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Aboriginal Populations: 

Aboriginal populations in Canada and Saskatchewan are complex. The complexities of 

different cultures must be considered when creating an Assessment Tool. More than 

13.5% of the total population of Saskatchewan self-identify as Aboriginal. In 5 years it 

is estimated to be more than 20%. That includes 9 historical-language groupings. The 

language groups are Lakota, Nakota, Dene, SOTO, Dakota, Métis, Woodland Cree, 

Swampy Cree, and Plains Cree. Not everyone speaks those languages. The language 

spoken at home depends on the community and the language: as low as 17% speaking 

an Aboriginal language and up to 93% in the North. Provincially it’s about 50%.1 47% 

live in urban centres the largest urban centre is 265,000. The percent of the population 

of major cities varies, ranging from 9% in Saskatoon to 29% in Prince Albert. 33% live 

on 74 First Nation reserves (Métis don’t live on reserves). 17% live rurally.23 

The Métis are politically organized provincially and nationally. You have to meet 

objectively verifiable criteria to be a member. Political structures include locals and 

regions. The organization is called the Métis Nation – Saskatchewan. The First Nations 

are politically organized provincially and nationally. Political structures include reserves 

and tribal councils. The organization is called the Federation of Saskatchewan Indian 

Nations. Some less known organizations exist for Aboriginal persons who don’t fit in the 

Government of Canada’s definition of “Indian, Inuit and Métis.” 

Limitations of AALAT 

The following are some limitations we encountered when creating the Aboriginal Adult 

Literacy Assessment Tool. 
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1. English and IALSS: As part of the funding agreement with the Government of Canada we had to 

include appropriate comparisons with IALSS (International Adult Literacy Skills Survey). This 

included adapting their question objectives into our own. 

2. The definition of Aboriginal Literacy is different than the English idea. In our understanding, 

literacy is equal to knowledge. English literacy (reading and writing) is but one of the unlimited 

literacy strands that exist. 

3. We were limited to assessing English literacies: reading in English, writing in English, listening to 

English. The listening part of our assessment was a compromise of our desire to assess oracy. 

Wouldn’t it be great if we could assess the proficiency of first languages or the ability of English 

as an additional language? 

4. Cultures: There are nine cultures we were assessing so it was difficult to lump everyone into a 

provincial assessment. We worried about having too many Cree-centric question items. 

Considerations 
Participant comfort was a primary concern for our assessment. The flexibility of taking 

the assessment at home or over a couple days was important to the participants. We 

offered a participant subsidy to accommodate travel and childcare. We hired facilitators 

from the community to administer the assessment. We encouraged a one-on-one 

interview to avoid paper and pencil interaction. The participants were able to skip 

questions they were uncomfortable answering. All these actions were to make the 

participant comfortable with the assessment. Without that comfortable relationship with 

the assessment, the participation rates would decrease. 

We had to consider language in our assessment. We accommodated the translation of 

the Qualitative part of our assessment and parts of the quantitative piece of our 

assessment. We determined that reading and writing skills do not preclude numeracy, 

listening and problem solving. Participants who were comfortable with their reading 

skills in English could take the survey without assistance. We made translation an 

option because participant comfort was a primary goal. 

We considered proper ownership of data. We used guidelines provided by 
 The National Aboriginal Health Organization’s “OCAP: Ownership, Control, 

Access, and Possession” guidelines 
(http://www.naho.ca/firstnations/publications/ethics/) 

 The Panel on Research Ethic’s Statement on “Ethical Conduct for Research 
Involving Humans” (http://www.pre.ethics.gc.ca/eng/policy-
politique/initiatives/tcps2-eptc2/Default/). 

We decided that communities have the copyright to the data collected by the Tool. 

Each community was provided with a “Community Results Report” and a database table 

of all the raw collected data. These reports are confidential and based on questions the 

community had (items that the community was interested in). The data we use for all 
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the communities also keeps the name of the community confidential. This shows 

respect to the community. Each participant signed a consent and transcript release 

form.  

Barriers 

Within each culture there are different attitudes toward literacy and westernization. In 

some communities we encountered European ideas of literacy from our facilitators and 

participants. European ideas toward assessment were also evident, as facilitators used 

“write on paper” testing instead of one-on-one interviews.  

On the other hand, scepticism of literacy as a European idea was expressed by the 

communities. The experiences and attitudes of helicopter studies and poor experiences 

with European (institutional) education prevented communities from participating. 

Some communities have deep political divides. A few community members refused to 

take the test because they felt it reflected the ideas of the political leader. 


