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Nations, Inuit and Métis youth and adults living in diverse communities throughout Canada and to share these insights and lessons learned with a larger community of 
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evaluation toolkit are available at: www.fimesip.ca.  
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Overview 

The Miqqut Project was a research project that examined the 

integration of Literacy and Essential Skills (LES) learning into 

culture-based learning.  Although anecdotally culture-based 

learning has been a positive experience for individuals, this 

research project is one of the first to document, examine and 

validate the impact of this kind of training on LES development. 

The project was led by the Ilitaqsiniq – the Nunavut Literacy 

Council -- and took place in Rankin Inlet, Nunavut over a three-

year period.  The project was supported by Employment and 

Social Development Canada’s Office of Literacy and Essential 

Skills (OLES) and the Government of Nunavut through the 

Departments of Culture, Language, Elders and Youth, Education 

and Economic Development and Transportation.  In addition, in-

kind partners in the community donated course materials, the 

local Simon Alaittuq Elementary School in Rankin Inlet donated 

its library and Nunavut Artic College donated Kivalliq Hall to host 

the training.  

The first phase of the project researched non-formal community-

based learning and identified effective practices and outcomes 

among adult educators in the region.  Next, the researchers had a 

control group go through a sewing class (Miqqut 1) that it did not 

intentionally include any LES training components.  Learning in 

Miqqut 1 was documented using community research methods 

that included observing the class throughout the course and semi-

structured interviews conducted with the students and instructors.   

The researchers then developed and delivered a second course 

(Miqqut 2) that intentionally embedded LES learning into the 

course. In addition to these skills, Inuktitut literacy, (both written 

and oral communication) was included in the program, along with 

components to support personal wellness and development.   

Researchers found that the impact of the second intake on 

participant learning was substantively different from the first.  

Using the same community research methods as in the first 

course, researcher noted that “participants blossomed in the 

course, surpassing their own [the researchers] expectations and 

developing competence and confidence in unexpected areas.”1  

Most students completed the course (11 of the 15 students 

completed Miqqut 2 compared to 5 of 15 in Miqqut 1).  Of the 11, 

eight students transitioned either directly into employment and/or 

continued on with training or post–secondary education.   

The Miqqut Project has received the Arctic Inspiration Prize2 and 
is gaining recognition nationally and internationally for its 
evidence-based approach to researching the benefits of culture-
based learning in developing LES. The next class delivery, 
sponsored by the Regional Mine Training Society to support the 
wives of its workers and others in the community to take the 
program, will serve to further test and document the instructional 
approaches used in this program  
 

Essential Skill Focus 

The program focuses all nine Essential Skills (ES).  In the delivery 

of Miqqut 2, ES were developed through the hands-on work of 

planning and completing a sewing project. The ES were not 

taught as subjects, but rather they were integrated as participants 

discussed and selected their projects, created patterns, prepared 

materials, sewed, solved problems, embellished their work with a 

variety of designs and completed their product. Students selected 

their own sewing projects and could work on different projects 

simultaneously.  

ES were developed in a variety of ways, including:  

 Using Numeracy to take measurements and make patterns;  

 Reading and following instructions on their work sheets 

(Document Use and Reading Text);  

 Writing down instructions of how they made a garment 

(Writing);  

 Using the skill of Working with Others to build consensus on 

group projects; and  

 Engaging in Continuous Learning as students progressed 

through a variety of sewing projects to develop their abilities 

as sewers.   

Inuktitut literacy was developed actively throughout the course as 

participants learned the words for materials and techniques they 

were using in their projects. Fluency in Inuktitut was also 

developed through instruction as four of the teachers in the 

program were unilingual Inuktitut-speaking Elders from the 

community. 

__________________________________________ 

1 Shelley Tulloch et al., “Stitching together Literacy, culture and Well-
being:  The Potential of Non-Formal Learning Programs,” Northern 
Public Affairs, Vol. 2 – Issue 2, December, 2013. 

__________________________________________ 

2 The Arctic Inspiration Prize is intended for multidisciplinary teams who 
have made a substantial, demonstrated and distinguished contribution 
to the gathering of Arctic knowledge and who have provided a concrete 
plan and commitment to implement their knowledge into real world 
application for the benefit of the Canadian Arctic, its Peoples and there-
fore Canada as a whole. http://www.arcticinspirationprize.ca/index.php  

https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/programs/essential-skills/definitions.html
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The two literacy instructors infused LES through a variety of 

activities. “Reading for 15” was an activity in the program in which 

participants devoted 15 minutes every morning to reading any 

resource in either English or Inuktitut.  Much of the learning in the 

program occurred through facilitated group discussions.  These 

discussions covered a wide range of topics, from examining how 

life experiences have built students’ knowledge and skills to how 

to support one another in the learning.  The class was given tools 

and activities to support language learning, such as a table to 

record key terms and definitions, learning journals and a project 

portfolio and sheets to document instructions and tips for their 

sewing project in English and Inuktitut either before or after it was 

completed.  Students also learned how to use a digital camera 

and printer to document their learning in their portfolio.  

 

Objectives 

The overall goal of the project was to “measure the outcomes of 

non-formal community-based cultural programs with LES 

integrated and embedded into the program. The intention of this 

research was to distinguish how these programs are necessary in 

this context to build people’s confidence, which in turn will help 

them to take risks and support their goals of formal education 

and/or employment” (“Miqqut Presentation,” Adriana Kusugak).   

The project tested the hypothesis that: “Cultural skills training 

programs can be effective for developing ES in an implicit way 

and that those programs that explicitly incorporate LES 

instruction can be a more effective way to learn literacy skills in a 

non-formal setting” (“Miqqut Presentation,” Adriana Kusugak). 

To reach its objective, it was important for the program to support 

the traditional way of teaching among the Inuit, open the mindset 

of learners to new opportunities and engage the broader 

community to create a sense of communal ownership.  The 

researchers developed an evaluation plan to track their progress 

towards this goal and were meticulous in proactively working with 

funders to identify outcomes and markers of success that were 

important to the funders to track.  

 

Promising Practice (Keys to Success) 

Methodology/Approach 

The teaching approach for the project was based on best practice 

research on how to support adult learners with low literacy and 

from the observations made during Miqqut 1.  Overall, the 

program wanted to create engagement and harmony in the class 

by involving students in the decision-making process to guide 

learning in the course.  The students took decisions on both 

theoretical aspects of the course (e.g. which Inuit values would 

guide the learning in the course) to the practical (e.g. how to 

divide up the sewing materials amongst the group, what projects 

they would do, and how they would tidy the classroom). 

The program endeavoured to respect the traditional way that 

sewing has been passed down from Elders to the younger 

generation in its most natural and fluid form. The Elders and 

literacy instructors participated in making clothing along with the 

students. This helped to model the skills of sewing, and showed 

participants that the instructors were open to taking risks in their 

own learning and trying new things.  

The program was advertised in the community to participants who 

had little or no formal work experience, wanted to increase their 

education, had a desire to improve their Inuktitut language skills, 

and wanted to learn more about Inuit culture.  Students’ skill and 

education levels varied significantly. Some students had attended 

elementary school and others had partially completed or 

graduated from secondary school.  Some had strong Inuktitut 

language skills and others had limited knowledge of the language.  

Most had limited sewing skills. Embracing the diversity of its 

participants, the instructors maintained that everyone could be a 

learner and everyone could be a teacher.  

Achievements and success were celebrated throughout the 

program. When a participant completed a project, they would 

model it and have their picture taken for their portfolio. At the end 

of the course, a fashion show was organized in the community for 

students to share their accomplishments with their families and 

the broader community. Some modeled their clothing and others 

asked friends or family to be their models.   Northern News 

Services and Nunatsiaq News covered the event. 

Building community engagement and awareness of what the 

students were doing was an important element of the 

methodology. This was accomplished by having the children of 

the school, where the course was being delivered, come into the 

class to see what was happening. When dignitaries were in town 

they were invited to visit and speak to the class.  By creating an 

open classroom, the project not only built awareness in the 

community, but it also helped participants to see themselves as 

part of the cultural learning transfer process that is at the heart of 

Inuit learning.  
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Structure of the Program 

Community support was essential to the success of the project 

and, to this end, it was supported by a wide range of community 

partners. It was funded by the federal government and several 

territorial government departments. The Nunavut Literacy Council 

was proactive in approaching potential funders and partners early 

to share with them the vision of their initiative and incorporated 

advice from these organizations into the planning.  

“Part of the success was identifying and 

engaging various partners early in the process.  

I think when there is buy-in and willingness to 

work together early in the project – rather than 

bringing in partners later, or specifically 

limiting their role to funding only – it makes for 

a successful project,”  

Robert Connelly, Manager, Community Economic 

Development, Government of Nunavut 

The Simon Alaittuq School hosted the program in their school 

library and, as Principal Bev Hill commented: “It was a project that 

promoted life-long learning and fostered community wellness. It 

builds confidence, builds relationships and promotes healthy 

communities because the more people that go through programs 

like this they see it doesn't hurt to be a life-long learner; and in the 

end bringing about healthy minds, brings about healthy bodies, 

which brings about healthy communities.”  

The program was marketed to potential participants through word 

of mouth from past participants and presentations to community 

partners, community organizations and in places where 

community members would gather.  In addition, interviews were 

conducted on local and CBC radio stations and posters were 

distributed depicting participants from Miqqut 1.  All of the written 

and spoken promotion was done in Inuktitut and English.  

The program was four months in duration and ran from 9:00 am 

to 3:00 pm daily.    Every day, the course began with the students 

reading for 15 minutes followed by working on activities to 

enhance their LES or promote wellness. The remainder of the day 

was spent on their sewing projects and ended with cleaning up 

the room for the following day.  Sharing circles were done at 

different times throughout the course.   

Program developers created discussion points to foster a sense 

of ownership and buy-in by the students in the first few classes, 

establishing guidelines with the class for the respectful use of the 

library, developing literacy activities, explaining the purpose of the 

project and addressing challenges as they arose.  

The students were not assessed on their ES development. 

Rather, they were assessed on the development of themselves 

as learners -- to feel comfortable in taking risks in learning and to 

be able to self-assess their learning progress.  All these 

assessments were done through self-evaluation or reflection. In 

the six month follow-up interviews with the participants, one 

participant commented that this informal approach to assessing 

learning was more supportive than formal testing processes that 

she had experienced in school.  The informal assessment 

promoted an increased willingness to take risks and try new 

learning or work experiences.  
 

Content of the Program 

The content of the Miqqut 2 program infused ES learning into 

facilitator-led activities and throughout the sewing projects.  To 

support ES development, instructors used sentence starters, 

project planning sheets, and journal activities.  The program used 

Nunavut Arctic College’s portfolio building activity called the ‘Igloo 

of Life’ and incorporated the 8 Principles of Inuit 

Qaujimajatuqangit3 (Inuit Education Framework) throughout the 

course. The ‘Igloo of Life’ was a very impactful part of the 

curriculum for the students. In this activity, learners ‘build’ their 

igloo by identifying their own values. These are then written on 

‘blocks’ (drawn on paper) that, when assembled, form an igloo.  

Some examples of the concepts explored were: love yourself, 

gratitude, practicing patience, and manage your own life.  

Following this activity, there was a discussion to gain an 

understanding of what each value meant, then each person 

reflected on how they express that value in their life and shared 

this with the group. 

Additional content was generated by the students through a 

project called, ‘Meet the Miqqut Program Instructors.’ In this 

activity, the goal was to produce a document about the instructors 

that would be generated from interviews with them conducted by 

the students.  The students learned about interviewing and, as a 

group, brainstormed all the types of questions they would like to 

ask the instructors. That list was then shortened the students 

selected the few questions they wanted to focus on.  They took 

__________________________________________ 

3 See Shirley Tagalik, “Inuit Qaujimajatuqangit: The role of Indigenous 

knowledge in supporting wellness in Inuit communities in Nunavut,” 
http://nccah.netedit.info/docs/child%20and%20youth/Indigenous%
20Knowledge%20in%20Inuit%20Communities%20(English%20-%
20web).pdf  
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turns asking questions in Inuktitut. The instructors responded and 

the students took notes in whatever language they worked in 

best.  The literacy instructors then facilitated a summary of the 

discussion and the students recapped the answers they 

understood. Pictures were also taken and a final document was 

produced by the class. 

Participants' personal wellness and development were supported 

through resources such as: Guiding Principles of Inuit 

Qaujimajatuqangit, the ‘Igloo of Life’ and the ‘Inuit Values Cards’.  

Participants were asked to make personal reflections on these 

value cards and create work that would connect their own ideas 

and self-discovery.  Some examples of Inuit values include: 

generosity, patience, observation, resourcefulness, and moving 

forward.  

Each participant developed a portfolio to document their learning 
which included: notes from class discussions, pictures, sewing 
patterns, new terminology, and project planning activity sheets.  
 

Delivery of the Program 

When preparing for the delivery of the program, the planning 

team consulted Elders and the community to help them identify 

ways to support learners and the project. Program planners 

stated that “Elders were chosen based on: their experience in 

sewing and teaching in other community or cultural programs, 

their expertise in sewing, their kind and caring attitude, their ability 

to work well with others, their willingness to support our staff in 

embedding literacy practices into the cultural program and their 

ability to nurture participants by offering support and guidance in 

all aspects of the program”. Before committing to their 

involvement in the project, the Elders reviewed their roles and 

responsibilities and were required to sign an agreement titled, 

‘Scope of Work for the Elders Involved in the Miqqut Project’.  The 

Elders were hired as instructors and received pay commensurate 

with the literacy instructors in the program.  

Learners were provided information about their commitment to 

the project, and they each signed the ‘Miqqut Participant 

Guidelines Agreement’.   This agreement outlined a number of 

participant commitments, including daily attendance, the stipend 

for participation, smoking regulations, their support for other 

participants in the program and their commitment to working with 

others.   

The project adopted a learner-centered approach that allowed 

students to identify what sewing projects they wanted to 

undertake and the materials they wanted to use. Learners worked 

on a variety of different projects, of varying difficulty, all at the 

same time. This required sewing instructors to work with students 

and help them in a variety of ways depending on their needs and 

skill levels.  As Adriana Kusugak, Literacy Development 

Coordinator, Nunavut Literacy Council, summarizes, “A lot of 

these cultural practices were naturally taught from mother to 

daughter, grandmother to grandchild. But we’re finding in today’s 

modern society that’s not happening as often, or as naturally. And 

because we learn differently now, back then everything was oral, 

everything was trial and error, hands-on work. Nowadays we are 

so programmed to learn through text, or learn through the 

computer.  By taking the Elders and the younger people together, 

it was unique because you were taking two different learning 

styles and finding a way to make them work, and help that 

information be shared amongst the generations.” 

As the program was delivered at the school, the Literacy Council 

also entered into an agreement with the school to uphold the 

schools’ values and safety policies.  

 

Outcomes of the Program 

Program outcomes include: 

 Eleven out of 15 participants completed the program.  

 All participants created a variety of clothing and accessories.   

 All ES were strengthened in this project.  Students’ Inuktitut 

literacy levels also increased in both oral and written 

modalities. 

 Participants reported increased levels of self-esteem and 

confidence. 

 Seventy-three percent (11 out of 15 participants) enrolled in 

further schooling and/or obtained employment.  

Interviews were conducted with participants at the beginning of 

the course, midway through, at the completion and six months 

following program completion. Below are comments from the 

participants (taken from “Meet the Miqqut Participants”): 

“I got to make a seal skin and leather parka for my daughter and 

kamiik for my baby. I love being a part of this program and I am 

thankful that I was a part of this program because I believe it 

teaches us to help each other and believe in ourselves that we 

can learn anything,” Katherine Makkigak. 
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“It is so important because the Elders want us to learn how to sew 

so we can learn from their knowledge and pass it on to younger 

people, our children,” Brenda Aupilardjuk.. 

The Miqqut Project found that the outcomes of their research 

could be best expressed in Inuit terms. They are listed below with 

English translation (Miqqut Presentation, Adriana Kusugak): 

 Uqaujjuinniq – advice based on the life lessons of Elders; 

 Pijunnautitaaqpaalliqsimaliqtut – awareness of one’s own 

strengths, the capability of learning new skills and building 

self-confidence; 

 Ikajuqatigiinniq – the concept of helping each other; 

 Inunnguiniq – guiding of the potential human spirit through 

self-development, life skills, well-being and healing; 

 Inuuqatigiitsiarniq – the concept of cooperation, collaboration 

and interconnectedness; 

 Piliriqatigiitsiarniq – working together towards a common 

goal; 

 Pilimmaksarniq – skill building and development, through 

practice and product development; 

 Uqaqatigiigunnatsiarniq – development of communication, 

language and literacy skills; and, 

 Ilipallianginnarniq – engagement with life-long learning.  

 

Transferability 

To help make this approach transferable to other jurisdictions, the 

project is working on developing resources to support instructors 

and communities to learn how to actively embed LES learning 

into cultural activities.  They also have information about the 

project on the Nunavut Literacy website.  

Below is additional advice from those interviewed for this case 

study:  

 Instructors should model what they want the students to do 

in the LES learning; one cannot assume students know how 

to do these tasks. 

 Instructors need to participate in the cultural activities to 

show the students they are also willing to take learning risks, 

that it is okay to make mistakes, and that learning something 

new can be fun. 

 Provide resources to cultural teachers in a respectful way 

that fits with the protocols of your own community and treats 

them with the same respect accorded to other instructors. 

Understand you are asking them to be away from their 

families and responsibilities to take part in your program; 

having more than one instructor allows them to work as a 

team and share their talents and strengths with the class. 

 Dedicate a space that is large enough and appropriate for 

the work.  For example, preparing sealskin was not done at 

the library site. 

 Engage partners early. Provide them with the ‘big picture’ so 

together you can scope out the roles that are possible for 

partners to play; they may also be able to help you with 

thinking through things you did not consider, so tap into their 

expertise. 

 Ensure you have a clear understanding of what your 

partners are looking for and gauge your success according 

to their needs/criteria. If possible, build the gathering of this 

data into your strategy as it makes generating the final 

reports easier. 

 Promote the benefits of partnership to community 

organizations. Illustrate how their contribution to the initiative 

will help the community. 

 If you want to start a project like this, ideally you should 

travel to where projects like this are happening, when they 

are happening, and take part in them to really understand 

the benefits and how they work.  

 

Lessons Learned/Challenges 

Below are a number of lessons learned through the delivery of 

this program: 

 Instructors cannot assume that participants know how to 

complete assignments. For example, it was assumed that 

students would know how to complete a portfolio. This was 

not true, however, the instructors needed to provide 

examples. 

 Be flexible and adapt to difference learning levels and styles.  

The literacy instructors had researched and developed some 

activities ahead of time; however, when they met the 

students for the first time, they recognized they would have 

to adapt activities or use different ones as their drafts were 

not meeting the learners’ needs. 



 Block off time to sew.  The schedule was originally structured 

with the opening of the day and some sewing time until the 

mid-morning break followed by a LES lesson. This did not 

work as, once participants began working on their sewing 

projects, they did not want to switch topics. Therefore, it was 

re-arranged to do all the LES first thing in the morning, which 

would allow for sewing the remainder of the day.  

 

Benefits 

 For the participants: 

 They became stronger parents and recognized 

members of their community for the skills and 

confidence they gained.    

 One participant continued to take a fashion design 

program and now has her own business creating and 

selling Arctic clothing and she has been featured in 

fashion and trade shows. 

 Participants are sharing their new skills with family, 

making clothing and re-establishing their role as 

provider. Everything they made in the class was 

theirs to keep.  

 Mothers commented that this program taught them 

patience and helped them relate better to their 

children. For example, they could talk about their day 

at class with their children.  

 The program offered a network of support and built 

new friendships that carried on after the project. As 

one participant reflected on her personal change, 

from entering the program as a shy person to being 

the emcee for the program’s fashion show “It was an 

overall great program, and going into it I didn’t 

expect to come out with as much as I did – the skills 

and the self-confidence – and it was something I 

really enjoyed,” Tara Green, Miqqut 2 Participant.  

 For the instructors:  

 The Elders are seen as ‘real’ instructors in the 

community because of their role in the project. They 

also like to share their knowledge and the program 

offered a place to do this.  When asked why they 

wanted to take part, one Elder responded “because 

young people need to learn skills to help their 

families”.  

  “I will remember teaching the ladies how to four 

braid and how frustrated they would get but end up 

learning in the end. I will remember how hard the 

girls worked and I will always remember seeing the 

girls start to believe in themselves and become 

independent sewers. I will remember how hard they 

worked, how they came everyday and tried their 

best. They displayed intrinsic motivation for the 

program.” Inuaraq Marianne Tattuinee, instructor 

 “I enjoy teaching in this program because the 

students never give up and they keep trying their 

best everyday. I especially like the literacy activities 

we do because we are learning, not rushing but 

doing a good job.” Quluaq Catherine Pilakapsi, 

instructor 

 For the community and participants’ families: 

 The program has given the community a sense of 

pride working together. There is a renewed inter-

generational sharing and respect for learning.  

 There is a revitalization of sewing skills, and now the 

women can be providers for their families with these 

new skills.  Community member Kumak Aline 

Kabvitok stated that, “[she] was so proud of [her] 

granddaughter making clothing for herself and her 

kids and the pride [she could] see on her face”.  

 The broader community of agencies that developed 

and delivered non-formal cultural learning activities 

now have the research to prove that these strategies 

are successful in developing LES.  

 

Contact 

Adriana Kusugak  

Literacy Development Coordinator 

Ilitaqsiniq – Nunavut Literacy Council.  

P.O. Box 1049  

Cambridge Bay, NU X0B 0C0 

T: 867-645-2121 

Toll-free: 1-866-608-2678 

F: 867-645-3566 

E: adrianakusugak@nunavutliteracy.ca 

www.ilitaqsiniq.ca  
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