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October 19, 2020	

SENT ELECTRONICALLY	
Honourable Minister R.J. Simpson	
Education, Culture and Employment	
Government of the Northwest Territories	
Box 1320	
Yellowknife, NT X0E 0P0	
 	
Dear Minister Simpson,	

I am writing to provide feedback on the two recent Polytechnic University discussion papers 
issued by your department; Aurora College and Polytechnic University Governance (the 
Governance Paper), and Polytechnic University Areas of Teaching and Research Specialization 
(the Areas of Teaching and Research Paper). Following review of work produced by the Town of 
Fort Smith’s Post-Secondary Education Committee and recent discussions with the Fort Smith 
Town Council, we are expressing our concerns about critical aspects of the discussion papers and 
the ongoing work of the Aurora College Transformation Team. We strongly recommend 
revisions to the transformation process to reflect the diverse and predominantly Indigenous 
communities whose populations make the majority of learners enrolled at Aurora College.	

Our recommendations were carefully considered. We believe they will make important changes to 
the direction of the Polytechnic University and are confident you and your staff will want to 
incorporate them in the transformation process. 	

Attached is our response to the Governance Papers.	

Sincerely, 
 
 
 
Mayor Lynn Napier 
Town of Fort Smith 
 
Cc:   

Honourable Premier Caroline Cochrane  
Honourable Minister Diane Archie  
Honourable Minister Shane Thompson  
Honourable Minister Paulie Chinna  
Honourable Minister Julie Green  
Honourable Minister Caroline Wawzonek  
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Honourable Frieda Martselos  
Honourable Ronald Bonnetrouge  

 Honourable Kevin O’Reilly  
 Honourable Katrina Nokleby  
 Honourable Rocky Simpson  
 Honourable Lesa Semmler  
 Honourable Caitlin Cleveland  
 Honourable Frederick Blake Jr.  
 Honourable Jackson Lafferty  
 Honourable Jackie Jacobson  
 Honourable Steve Norn  
 Honourable Rylund Johnson  
 His Worship Mayor Andrew Charlie  
 Chief Clifford Daniels  
 Chief Wilbert Kochon  
 Ekw’atide Leeroy Andre  
 Chief Edward Sangris  
 His Worship Mayor Craig McMaster  
 Chief Daniel Masuzumi  
 Her Worship Mayor Hillary Deneron  
 His Worship Mayor Danny Beaulieu  
 His Worship Mayor Patrick Simon  

His Worship Mayor Sean Whelly  
 Chief David Wedawin  
 Her Worship Mayor Kandis Jameson  
 Her Worship Mayor Natasha Kulikowski  
 Chief Stanley Sanguez  
 Chief Lloyd Chicot  
 Chief April Martel  
 Chief Darrel Betsaka  
 His Worship Mayor Frank Pope  
 His Worship Ray Ruben Sr.  
 His Worship Mayor Norman Anikina  
 Chief Dolphus Jumbo  
 Chief Phillip Blake  
 His Worship Mayor Erwin Elias  
 His Worship Mayor Rocky Norwegian Sr.  
 Her Worship Mayor Laverna Klengenberg  
 Chief Charlie Football  
 Chief Alfonz Nitsiza  
 Chief Maurice Moses  
 Her Worship Mayor Rebecca Alty  

Chief Darryl Marlowe  
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Response to the Governance Discussion Papers from the Town of Fort Smith 

Summary of Recommendations 

• New Board of Governors with Regional Representation must be appointed immediately to 
provide leadership to the transformation process. 

– The new Board of Governors must be 100% NWT residents with no less than 50% 
Indigenous members. 

• The transformation process must be transparent. 
• Reviews of the Teacher Education and Social Work Programs must be completed in 2021. 
• The Aurora College Transformation Team must reduce its significant membership of 

GNWT bureaucrats in favour of knowledgeable residents. 
– The Areas of Teaching and Research Paper is setting a narrow path forward for the 

Polytechnic without drawing on the expertise of knowledgeable residents. 
• The Indigenous Education Protocol must form part of the foundation of the Polytechnic 

University.  
• Feedback to discussion papers must ensure anonymity to encourage full response. 
• All aspects of this transition and planning process must clearly include, and be created for, 

all NWT communities and residents. 

Response from the Town of Fort Smith 

The Town of Fort Smith is pleased to see the Governance Paper has been circulated and 
recommends the development of a bicameral governance system with a fully independent re-
established Board of Governors. However, to ensure the public endows trust and credibility in the 
transformation process, the Polytechnic University transformation process must be transparent and 
progressive. The transformation process would greatly benefit from independent, transparent 
leadership and oversight mechanisms. This is currently not possible, so long as the GNWT’s 
Department of Education, Culture and Employment makes decisions in private. This process 
cannot be driven by a closed-door desire to create a "Destination U" for southerners and non-
resident academics. It is imperative that the new Board of Governors be appointed by the Minister 
as soon as possible, in early 2021, and not later as planned as part of "phase two," which the 
Department is currently suggesting.  

The Town is very concerned that ECE's Aurora College Transformation Team has grown from the 
"President and a couple of staff," as initially promised by the Minister of Education in the 18th 
Assembly, to what is now a team of 10 Yellowknife bureaucrats. This team is forging ahead with 
decisions that will determine the direction of the new Polytechnic absent any arms-length 
independent leadership and oversight that would be provided by a Board of Governors. 

The Town of Fort Smith also wants to take this opportunity to express our concern about the lack 
of progress in reinstating Aurora College's programming — specifically the prolonged "under-
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review" Bachelor of Education, and Social Work programs — to fulfill immediate northern labour 
market needs.  

The Mayor and Council of the Town of Fort Smith strongly believe that publicly funded post-
secondary education in the Northwest Territories must focus, first-and-foremost, on the needs of 
all NWT communities and northern residents. According to the Aurora College website, “A 
majority of Aurora College students are Aboriginal. Many of our students are from small, remote 
communities.” As seen at other post-secondary institutions across Canada, a competent Board of 
Governors must reflect the institution's representative populations and the communities served by 
that publicly funded institution. The current Transformation Team is not representative of the 
population of the Northwest Territories. The team currently holds exclusive decision-making 
power to determine the future of the only post-secondary institution in the Northwest Territories 
and does not reflect the regional and Indigenous members it serves to represent. This decision-
making process is an example of systemic colonialism with institutions benefitting from public 
dollars determining the education needs for Indigenous Peoples without their inclusion or 
involvement.	 

Our neighbours at Yukon University's Board of Governors are an excellent example of a blended-
regional representation model comprised solely of territorial residents who are focused on the 
needs of their communities across the territory. 

The composition of a new Board of Governors for the NWT Polytechnic University needs to reflect 
our population and priorities. Reflecting this need, we are strongly recommending: 

• The new board be comprised of only NWT residents; 
• Of the eight Minister-appointed members that will guide the evolution of the institution, 

50% should be Indigenous; 
• The board composition must also represent the geographical diversity of the NWT and 

have no more than 50% representation from Yellowknife residents.	 

I must also express serious concern that the two discussion papers are published with stark 
contradiction. The Governance discussion paper articulates a clear and pressing need for 
institutional autonomy. In contrast, the Areas of Teaching and Research Paper already prescribes 
how the new Polytechnic will be organized, which specializations and programs will be prioritized, 
and the proposal to cluster certain programs. This is all assumed ahead of the guidance of 
independent board leadership and oversight.  

Even more alarming, the Areas of Teaching and Research Paper makes no mention of the potential 
areas of specialization relevant to residents and employment opportunities in the Northwest 
Territories outside of the labour market document. These subjects might include Indigenous 
scholarship, decolonizing education, reconciliation, and climate change and environmental 
stewardship. Each of these are potential subject matters which would likely be suggested following 
any sort of open and public community consultation process. Proposed instead is a passing notice 
of self-government initiatives, which must be considered given its critical relevance to the many 
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Indigenous governments pursuing self-government initiatives and whose governments fund the 
learners’ education to this institution. It is also disconcerting that the Areas of Teaching and 
Research Paper clearly clusters all of the Polytechnic's degree programs into one school or faculty. 
The Department appears to be positioning these programs together for delivery at the Yellowknife 
campus without independent oversight of a representative committee or community input.  

Importantly, the Skills 4 Success labour market document, upon which the Areas of Teaching and 
Research Paper is based, is already five years old and also does not reflect global changes in 
education and research due to the current pandemic. Aurora College’s own Aurora Research 
Institute has suggested revisions to high-value research and documents proposed for review and 
approval which reflect the significant needs of mid- and post-COVID-19 epistemological 
opportunities. These considerations when applied to the transformation must reflect current 
realities related to accessibility, our economy, and the home communities which currently have 
their own educational infrastructure - without requiring further travel and must be at all levels of 
the institution - above what is required from the research institute. The entire transformation 
process must honor the ethical calibre required of territorial research procedures set out by Aurora 
College’s Aurora Research Institute and needs to honor its own recommendations for research and 
policy review to ensure that decisions affecting education in the Northwest Territories follow 
independent research procedures. This process necessitates review and models for engagement and 
consultation as set from each independent community and Indigenous government. 

Noticeably absent from the transformation process is the 2015 commitment by Aurora College to 
the Seven Principles of the Indigenous Education Protocol which was signed by the Board of 
Governors and the President of Aurora College. The principles are as listed: 

1. Commit to making Indigenous education a priority.	
2. Ensure governance structures recognize and respect Indigenous peoples.	
3. Implement intellectual and cultural traditions of Indigenous peoples through 

curriculum and learning approaches relevant to learners and communities.	
4. Support students and employees to increase understanding and reciprocity among 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples.	
5. Commit to increasing the number of Indigenous employees with ongoing appointments 

throughout the institution, including Indigenous senior administrators.	
6. Establish Indigenous-centered holistic services and learning environments for learner 

success.	
7. Build relationships and be accountable to Indigenous communities in support of self-

determination through education, training, and applied research.	

The absence of these principles in the discussion papers dismisses the importance of ECE’s 
commitment to Indigenizing education, governance, support, and learner success. This is a 
grave step backwards from where we were 5 years ago and amounts to pedagogical 
colonialism. The entire process must be inclusive for successful transformation to an 
institution where education is culturally inclusive, empathetic, supportive, and where the 
students’ success is paramount. 



TOWN OF FORT SMITH 
Post Office Box 147, Northwest Territories, X0E 0P0 

	

Phone: (867) 872-8400 • Fax: (867) 872-8401 • Email: townoffortsmith@fortsmith.ca • Website: www.fortsmith.ca 
	

Lastly, the public feedback process for these two discussion papers requires the use of personal 
email addresses or phone calls to provide feedback to the Department, which places current Aurora 
College or GNWT employees in the uncomfortable position of having to disclose their identity to 
the GNWT to provide "public" feedback. It is the Town of Fort Smith's experience that best 
practices in public feedback, as a tool of good governance, ensures that feedback is as inclusive as 
possible and offers the opportunity for anonymity to those for whom it is required. By allowing 
anonymous feedback, the transformation team could ensure meaningful feedback is acquired while 
mitigating risk of harm to those Aurora College or GNWT employees expressing their opinions to 
the transformation team, whose decision-making processes are conversely closed. 

In closing, I want to reiterate the Town of Fort Smith's assertion that a publicly funded Northwest 
Territories post-secondary education must first and foremost focus on the needs of all NWT 
communities and northern residents whose public and tuition dollars legitimize the institution.	 

The new Board of Governors must be appointed by the Minister as soon as possible to provide 
transparency and independent leadership, prior to further decision making, to ensure the 
polytechnic transformation process has the benefit of the trust and credibility afforded to them by 
the representative public. 


