation = $250/day, full day conference = $500/day; First Nations Elder: general consultation 

= $300/day, full day conference = $500/day; and Métis Elder/Senator: general consultation = $250/day, 

full day conference = $400-$600/day. 

Engaging with FNMI Peoples 

It is important to have established relationships with FNMI communities if you want information 

about your project to be disseminated. Often contact points in an FNMI community, such as the 

Band office, will not send out information to their community unless they trust the project or the 

source of the information. 

 Depending on the region, direct face-to-face contact is often essential when working with 

FNMI communities. Ensure sufficient travel resources are allocated as needed. 

 Contact points include Traditional Leaders, Chief and Council, Elders, community meetings, 

conferences, schools, community and health centres, regional Tribal Councils and provincial 

AFN or Chiefs’ councils (some of these groups, particularly national and regional 

organizations, will sometimes send out information to their contact lists for a fee). 

 Give due consideration to the time and staffing requirements needed when engaging FNMI 

communities. Time must be spent to establish a dialogue and trust with community 

members, to conduct outreach to prospective entrants, to listen and understand oral 

narratives and to input entries either on paper or online as needed. 

 When contacting FNMI communities don’t limit contact to Chief and Council. There are 

many sources of contacts. Try calling health and community centers to find community 

champions, as that is often where knowledge, information and action begins to happen. At 

the same time, be aware that some Band Councils prefer to be approached first so it is a 

good practice to keep them in the loop initially.  

 Some tips to help you develop a basic understanding the “saviour paradigm” and working 

with FNMI peoples:  
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o Culture is a core element of FNMI nationality and identity. In the dominant culture social 

exchanges are often short when two people meet, as for example when one person will 

say, “hello, how’s it going” and the other will respond with “good and you” sometimes 

while both people continue walking away from each other. At business meetings, social 

exchanges between members of the dominant culture are often limited to a listing of your 

name, title and organization. For FNMI peoples, a fundamental part of both casual and 

business meetings is spending time sharing who we are and where we have come from, 

as well as celebrating our cultural traditions 

and heritage. While this may be seen as 

contrary to the North American culture of 

business and politics it is a fundamental of 

FNMI resiliency and is demonstrative of how 

FNMI peoples have survived colonization 

and how we maintain what remains of our 

culture. It is an integral aspect of working 

with FNMI nations that non-FNMI people 

need to adapt to and learn to respect.  

o FNMI peoples belong to themselves. In 

referring to French Canadians, would you 

say “our French people”? Then why would 

you say “our Aboriginal people”? Efforts to 

move FNMI people away from their culture 

—including moving them into the dominant 

culture’s business paradigm— or to claim 

FNMI people as your own in order to help 

save them are examples of the ‘saviour paradigm’ that is often seen in FNMI/non-FNMI 

partnerships. 

Funder Narrative 

When we started the Initiative we didn’t 

come to terms with the relationship, 

this brought conflict because we 

needed to come from a common place 

to know how to move forward. Based 

on this experience, I think there is a lot 

we can learn from FNMI people on 

how to collaborate and share. Then we, 

Funders, can use that as a jumping off 

point.  

Other practical lessons learned from this experience: 

 It is important to consider the budget carefully when planning a collaborative initiative that 

involves FNMI mobilizing. The budget can become restrictive to achieving the initiative’s 

goals if it lacks sufficient core funding to ensure that you have the right people, with the right 

skill sets, on the project for its entire lifespan. Lack of foresight in this area will result in 

firefighting and even larger draws on partner resources than if expenses were realistic from 

the beginning.  

 Consideration also needs to be given to innovative approaches to contacting FNMI 

communities and grassroots groups, particularly in remote communities. In some cases 

standard approaches like email and social media may not reach your target audience. The 

best way to connect with an FNMI community is actual face-to-face communication and the 

development of long-term relationships.   
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