
 
 
 

 

A Northwest Territories Perspective on  
Ways of Knowing, Doing, Being, and Believing  

in Post-Secondary Education 
 



AURORA COLLEGE  |  INDIGENOUS KNOWLEDGE HOLDERS COUNCIL FLOWING WATERS FRAMEWORK 2025 AURORA COLLEGE  |  INDIGENOUS KNOWLEDGE HOLDERS COUNCIL FLOWING WATERS FRAMEWORK 2025 III

TOWARDS A UNIQUE POLYTECHNIC UNIVERSITY IN 
ARCTIC EDUCATION
As a public post-secondary institution in Canada’s Northwest Territories (NWT), Aurora College is a 
cornerstone of education and applied research in the North. With campuses and research centres 
in Fort Smith, Inuvik, and Yellowknife, the College offers diverse programming, ranging from 
trades and apprenticeship training to academic upgrading, certificate and diploma programs, 
and degree offerings in partnership with other institutions. Aurora College is committed to 
providing quality education, applied research, and training that are relevant to the needs of NWT 
communities and foster personal, cultural, and professional growth among its students, faculty, 
and staff.

Aurora College’s mission is to “demonstrate leadership in the delivery of relevant and meaningful 
education, research, and reconciliation actions rooted in strong connections to Northern land, 
traditions, communities, and people.” This mission is central as the College transforms into a 
polytechnic university — for the North, by the North – creating equitable opportunities for all 
NWT residents to help them reach their full potential and compete globally. The College’s vision 
emphasizes respect, inclusiveness, diversity, and innovation to reach the highest standards 
of academic and research integrity and ethics. Indigenous knowledge and practices will 
be incorporated into curricula and operations to ensure education and research are deeply 
embedded with the cultural and environmental contexts unique to the many NWT regions. By 
fostering applied research potential in the North, Aurora College aims to be recognized as a 
leading post-secondary institution whose applied research and teaching programs focus on the 
needs of Northerners.

Collaboration with other Arctic universities will continue to create a comprehensive education 
and research portfolio that enhances opportunities and outcomes for all Northerners. The 
transformation into a polytechnic university will yield significant benefits, including expanded 
research capabilities and promoting cutting edge studies that address Northern challenges 
and opportunities. This expansion will contribute to the global knowledge base and will directly 
benefit local communities through solutions tailored to their environment and worldviews. As 
a polytechnic university, Aurora College’s range of programs will integrate practical skills with 
academic knowledge and experiential learning opportunities in applied research, preparing 
students to meet the demands of a modern workforce, particularly in key Northern sectors such as 
natural resources, remediation, social and health services, education environmental science, and 
technology.

To prepare for transformation, Aurora College’s governance structure has evolved to a tricameral 
system, consisting of an independent Board of Governors, an Indigenous Knowledge Holders 
Council, and an Academic Council, which ensures that governance reflects the diverse needs 
and perspectives of Northern communities. This new governance model will promote greater 
autonomy and responsiveness to the territorial and regional demands, positioning the NWT as a 
global leader in Arctic education and research.
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HONOURING SHARED LAND, KNOWLEDGE, VALUES 
AND IDENTITY
We are grateful to our neighbouring relatives and animals in the Northwest Territories for sharing 
space as we create paths to learn, work, and pass on the virtues and values we were raised with in 
connection with our land. We are grateful for the opportunity to initiate the way back to our natural 
Indigenous identity, as expressed in the following wise words:

“As a Dene Indigenous Person, I have a certain way of looking at the world. I am a well-educated 
person. The forests have been the school I went to. Nature has been the book I read. The animals 
have been my teachers. The seasons became my calendar. My needs are the clock I work by, my 
senses and my imagination, the tools of my survival.” ~ Dene Nation, 1984:78

AURORA COLLEGE LAND ACKNOWLEDGEMENT
We respectfully acknowledge that Aurora College is situated on the traditional territories and 
homeland of the Dene, Inuvialuit, Métis, and Cree peoples of the Northwest Territories (NWT). We 
are grateful to the many Indigenous peoples of the NWT for allowing us the opportunity to learn, 
work and live on their lands. We are also deeply grateful for the generous sharing of Indigenous 
Knowledge, wisdom and ways of knowing, being, doing, and believing with our students and 
employees.

INTRODUCTION - INDIGENOUS KNOWLEDGE 
HOLDERS COUNCIL 
The Indigenous Knowledge Holders Council (IKHC) is established pursuant to Clause (21) of 
the Aurora College Act. The purpose of IKHC is to provide guidance and decision-making in 
advancing the spirit and intent of Indigeneity in policies, programs, and operations that foster the 
overall success of Aurora College.

Aurora College’s IKHC was appointed by the Board of Governors in March 2024, and held its 
inaugural meeting in Yellowknife in May 2024. The thirteen members are Northwest Territories 
residents of Dene, Inuvialuit, Métis, and Cree ancestry from across the territory who have been 
involved in leadership and education, as well as in revitalizing Indigenous languages, cultures, and 
traditions.

IKHC will guide Aurora College in its Reconciliation journey by providing the necessary wisdom 
to weave Indigenous ways of knowing, doing, being, and believing into policies, programs, and 
operations, while also building stronger relationships with students, faculty, staff, and community. 
As most know, Reconciliation has many different interpretations, depending on people’s 
understanding and development, as they travel on their unique Reconciliation pathways. For 
the purposes of making meaning in this document, we draw from the cogent words expressed 
by the British Columbia Indigenous education advocate and author, Jo Chrono, who expresses: 
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“While it is not conventional to capitalize Reconciliation, I do so to emphasize the specific 
process addressing the harms of colonization on Indigenous Peoples in Canada.1” “We can look 
at Reconciliation as the work of every Canadian, individually and collectively, personally and 
professionally, to understand the truths of this country’s collective past.2”

Capturing Indigenous ways of knowing, doing, being and believing into words and in a legislated 
framework presents a profound challenge, as these knowledge systems are deeply rooted 
in lived experiences, oral traditions, and relationships with the land, which often transcend 
linear or written expressions. Attempting to fit them into frameworks risks oversimplification 
or misrepresentation, highlighting the need for living respectful, reciprocal approaches, and 
relationships that honour their complexity and content.

Despite these challenges, using words and frameworks to capture Indigenous ways of knowing 
remains essential for fostering understanding, collaboration, and integration within broader 
institutional contexts. While challenging, these efforts provide a bridge to share knowledge, 
inspire dialogue, and create spaces where Indigenous perspectives can shape policies and 
practices in meaningful ways.

This document highlights the Indigenous Knowledge (IK) Guiding Principles, the priorities of IKHC, 
identifies the current council governance, and provides an implementation infographic to illustrate 
IKHC’s short, medium, and long-term goals during the 2025 to 2028 timeframe.
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MESSAGE FROM DËNEZE NAKEHK’O
CHAIR, IKHC
Breaking trail and carving out elevated ways 
of being and doing is a long-standing tradition 
for the peoples of our collective homelands 
and waters. The work is hard to create our own 
pathways, but it is also worthwhile. We learn about 
the connections to our sacred surroundings, we 
learn to work together, and more importantly we 
learn about ourselves and our own capacities and 
capabilities. It is a careful process of planning and 
visioning.

It is with the strength of this spirit that illuminates 
our pathways forward for the Indigenous 
Knowledge Holders Council at Aurora College. 
We are breaking trail in the deep forests of 
post-secondary institutions. Aurora College 
has established itself with an elevated way of 
governance. For the first time, Indigenous peoples 
are not just recommending or advising the College, 
we have a legislated say in making decisions.

The Indigenous Knowledge Holders Council is 
proud of the work that got us to this point. We 
believe this Flowing Waters Framework will guide 
us in our work, in our connections to our sacred 
surroundings, to each other and to learn about ourselves. We raise our hands to all the efforts of 
people that helped shape this pathway. We are honoured to continue our strong traditions but also 
to endeavour in the careful process of planning and visioning for the College and all the peoples 
walking their own educational pathways.
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MESSAGE FROM DR. ANGELA JAMES
PRESIDENT, AURORA COLLEGE
As a Métis woman, I am thrilled personally and 
professionally to be president of Aurora College 
at the time the Indigenous Knowledge Holders 
Council is establishing its role within the College’s 
tricameral governance system, shaping its own 
framework, and helping to set the College’s future 
strategic direction and decision-making processes. 

The IKHC framework establishes the Council’s 
priorities, mandates and operational guidelines, 
which outline the action areas to ensure the 
spirit and intent of Indigeneity is embedded in 
the College’s policies, practices, procedures, 
programs, and overall operations.

The establishment of the Indigenous Knowledge 
Holders Council aligns with the Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission’s recommendations 
and underlines Aurora College’s commitment to 
incorporate Indigenous perspectives and values, 
and to foster an educational environment that 
respects Indigenous ways of life, knowledge, 
cultures, and worldviews.

The 13 inaugural members – NWT residents of 
Dene, Inuvialuit and Métis ancestry – have brought with them leadership in education and in their 
cultures and traditions so that we may create a framework that honours and recognizes all of 
the original peoples of the Northwest Territories while supporting the educational journeys of all 
Aurora College students. 
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IKHC GOVERNANCE OVERVIEW
IKHC is the third of three governing bodies that make up the Aurora College’s tricameral 
governance structure as established by the Aurora College Act (2022). Along with the Board 
of Governors and the Academic Council, IKHC will play a pivotal role in shaping the College’s 
strategic direction and decision-making processes. The Aurora College tricameral governance 
structure is composed of:

IKHC will support Aurora College’s Reconciliation efforts by offering essential wisdom to integrate 
Indigenous ways of knowing, doing, being, and believing into policies, programs, and operations 
as illustrated below:

Further, before the establishment of the IKHC, much work was completed by a dedicated advisory 
group of NWT Indigenous Knowledge Holders and Aurora College staff, which resulted in the 
development of the Indigenous Knowledge Policy Statement (B.17). The policy was approved 
by the Board of Governors in February 2023, outlining a statement of commitment from Aurora 
College’s leadership to incorporate Indigenous Knowledge consistently and broadly in its physical 
and intellectual spaces. In doing so, this approach will create an ethical space where everyone 
can openly celebrate and practise their traditions, culture, and languages while increasing their 
knowledge and expertise about Indigenous peoples, families, and communities in the North. 
This policy work informed the development of the IKHC Framework, which aims to advance the 
processes of Indigenizing and Decolonizing Aurora College’s policies, programs, and operations.
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Relationships and 
Reciprocity

Through ensuring strong relationships of respect for oneself, 
others, especially our Elders, the land, and the spiritual world, we 
practise reciprocity together with gratitude, humility, and honesty, 
remembering that the giving and taking of our actions bring balance 
in our lives, learning, health, and well-being.

Northwest Territories 
(NWT) Indigenous 

Culture

As the foundation of every aspect of our families, communities, 
institutions, and workplaces, we honour Indigenous culture as the 
means to achieve healthy ways of learning and living.

NWT Indigenous 
Languages

Through strengthening, revitalizing, and promoting our Indigenous 
languages in research, programs, and services, we celebrate and 
honour the importance of languages as expressions of our voice, our 
identity, our traditions, our land, and our spirituality.

NWT Indigenous Elders

We welcome, acknowledge, pay tribute to, and honour our NWT 
Indigenous Elders as integral components in the adult and post-
secondary world, as their presence, contributions, and relationships 
bring understanding and meaning to our learning.

INDIGENOUS KNOWLEDGE GUIDING PRINCIPLES
Indigenous Knowledge (IK) is a holistic system of knowledge that encompasses peoples’ 
relationships with the land, languages, cultures, philosophies, and traditional practices. The 
survival of IK may be best achieved by continuing to use and share them respectively. The 
foundational concepts of IK are outlined in the document: Indigenous Knowledge Holders Council 
– IK Guiding Principles developed in January 2024, by a group of ten Wisdom Keepers, NWT 
Elders, who initiated the development and selection of the IKHC. The eight IK Guiding Principles 
outlined below are central to the Framework and will guide IKHC and Aurora College in achieving 
their current and future goals.
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NWT Indigenous 
Curriculum

Inclusive of andragogy as the how to teach, and assessment as the 
means to determine whether the learning is achieved, we promote 
Indigenous curriculum as the what to teach, in order to honour the 
Indigenous ways of teaching and learning to meet the needs of 
Learners as they develop into the capable people that they are meant 
to be.

The Land

As stewards of the Land, showing respect and reverence, we honour 
the Land’s vitality, gifts, medicines, and spirituality, as foundational 
components of maintaining, nurturing, and sharing Indigenous 
Knowledge. We acknowledge the cyclical approach to teaching and 
learning through the seasons that help Learners develop their unique 
ways of expressing themselves and their learning.

Wellness and Ceremony

Through wellness programs and services, we celebrate teaching and 
learning in ceremony that is welcoming, accessible, and inclusive of 
all, ensuring the balance of mind, body, heart, and spirit.

Strong Like Two People

We are following the paths set by Northwest Territories Elders, 
including Chief Jimmy Bruneau, and Elizabeth Mackenzie, who said 
how Tłıc̨hǫ are strong like two people: one person, walking in the 
trails of our Ancestors, guided by our stories and way of life, as 
our Elders have always done; and one person knowing everything 
needed to engage as a partner with modern day Canada, its 
governments and peoples.4

INDIGENOUS KNOWLEDGE HOLDERS COUNCIL 
PRIORITIES
BACKGROUND

In 2024-2025, Aurora College and the GNWT finalized the 2025-2028 Aurora College Mandate 
Agreement, which focuses on the strategic priorities shared by the Minister of Education, Culture, 
and Employment and the Board of Governors. The Agreement outlines the scope of activities that 
will be completed by Aurora College during this timeframe. The strategic priorities outlined below 
are intended to help inform decision-making and guide the allocation of resources.
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1.	 Continue on the path of the polytechnic university;
2.	 Strengthen a tri-cameral governance system;
3.	 Improve and enhance college infrastructure to align with goals;
4.	 Academic and research excellence;
5.	 Learning-centred;
6.	 Connections;
7.	 Organizational effectiveness

In May 2024, the IKHC developed their Council priorities, enhancing the alignment with the Board 
of Governors’ strategic priorities, with the spirit and intent of Indigeneity to honour the history, 
people, languages, and land of the NWT.

The IKHC PRIORITIES reflect the IK guiding principles and a desire to be rooted in a broad, 
conceptual simplicity that aligns with ‘four’ as a sacred number, for a variety of reasons, and on 
ways of knowing, doing, being and believing through metaphor and story. They include:

1.	 Sacred Places;
2.	 Indigenizing Education and Cultural Knowledge Continuity;
3.	 Love and Respect;
4.	 Leaders in Partnership.

1. Sacred Places

The tipi symbolizes cultures of belonging and a holistic and culturally 
enriched space centred around Indigenous traditions, wisdom, and 
connection to nature. It includes access to Elders, their stories, and 
traditional knowledge.

See Appendix A for further details

2. Indigenizing 
Education and Culture

The fire symbolizes a comprehensive framework for integrating and 
honouring Indigenous Knowledge through certification, policy, and 
operational practices. It emphasizes consistency in terminology and 
adherence to IKHC Guiding Principles across all policies, procedures, 
and reports through monitoring and evaluating programs, identifying 
anomalies, and driving change through transparent, data-informed 
practices.

See Appendix A for further details

7
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3. Love and Respect

Love and respect are derived in part from Dene Laws, to love 
each other as much as possible and to be respectful of Elders and 
everything around you. Love and respect emphasize a culturally 
sensitive and supportive approach to student success, fostering 
understanding of the beliefs and values of learners, faculty, and staff.

See Appendix A for further details

4. Leaders in 
Partnership

Flowing waters symbolizes the importance of managing resources 
while fostering collaboration, sharing knowledge, and celebrating 
successes. It highlights the backbone of Indigenous leadership, 
and encourages sharing insights about trends, developments, 
and educational initiatives in the North. Leaders in partnership 
share visions of northern trends and markets, creating a collective 
approach to advancing education, sustainability, and community 
development.

See Appendix A for further details

8
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IKHC PRIORITIES ILLUSTRATED AS A FISHNET 
METAPHOR
The 2025 Framework highlights the IKHC priorities that are illustrated as a fishnet metaphor, with 
one end of the net Indigenizing policies, the middle Indigenizing programs, and the other end of 
the net, Indigenizing operations. 

The fishnet metaphor beautifully reflects a natural embrace of Indigeneity into the policies, 
programs, and operations of Aurora College. There are five aspects involved in this process: 
“setting the net,” preparing the catch,” “sharing the sustenance,” having a “tackle box,” and 
“listening to the fish”.

“Setting the net” provides the metaphor of intentional preparation and thoughtful engagement of 
the IKHC, Aurora College, and the Indigenous voices of many communities. Woven together are 
the knowledge, traditions, and shared goals, creating a strong framework net for inclusion and 
belonging.

“Preparing the catch” is the process of implementing strategies, policies, programs, and 
operations that honour and embed Indigenous Guiding Principles and Priorities into the fabric of 
Aurora College.

“Sharing the sustenance” signifies the distribution of these enriched outcomes in improving 
access, understanding, partnerships, mutual benefits, and ensuring that the whole community is 
connected and thrives from the collective effort.

8
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For IKHC, the hooks in the “tackle box” include access to resources for the collaborative work, as 
well as the four priorities, 16 objectives, and 45 action items, outlined in Appendix A. These small 
mighty tools come in a variety of shapes and sizes, from which IKHC and Aurora College students, 
faculty, and staff can choose, when casting out a new fishing line or net.

Finally, “Listening to the fish” is capturing the voices around us and paying attention to the 
cues on the water and the environment, such as the way the water surface behaves, in order 
to understand where fish might be. Fish are sensitive to noise and can hear sudden splashes, 
loud vibrations, or engine noises. By keeping conversations in a normal voice, this approach 
promotes holistic and culturally respectful integration, embraces learning, understanding, and 
care. “Listening to the fish” allows the spoken word to promote storytelling and oral tradition, 
which are at the heart of Indigenous ways of knowing, doing, being, and believing. Listening 
allows IKHC and Aurora College to share the following words of wisdom, for greater reflection, 
healing, and personal growth.

Each fish was carefully detangled from the net to preserve the net and avoid harming the fish. 
Claire McFarlane/Cabin Radio, May 13, 2025.6
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IKHC WISDOM SHARED QUOTATIONS

“We are creating a culture of belonging.”

“Setting the net includes people.”

“It is important to listen to each other and hear each

“W
hile in a sacred place, it’s your own responsibility

(as a learner) to ensure you’re finding your gift.

Once you find your gift, you share and spread your wings

Acknowledge and share that gift for others to learn from.”

other’s stories, no matter where we come from.
Wisdom shared here makes us stronger.”

“Our community, safely threads relationship, deeply weavingknowledge passed down by our Elders. They guide us as wenavigate the waters, not only to fish, but to sustain and honour

“It is important to vocalize we are creating spaces where we feel

“Indigenous people have a holistic view of life, relationships with

“Need to build bridges and partnerships with our

nations and communities.”

each other and community. There is always thought to how much
you’re sharing.”

safe and brave, and know we learn through our entire being, thesmell of moose hide, the feel of a fish.”

our people. By the fire, we gather in warmth and gratitude, ourhearts united in love and respect for all that nourishes us.Through these relationships, we carry hope, continue to thrive,share the knowledge that has always guided us.”

“We need to share the riches and wealth of ancestors,where the y went, what they did.”

“There is abundance everywhere, keep open-minded,

envision a future and plan a way to get there.”

“We need to be more welcoming to those coming to usfor schooling and hold the door open wider for them.”

Wisdom Shared by Indigenous Knowledge Holders Council  

“We are creating a culture of belonging.”

“Setting the net includes people.”

“It is important to listen to each other and hear each

“W
hile in a sacred place, it’s your own responsibility

(as a learner) to ensure you’re finding your gift.

Once you find your gift, you share and spread your wings

Acknowledge and share that gift of others to learn from.”

other’s stories, no matter where we come from.
Wisdom shared here makes us stronger.”

“Our community, safely threads relationship, deeply weavingknowledge passed down by our Elders. They guide us as wenavigate the waters, not only to fish, but to sustain and honour

“It is important to vocalize we are creating spaces where we feel

“Indigenous people have a holistic view of life, relationships with

“Need to build bridges and partnerships with our

nations and communities.”

each other and community. There is always thought to how much
you’re sharing.”

safe and brave, and know we learn through our entire being, thesmell of moose hide, the feel of a fish.”

our people. By the fire, we gather in warmth and gratitude, ourhearts united in love and respect for all that nourishes us.Through these relationships, we carry hope, continue to thrive,share the knowledge that has always guided us.”

“We need to share the riches and wealth of ancestors,where the y went, what they did.”

“There is abundance everywhere, keep open-minded,

envision a future and plan a way to get there.”

“We need to be more welcoming to those coming to usschooling and hold the door open wider for them.”

Wisdom Shared by Indigenous Knowledge Holders Council  
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IMPLEMENTATION INFOGRAPHIC
IKHC identified the comprehensive list of priorities and objectives, outlined in Appendix A. Of 
these, nine high-level priorities have been identified for implementation in 2025 to 2028. The 
Council has developed an implementation plan as a living document, to work with over the next 
several years. 

‘
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